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X beg in 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 i n 

North Vietnam and of i n - d e p t h 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 t o Vietnam was t o Sa igon i n 1 9 5 4 , 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 a t Dien Bien Fhu and on the eve of the Geneva Conference t h a t p a r t i t i o n e d 

t h e country a t the 17th p a r a l l e l . At the t ime of my v i s i t Only one C&MA 

m i s s i o n a r y s t i l l r e s i d e d i n the North . A l l the o t h e r s had p r e v i o u s l y come t o 

t h e South . 

Af ter the e s t a b l i s h m e n t of t h e 17 th p a r a l l e l , my o f f i c e has had no c o r 

respondence and no p e r s o n a l c o n t a c t w i t h any C h r i s t i a n — l a y o r c l e r g y — i n 

North Vietnam, P a s t o r s and e s p e c i a l l y the church l e a d e r s i n South Vietnam 

t e l l me t h e i r knowledge of the Church i n the North i s minimal and i s o b t a i n e d 

e x c l u s i v e l y through another s o u r c e - - a person r e s i d i n g i n a n o t h e r A s i a n country 

who m a i n t a i n s correspondence w i t h p a s t o r s i n North Vietnam, What they h a v e , 

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

r e l e a s e s of the World Counci l o f Churches Commission on In ter -Church Aid and 

World S e r v i c e have on o c c a s i o n prov ided i n f o r m a t i o n . And f i n a l l y , b e f o r e t h e Tet 

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 Control 

Commission, made i t a p o i n t t o d i s c o v e r what he cou ld about t h e P r o t e s t a n t 

Church in *Torth Vietnam. As he was a b l e he v i s i t e d P r o t e s t a n t c h u r c h e s - - o b s e r v e d 

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

r e p o r t e d o r a l l y h i s o b s e r v a t i o n s t o me. 

At t h i s po in t an h i s t o r i c a l resume o f the g v a n g e l i c h Church i n 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 u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f t h e church a s i t 

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

century and succeeded i n b u i l d i n g up a s t r o n g church in the 18th c e n t u r y , the 

P r o t e s t a n t Church of Europe and America pa id s c a n t a t t e n t i o n t o t h i s l and , even 

i n the 19th c e n t u r y , o f t e n c o n s i d e r e d the grea t cen tury of P r o t e s t a n t m i s s i o n s . 

When The CtMA was founded in 1S87, Vietnam was l i s t e d as one of the e a r l i e s t 

c o u n t r i e s t o be e n t e r e d . In 1889 , and a g a i n i n 1 8 9 3 , 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 h a t , r e p e a t e d e f f o r t s t o e s t a b l i s h a permanent P r o t e s t a n t 

w i t n e s s i n the land f i n a l l y were honored w i t h s u c c e s s i n 1911 when a c o n t i n g e n t 

of A l l i a n c e m i s s i o n a 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 t o o k up 

r e s i d e n c e i n Haiphong and i n Hanoi i n 1916 . 

One o f the v e r y f i r s t c o n v e r t s a t Hanoi was a c e l e b r a t e d s c u l p t o r . Another 

was a u n i v e r s i t y t r a i n e d man from a w e a l t h y f a m i l y . But most who responded 

were farmers , a r t i s a n s , l a b o r e r s , s h o p k e e p e r s , s t u d e n t s ; some c l e r k s , c i v i l 

s e r v a n t s and s o l d i e r s . Among t h e s e were t h o s e whose l i f e had been Suddenly 

transformed. Opium a d d i c t s , robbers and c r o o k s , men and women whose homes had 

been broken because o f drunkenness , gambling or b r u t a l i t y had u n e x p e c t e d l y 

turned from t h e i r way of l i f e and became worthy- s o n s a n d • d a u g h t e r s , d e c e n t . 

husbands and w i v e s and honorable c i t i z e n s - - a l l because of t h e t r a n s f o r m i n g 

power of the g o s p e l . 

