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THE LAO EVANGELICAL, CHUITCU: IJACI(GROrJNr)

The  19 ' / 5  "L ibe raL ion " *  
o f  Laos  s igna lec l  t r oub le  fo r  t he  C l r r . r r c f r .Fo re iB l r  m iss iona ry  l eaders : l : i p  and  f i nane ia l  supp r : r t  we re  en t i re l yrqi t l rdrav, 'n.  $ome Church propert ies were conf is. :a l ,ed, Christ ian

l i terai-r-rre destroyed, anr i  chr ist ian leaders sent to re-r=ducat i"on
canrps. But Eir :adr.ra1lr .  the s i tuat ion has improved f  or the ( ihureh.
l n_  1 in :  r . , ' i t h  t he  po l i cy  o f  p ragmat i c  soc ia l i sm w i r i ch  Laos  has  beenfo l , l ov r i ng ,  an  ed i c t  i ssued  i n  i szg  g ran ted  f reedom o f  re l i g ion  i nLaos. i ' lh i  1e the intent r : f  the edicf  was to downFlay the r61e oftsuddhism so deeply ingrairred in l ,ao r i fe and cul ture,  in ef fect  i t ,up€lraded the status of  Christ iani ty.

Todery tJhr ist ians may worship f  r :eely througlrout l ,aos. Al thouelh
lnass  evanE le l i sm i " s  no t  pe rm i t t ed ,  t he re  a re  few  res t r i c t i ons  on
persona l  w i tness ing .  Approx imabe l . y  15 ,o00  ch r i s t i ans  mee t  1n  s r r re
150  r :h r " r r c i res .  ' l hese  chu rches  a re  l oca te r f  i n  , 10  o f  Laos ,  12
provirrr :es '  scabtered i rrs l - ,aLrces or persecui ion do not,  : , - ;eem .br- . :  be i rpart  of  centraf  g-overnment poLicy.  ' I 'he church r : f  ,Jesus chr ist  i .
Laos r :crr t inues to experience a fair , le€lree rr f  f  reedarn j -_hroughor,r t
the cor:ntry.

Sorne : ;  Labements f  rom lulr .  Maha l {hanttan Thepbouerly,  }J i rector of
Rel ig i r : :us Af f  a irs of  the t lat ional  Front f  or 1;he Ber:r : ,nstr l r r r t r r ln , l f
Laos, ref lect ,  the of f ic ia l  l ,ao Eiovernnenl- ,  at t i l r . rde towatrr l
Ch r i s  b  i  an  i t y :

f i i * l ig ion is somethirrei  we al l  must partake r l f  .  F--verr  ai ;  we nusJ;
ar l .  l .  eaj ;  and dr inl<.  N'r  mat ler r , , ,hat k inr l  r : f  re6i in ie lhere is,
rr ' � ' l  ig i .on is i .mporbant.  Do nc,t  be. l  j  eve t ,hat,  1, l re ( jovr:rnrnent;  is;
l , r y i ng  to  ge t  r i d  o f  re l i g ion .  Yo r_ r  caD see  fo r  y , l u rse l ves
1,hat the Government respecls the Chris.bian rel  ig i . r t r -r  anr l  .bhat,
we  have  re l i g ious  f reedom in  th i s  coun t r y .  I n  Laos  a  L re rsDn
r :an  have  any  re l i g ion  o r  no  re l i g i r : n  a t  a l l .  Re l j g ion ,
hDwever,  nust be subordinate to fhe Gr)verrrment.  You caunot
ntake others behzrve accordinel  to yrrur bel iefs.  Thab is noc
gr:,:d.

*  The i :erm r.rsed r , i i th i rr  Laos to denote the change f  ron a IJ.  S.
f  i t ranei .al ly backed democrat ic- type government t ( l  a Sr:v iet l
Vietnarnese f i r raneial ly baeked social ist- i ;ype Elovernment.



