
The Cliurch in North Vietnam and Rc Vietnam and Revo lu t iona ry CRangt 
Louis L . K i n g , V i c e Prcu idon t /Overseas M i n i s t r i e s 
The Chr i s t i an and Miss ionary A l l i a n c e 

I begin by d i s c l a i m i n g any d i r e c t knowledge o f r e v o l u t i o n a r y change in 

North Vietnam and o f in-depth knowledge about the P r o t e s t a n t Church t h e r e . 

My f i r s t v i s i t to Vietnam was to Saigon in 1954, f o l l o w i n g the d e c i s i v e 

v i c t o r y at Dien Bicn Phu and on the eve of the Geneva Conference that p a r t i t i o n e d 

the country at the. 17th p a r a l l e l . At the time o f my v i s i t only one C&MA 

missionary s t i l l r e s ided in the Nor th . A l l the o thers had p r e v i o u s l y come to 

the South. 

A f t e r the es tabl ishment o f the 17th p a r a l l e l , my o f f i c e has had no c o r ­

respondence and no personal contac t w i th any C h r i s t i a n - - l a y or c l e r g y - - i n 

North Vietnam. Pas tors and e s p e c i a l l y the church l eade r s i n South Vietnam 

t e l l me t h e i r knowledge o f the Church in the North i s minimal and i s obta ined 

e x c l u s i v e l y through another source—a person r e s i d i n g in another Asian country 

who maintains correspondence w i t h pas tors in North Vietnam. What they have , 

they share wi th me. A d d i t i o n a l l y , Dr. J. Harry Haines as w e l l as the news 

r e l e a s e s o f the World Council o f Churches Commission on Inter-Church Aid and 

World S e r v i c e have on occas ion p rov ided in fo rma t ion . And f i n a l l y , b e f o r e the T e t 

o f f e n s i v e , a keen committed C h r i s t i a n , s e r v i n g on the I n t e r n a t i o n a l Cont ro l 

Commission, made i t a po in t to d i s c o v e r what he could about the P r o t e s t a n t 

Church tQ North Vietnam. As he was ab le he v i s i t e d P r o t e s t a n t churches—observed 

the maintenance o f t h e i r b u i l d i n g s and the at tendance a t the s e r v i c e s . He 

repor t ed o r a l l y h i s obse rva t ions Lo me. 

At t h i s po in t an h i s t o r i c a l resume o f the Evangel ich Church in North V i e t ­

nam i s e s s e n t i a l . I t w i l l , a t l e a s t , he lp our understanding o f the church as i t 

e x i s t s today. 
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Although the Roman C a t h o l i c s s t a r t e d t h e i r work in Vietnam in the 16th 

century and succeeded in b u i l d i n g up a s t rong church in the 18th cen tury , the 

P ro tes t an t Church o f Europe and America paid scant a t t e n t i o n t o t h i s land, even 

in the 19th century , of ten cons idered the g r ea t century of P r o t e s t a n t m i s s i o n s . 

When The C&MA was founded in 18S7, Vietnam was l i s t e d as one o f the e a r l i e s t 

coun t r i e s to be en te red . In 1889, and again in 1893, A l l i a n c e o f f i c i a l s  

v i s i t e d Vietnam. A f t e r t ha t , repeated e f f o r t s to e s t a b l i s h a permanent P r o t e s t a n t 

wi tness i n the land f i n a l l y were honored wi th success in 1911 when a con t ingen t 

of A l l i a n c e mi s s iona r i e s s e t t l e d a t Danang. In 1915, m i s s i o n a r i e s took up 

r e s idence in Haiphong and in Hanoi i n 1916. 
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made i t c l e a r to Vietnamese i n q u i r e r s tha t " they would be g i v e n noth ing of 

ma te r i a l t h i n g s . " This no doubt exp l a in s somewhat the l i m i t e d response t o 

the gospe l f o r a t no t ime was the response in North Vietnam v e r y l a r g e . I 

say "somewhat" fo r the response in Cent ra l and South Vietnam was t r u l y c o n s i d ­

e rab le d e s p i t e the same "no inducement" p o l i c y . 