I t was upon t h i s t r a n s f o r m a t i o n i n p e r s o n a l c h a r a c t e r t h a t the A l l i a n c e 

m i s s i o n a r i e s p l a c e d most emphasis i n t h e i r p r e a c h i n g and t e a c h i n g . Except f o r 

promise of " b l e s s i n g i n J e s u s C h r i s t , " t h e A l l i a n c e Mis s ion o f f e r e d no t a n g i b l e 

b e n e f i t s t o the b e l i e v e r s . U n l i k e o t h e r C h r i s t i a n m i s s i o n a r y a g e n c i e s , which 

. p r o v i d e , a long w i t h t h e i r message of hop&, some p h y s i c a l and m a t e r i a l p r i v i l e g e s 

i n t h e i r s c h o o l s , h o s p i t a l s and s o c i a l w e l f a r e programs, the A l l i a n c e m i s s i o n a r i e s 
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made i t c l e a r to Vietnamese i n q u i r e r s t h a t " they would be g i v e n n o t h i n g of 

m a t e r i a l t h i n g s . " This no doubt e x p l a i n s somewhat the l i m i t e d r e s p o n s e t o 

the g o s p e l for a t no t ime was the r e s p o n s e i n North Vietnam very l a r g e . I 

say "somewhat" f o r the response i n Centra l and South Vietnam was t r u l y c o n s i d 

e r a b l e d e s p i t e t h e same "no inducement" p o l i c y . 

Another reason for the r a t h e r smal l r e s p o n s e t o the g o s p e l i n North 

Vietnam ( i n comparison t o 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 k n 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 t h e North V i e t n a m e s e , v i z . t h e i r toughness and t e n a c i t y of 

c h a r a c t e r a long w i t h an i n t e n s i f i e d n a t i o n a l i s m , c o n t r i b u t e d t o a l e s s e n e d 

r e s p o n s e . Comments have been heard of the "proud and stubborn" a t t i t u d e s but 

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

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

s i n c e the 17th c e n t u r y . 

Some would l i s t p e r s e c u t i o n a s a d e t e r r e n t t o a l a r g e r r e s p o n s e t o t h e 

g o s p e l In North Vietnam. That s t r o n g 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 

i n North Vietnam, e s p e c i a l l y i n t h e l a t e 1 9 2 0 ' s , the e a r l y 1 9 3 0 ' s , and d u r i n g 

the l a s t y e a r s of the War of Independence , i s u n d e n i a b l e . An i m p a r t i a l o b s e r v e r , 

however, may n o t e t h a t the o p p o s i t i o n and p e r s e c u t i o n came from the government 

and n e v e r from the genera l p o p u l a t i o n . To be more a c c u r a t e , o n l y a f r a c t i o n of 

the A d m i n i s t r a t i o n was r e s p o n s i b l e for t h e s e harsh a c t s . Moreover, u n l i k e t h e 

Roman C a t h o l i c Church which had preceded the P r o t e s t a n t p i o n e e r s by a l m o s t four 

c e n t u r i e s and which had t o s u s t a i n 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 of North Vietnam has s o f a r encountered on ly mi ld p e r s e c u t i o n . 
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Church planting began in North Vietnam in 1915. By 1927 there were 6 

organized churches and 6 pastors North of the 17th parallel. By 1934, there 

were 38 churches. In 1940, the Evangelical Church in North Vietnam reached 

its highest mark of extension with 58 churches. With the occupation of North 

Vietnam by the Japanese military in 1941, the military and economic crisis which 

ensued forced the closing dc>wn of 22 churches--reducing the number to 36, 

(Central Vietnam closed 1 church and South Vietnam Organized 10 new ones.) 