As a means of faci l i tat ing Church-Ef overnment relat ic 'nshiFB, aE
wel l  as a means of at tempting to uni fy the naLional Church with
representat ives from each of the provinces, the Ieaders of  the Lao
Evangel ical  Church in Vient iane have ini t iated the process -ro
r : f f  i c i a l l y  re€ i i s te r  t he  Chr " r r ch  w i th  the  Na t iona l  F ron t  f o r  l he
Eecorrstruct ion of  l ,aos. Al thor.rgh no one knows al  I  the impl ica-
i ; i . ens ,  i ; h i s  reg i s t ra t i r : n  w i11 ,  i n  f . he  wr : rds  o f  one  t j hu rch
leader,  make the Church in a sense a "branch" of  the government.
Chr"rrch leaders feel  the advantaEies general ly outweigh the disad-
vantades. ' l 'hese advantages include more f  reedom to J:ravr=l  to
vis i t  r :hrrrr :hes thror.rghout the countr l r ,  and more reci furse in cases
o f  d i f f i eu l t i es  w i th  the  e love rnmen t .

Many causes of encouragement exist  regardinEl the state of  the Lao
Evangel ical  Church. In spi te of  the fact  that over hal f  the 1975
Chureh  membersh ip  has  Ie f t  Laos ,  cu r ren t  s ta t i - s t i cs  comp i led  f rom
throughout the country indicate a Chr-rreh rnembership of  over
15 ,000 ,  a  number  50% h ighe r  than  those  i nd i ca ted  by  1975
stat ist ics.  New bel ievers cont inue to be bapt ized and new
churches are being bui l t  and dedicated. At least one pastor and
several  laymen have returned to Laos after f leeing to Thai land. A
Elovernment of f ic ia l  under the previous re€i ime who has recent ly
beerr released from re-educat ion camF is providinEl new dimensions
to Chrrrch leadership with hi .s administrat ive knowledge and
exper t i se .  Dur ine l  h i s  i nca rce ra t i on ,  he  1ed  a  number  o f  peop le  to
Chr i - s t ,  a t : d  con t i nues  to  ev idence  the  same sense  o f  ded ica t i on  to
the L,ord in his posi t ion as the ne\ ' ly elected Vient iane Province
Chrrrch pres ident.

The  V ien t i ane  l eaders  encouraE ie  v i l l age  and  d i s t r i c t  l eade rs  to
take  l he i r  shepherd ing  ro le  se r ious l y ,  l ead ing  ho l y  and  pu re  l i ves
ancl  overseeing the spir i f .ual  and mater ial  needs of their  people.
Repor|s of  heal i "ngs are frequent ly announeed in chr.rrch, and ab
l .easb. one farni ly has bel . ieved after Church leaders prayed for
iheir  son who was healed. The Chrrrch takes a strong stand a.gainst
dr inhing and part ic ipat ion in the str ing-ty inEl eeremonies so
prevalent in Lao cr,r l ture.

Whi le there are many encouraEiements wl ih i .n the Church in L,aos,
problems also abound. The mr:st  ser i r :us problem resr: INs from
the fact  that more than 85% of the Bible schoo]- trained Church
leaders in the nort l r  f led the country af ter 1975. Less than tet l
men r , , '  i th any formal Bible school t raining remain in the eountry '
Chrrrr :h members bemnan the fact  that they are as "sheep without a
shepher:d".  Var ious leaders of  the Chureh th: :oughout Laos have
exp ressed  a  sense  o f  t he i r  own  inadequac ies ,  buh  thank fu l l y  i h i s
sense of inadequacy is coupled with an increased rel ianee on God
and  H is  Word .

l n  response  to  the  l eadersh ip  c r i s i s ,  t he  pasbors  o f  t he  V ien t i ane
Church  have  es tab l i shed  a  t ra in ing  p rog ram fo r  Lhe  e lde rs  o f
churches in Vient iarre Provinee. Every four morrths the Vient iarre
Chr r r r : h  p rov ides  up  to  ten  days  o f  B ib le  and  l eadersh ip  L ra in ing
fo r  t en  No  twe lve  e lde rs  f rom v i l l a€e  chu rches .  As  the  V ien t i ane
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ChurcLr can only accommodate this smal l  number each t j -me, each
v i l l age  e lde r  rece i ves  t l : i s  t ype  o f  t ra in ing  j us t  o r - i ce  a  yFEr - .