Another reason f o r the r a the r small response t o the gospe l i n North 

Vietnam ( i n comparison to tha t i n South Vietnam) was the s o c i a l and r e l i g i o u s 

l i f e c l o s e l y kn i t around the concept o f communalism b e f o r e the Independence War. • 

A l s o , South Vietnamese P r o t e s t a n t s b e l i e v e the i n t r i n s i c q u a l i t i e s and 

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s o f the North Vietnamese, v i z . t h e i r toughness and t e n a c i t y o f 

cha rac te r along w i t h an i n t e n s i f i e d na t i ona l i sm , c o n t r i b u t e d to a l e s sened 

response . Comments have been heard o f the "proud and stubborn" a t t i t u d e s but 

one may r e c a l l that the Roman C a t h o l i c Church, working under much more adver se 

c o n d i t i o n s had succeeded in b u i l d i n g up a prosperous church in North Vietnam 

s i n c e the 17th cen tu ry . 

Some would l i s t pe r secu t ion as a d e t e r r e n t t o a l a r g e r response to the 

gospe l i n North Vietnam. That s t rong o p p o s i t i o n and o u t r i g h t p e r s e c u t i o n occurred 

in North Vietnam, e s p e c i a l l y in the l a t e 1920 ' s , the e a r l y 1930 ' s , and during 

the l a s t years o f the War o f Independence, i s undeniab le . An i m p a r t i a l o b s e r v e r , 

however, may note that the o p p o s i t i o n and pe r secu t ion came from the government 

and never from the genera l p o p u l a t i o n . To be more accu ra t e , only a f r a c t i o n o f 

the Admin i s t r a t ion was r e s p o n s i b l e f o r these harsh a c t s . Moreover , u n l i k e the 

Roman Ca tho l i c Church which had preceded the P r o t e s t a n t p ionee r s by almost four 

cen tu r i e s and which had t o sus ta in a s e r i e s o f b l o o d l e t t i n g p e r s e c u t i o n s , the 

E v a n g e l i c a l Church o f North Vietnam has so f a r encountered only mild p e r s e c u t i o n . 
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Church p l an t i ng began in North Vietnam in 1915. By 1927 there were 6 

organized churches and 6 pas to rs North o f the 17th p a r a l l e l . By 1934, the re 

were 38 churches. In 1940, the E v a n g e l i c a l Church in North Vietnam reached 

i t s h ighes t mark o f ex tens ion wi th 58 churches. With the occupat ion o f North 

Vietnam by the Japanese m i l i t a r y in 1941, the m i l i t a r y and economic c r i s i s which 

ensued fo rced the c l o s i n g down o f 22 churches—reducing the number t o 36. 

(Cent ra l Vietnam c l o s e d 1 church and South Vietnam o rgan ized 10 new o n e s . ) 

In comparison wi th the work in Cen t r a l and South Vietnam, North Vietnam 

c o n s i s t e n t l y recorded the fewest c o n v e r t s , and the h ighes t r a t e o f c l e r g y 

c a s u a l t i e s . Even though the s t ronges t and most successfu l pas to rs were moved 

from South Vietnam t o North Vietnam and expended much e f f o r t and f e r v o r , the 

church in North Vietnam remained through the years the smal les t and weakest 

s e c t i o n o f the E v a n g e l i c a l Church. 

Of a l l the pas tors who served i n North Vietnam between 1927 and 1941, 

18.3 percent asked t o be t r a n s f e r r e d t o the South, 26.6 pe rcen t dropped out o f 

the min i s t ry due e i t h e r to i l l n e s s or o ther causes , and 13.3 pe rcen t d i ed 

during a c t i v e s e r v i c e . This added up t o 58.2 pe rcen t o f the t o t a l s t a f f and 

p rov ides a p a r t i a l exp lana t ion to the sharp drop in the number o f churches 

from 58 in 1940; to 36 in 1941; to 35 in 1952. By t h i s y e a r , the number o f 

pas tors had dropped to 16. In 1954, there were 1,547 b a p t i z e d members i n the 

E v a n g e l i c a l Church o f North Vietnam. Chi ld ren under 15 years o f age as w e l l 

as nonbapt ized adhcrants were not inc luded in the records o f the church. 