In comparison T«Lth the work in Central and South Vietnam, North Vietnam 

consistently recorded the fewest converts, and the highest rate of clergy 

casualties. Even though the strongest and most successful psstors were moved 

from. South Vietnam to North Vietnam and expended much effort and fervor, the 

church in North Vietnam remained through the years the smallest and weakest 

section of the Evangelical Church. 

Of all the pastors who served in North Vietnam between 1927 and 1941, 

18.3 percent asked to be transferred to the South, 26.6 percent dropped Out o f 

the ministry due either to illness or other causes, and 13.3 percent died 

during active service. This added up to 58.2 percent of the total staff and 

provides a partial explanation to the sharp drop in the number of churches 

from 58 in 1940; to 36 in 1941; to 35 in 1952. By this year, the number of 

pastors had dropped to 16. In 1954, there were 1,547 baptized members in the 

Evangelical Church of North Vietnam. Children under 15 years of age as well 

as nonbaptized adherants were not included in the records of the church. 

Through the years, however, by careful checking a fair idea of the size of the 

Evangelical Church (baptized, children and adhcrants) could be obtained by 

multiplying Che baptized membership by four. Thus in 1954, the size of the 

church in the North was approximately 6,000. Ninety percent o f the total 
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evangelical membership was located south of the 17th parallel. 

Between July 1954, and July 1955, more than eight hundred thousand 

(860,206) refugees from tho Korth poured into South Vietnam. This largest 

migration in Vietnam's history involved 676,348 Roman Catholics, 182,817 

Buddhists, and 1,041 Protestants. Telford Taylor in the May 1973 issue of 

"The Atlantic" stated that during his December 1972 visit to North Vietnam 

he "was told more than three-quarters of the Evangelical Protestants had gone 

South." 

At the time of the. Exodus to the South, only thirteen pastors and 

preachers stayed on in the North to care for two dozen churches. Shortly there

after we know that one of these died and in 1964 another—reducing the number to eleven 

Needless to say, the ECVN of the North became at once completely inde

pendent of any foreign interference or influence. Rev. Duong Tu Ap became 

its first president and held this office until his death in 1964. He was 

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

After 1956, a national conference has been held annually in Hanoi. A Bible 

school was opened in Hanoi to train workers between 1961 and 1963. Pictures 

of the faculty and student body for the two years of the school's operation 

show the student body consisted mostly of young people and several older lay 

leaders, including a seventy-year-old woman. 

In 1955, the government of the DRVN issued what is often known as the 

"Decree of Freedom of Religion." It was published in Nhon Don (People's 

Daily), No. 4S8. This document somewhat clarified the official view On 

liberty of conscience which was casually inserted in the constitutions of 

1946 and 1960. 
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LLK:rew 

A c c o r d i n g t o t h i s d e c r e e , r e l i g i o n c o u l d be p r e a c h e d o n l y i n c h u r c h e s , 

s e m i n a r i e s and c h u r c h - c o n t r o l l e d s c h o o l s . No p r e a c h i n g w a s a l l o w e d i n t o w n 

h a l l s o f n o n - C h r i s t i a n v i l l a g e s . C h r i s t i a n c l e r g y m e n w e r e n o t p e r m i t t e d 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 p u r p o s e s u n l e s s t h e y w e r e 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 . T h i s w a s i n t e r p r e t e d a s t h e A d m i n i s t r a t i o n ' s d u t y t o g u a r a n t e e 

f r e e d o m 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 f rom u n w a n t e d 

p r o p a g a n d a . Even i n t h e c h u r c h e s , c l e r g y m e n s h o u l d p r e a c h 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 t h e g o v e r n s ?.nt, e t c . I n a c t u a l i t y , t h e p o l i c y o f t h e 

DRVN h a s b e e n t o 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 b o d i e s and t o l i m i t t h e i r 

f u n c t i o n i n g 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 , t h u s l e a v i n g l i t t l e p r o v i s i o n , i f 

a n y , f o r t h e p r o p a g a t i o n o f t h e i r f a i t h . 