Some , : : f  the trained leaders are now try ing to in i t iate an appren-
t iceship-tyFe program, whereby ea.ch of  three trained pastors in
Vient ia.ne wi l l  take one or two apprent ices and work with them,
Frovidi .ng then with r :Fportuni t ies for supervised. experienr:e in
minis Lry.  In con junct ion wit t r  th is ef  f  or: t  the lead6rs h'-rve
expressed a need for an extensive Theolo€i ical  Educat ion by
Exterrs j  on (TEE) program. In order to provide training of  t f r is
kind, r : .  sui table curr iculum neerls io be prepared. Dr:rr  Durl  ingi ,  a
fo r rne l  C&MA miss iona ry  to  Laos ,  i s  cu r ren t , I y  work ing  w i th  Lao
refuEiees in Thai land to produce TEE mater ials.  This concept has
been enthus iast  ical  ly received by the leaders of  the Lao Evangel i -
cal  Church. Lao Chureh leaders are current ly revier+inEf the f i rsb
study volume produced by Don, I f  a new generai ion of  Fa.stors and
ieachers can be trained and equipped in this way, Chr.rrch leaders
are opi i rnist ic about the future of  the "shepherdIess" Chrrrch of
Laos .

The L:tr :  Evan5iel  icer l  Chureh has been through much s inr jB the mis-
s i o n a r i e s  l e f t  i n  m i d - 1 9 ? 5 .  T h e y  h a v e  s e e n  t h e i r  B i h l e  S c h o o l
takerr over as mi l i tary barracks; Bibles,  hymnbooks aud other
Chr i sN ian  l i t e ra tu re  des t royed ;  pas to rs  a r res ted  (a lbe i t  mos t l y
for reasons olher than their  fa i th);  other Fastors and Church
f  eader - , -  f l ee inE i  t he  coun t r y ;  and  l t e l i ev ing i  f am i l i es  reve r t i ng  t ( )
spir i t ;  worship.  Yet the Chr.rrcfr  is plot t in€l  i ts own eourse anr l  j , : . ;
comirrei  l ( )  a new matur i ty.  Whi le the Fasi l l  has been very di f  f  icr : I l ,
the futr . rre looks br ight.  Though the ser ious leadership gaps nl l l
no1; be f i l led overniEiht ,  the f i rst  steps to meei;  th is need have
been Laken. Even the gradual Frovis ion of  part  ia l  ly-  t i ra ined
leadere is an improvement over the at tr i t ion of  Chr-rreh leaders
which has character ized the past twelve years.  The ' :orner has
been lurned, and r ,re are trust ind GDd to accompl ish Elreat I th ings
within t ,he Lao Evangel ical  Churctr .  The L,ao Evangel.  j .cal  Chr.rrch
w ishes  to  sha re  1  Pe te r  4 :7 - l I  w i th  p ray inE f  pa r tne rs  a round  the
w o r l d :

The end of al l  tbr ings is near.  ' l 'krerefore be clear-
rrr inded and sef f  -cr :ntrr : l  led so 1;hat yr l r . l  can pra.y.  Above
al l ,  love eaclr  other deeply,  becar-rse love covers :ver '  a
rnr,r l f  i . l f ,ude of s ins.  {} f  fer LrospiLal i tv to one another
wi. thout grumbl ing. Eactr  one should r . rse whatever gi f t  he
ir  i . , . : ;  received to serve r : t l : rers,  fa i t l r fu l ly adminis ler i r rg
i ; ' r d ' s  g race  i n  i t s  va r i o r - r s  f o r rns .  I f  anyone  sFeak ; , ^ ,  h t )
shor.r ld do i t  as one speakin€l  the very worr ls of  God. I f
Errryrne serves, he should r lo i t ,  wi- th the strerrgt l r  God
L l rov idesJ  so  tha t  i n  a l l  t h ings  Gr :d  may  be  p ra i sed
t, l : r rough Jesus Christ .  To him be the €1ory a6. i  t l re poh'er
fr : r  ever and ever.  Amen.