Through the y e a r s , however, by c a r e f u l checking a f a i r idea o f the s i z e o f the 

E v a n g e l i c a l Church ( b a p t i z e d , c h i l d r e n and adherants) could be obta ined by 

m u l t i p l y i n g the bap t i zed membership by four . Thus in 1954, the s i z e o f the 

church in the North was approximate ly 6,000. Nine ty percent o f the t o t a l 
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e v a n g e l i c a l membership was l o c a t e d south o f the 17th p a r a l l e l . 

Between July 1954, and July 1955, more than e i g h t hundred thousand 

(860,206) re fugees from the North poured i n t o South Vietnam. This l a r g e s t 

migra t ion in Vietnam's h i s t o r y i n v o l v e d 676,348 Roman C a t h o l i c s , 182,817 

Buddhists , and 1,041 P r o t e s t a n t s . T e l f o r d T a y l o r in the May 1973 i s sue o f 

"The A t l a n t i c " s t a t ed that during h i s December 1972 v i s i t t o North Vietnam 

he "was t o l d more than th ree -qua r t e r s o f tha E v a n g e l i c a l P r o t e s t a n t s had gone 

South." 

At the time o f the Exodus t o the South, only t h i r t e e n pas tors and 

preachers s tayed on in the North t o care f o r two dozen churches. S h o r t l y t h e r e ­

a f t e r we know that one of these d i e d and in 1964 another—reducing the number t o e l e v e n . 

Needless to say, the ECVN o f the North became a t once comple t e ly inde­

pendent o f any f o r e i g n i n t e r f e r e n c e or i n f l u e n c e . Rev . Duong Tu Ap became 

i t s f i r s t p res iden t and he ld t h i s o f f i c e u n t i l h i s death in 1964. He was 

succeeded by Rev. Hoang Kim Phuc (1964-68) and Rev. Bui Hoanh Thu (1968- ) . 

A f t e r 1956, a na t i ona l conference has been held annual ly in Hanoi . A B i b l e 

school was opened in Hanoi t o t r a i n workers between 1961 and 1963. P i c t u r e s 

of the f a c u l t y and student body f o r the two yea r s o f the s c h o o l ' s o p e r a t i o n 

show the student body cons i s t ed mostly o f young people and s e v e r a l o l d e r l a y 

l e a d e r s , inc lud ing a s e v e n t y - y e a r - o l d woman. 

In 1955, the government o f the DRVN issued what i s o f ten known as the 

"Decree o f Freedom o f R e l i g i o n . " I t was publ i shed in Nhon Don ( P e o p l e ' s 

D a i l y ) , No. 488. This document somewhat c l a r i f i e d the o f f i c i a l v i ew on 

l i b e r t y o f consc ience which was c a s u a l l y i n s e r t e d in the c o n s t i t u t i o n s o f 

1946 and 1960. 
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LLK:rew 

Accord ing to t h i s d e c r e e , r e l i g i o n could be preached only in churches, 

seminaries and chu rch -con t ro l l ed s c h o o l s . No preaching was a l lowed in town 

h a l l s of non-Chr is t ian v i l l a g e s . C h r i s t i a n clergymen were not permi t ted t o 

v i s i t h o s p i t a l s f o r r e l i g i o u s purposes unless they were p e r s o n a l l y i n v i t e d by 

a p a t i e n t . This was i n t e r p r e t e d as the A d m i n i s t r a t i o n ' s duty t o guarantee 

freedom o f r e l i g i o u s b e l i e f f o r a l l by p r o t e c t i n g i t s c i t i z e n s from unwanted 

propaganda. Even in the churches, clergymen should preach p a t r i o t i s m , d u t i e s 

o f c i t i z e n s , l o y a l t y t o the government, e t c . I n a c t u a l i t y , the p o l i c y o f the 

DRVN has been to t o l e r a t e e x i s t i n g r e l i g i o u s bodies and t o l i m i t t h e i r 

func t ion ing t o t h e i r e x i s t i n g c o n s t i t u e n c y , thus l e a v i n g l i t t l e p r o v i s i o n , i f 

any, f o r the propaga t ion o f t h e i r f a i t h . 


