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ABSTRACT
This thesis seeks to understand the re-emergence of spiritual beliefs and practices,
albeit with modification and creative borrowings, in Vietnam’s post-Renovation era. It
does so by considering three currently active new religious groups in Vietnam: the School
of Teaching Goodness; the Way of Hồ Chí Minh as the Jade Buddha; and the Tố Dương’s
Field of Extrasensory Perception. Fieldwork was conducted with the founders/leaders and
followers of these groups in order to analyse their emergence, organisation, doctrines,
rituals and practices. These groups appear to be thriving despite the cautious approach of
the authorities, and criticisms in the media and from some established religious
organisations.
The thesis argues that these groups are part of a process of religious reconfiguration
caused by the intensified interactions between the religious and non-religious spheres in a
rapidly modernising Vietnam. Within the religious sphere, for example, these new
religious groups develop new syncretic forms of worship that combine the familiar
vocabularies of Buddhism and folk spiritual practices in innovative ways. They also
challenge established religions by providing alternative pathways to salvation. Without
the religious sphere, the three new religious groups I discuss seek to engage with the
political sphere in order to affect state regulation of religious minorities and to gain
legitimacy by making reference to familiar figures, such as Hồ Chí Minh. My empirical
findings also indicate how new religious groups re-enchant the economic and the public
sphere.
The argument made in the thesis is that the emergence of these and other similar
groups does not simply equate to so many new religions in Vietnam. Rather, as I
demonstrate, post-1986 new religious groups have changed the shape of the religious
sphere in Vietnam, redefined the relationship between new religions and state-recognised
religious organisation, and offered options for the Vietnamese to continuously adapt
religion to modernity.
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Introduction

CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION
In May 2010, I began my fieldwork in Kiến An, a district of Hải Phòng – one of the
largest cities in northern Vietnam. I wanted information about a woman who, 20 years
earlier, had come under the spotlight for her daring new idea of worshipping one of
Vietnam’s most revered communist leaders, Hồ Chí Minh. After several days of asking
around about Lady Lang without any luck, I visited the District’s Department of
Religious Affairs. Here I learned that the local authorities knew all about Lady Lang and
informed me that she was still involved in the worship of Hồ Chí Minh as the “Jade
Buddha”. After obtaining permission from the head of the Department, I was directed to a
local police station, where a policeman escorted me to Lady Lang’s home, introduced me
to her, and then left. Lady Lang, who was 63 years old at the time, invited me inside. We
made our way through the living room extension, which her daughter and son-in-law use
for their tailoring work. She introduced me to a couple of her followers, two women from
other provinces, before ushering me into her dimly lit, sparsely furnished living room.
Lady Lang started by asking me questions about myself in an unhurried manner, before
inquiring into my reasons for the visit. Only when she began to trust me did she open up
and, in the course of our conversation, recount her story to me, which I paraphrase below.
In 1990, Lady Lang, a member of the Vietnamese Communist Party since she was 21
years old, was about to take up the position of manager of a state-owned poultry factory
in Kiến An district. After getting soaked by a sudden rain shower, she became terribly ill.
The illness lasted for 9 or 10 months, undiagnosed by doctors, and left her totally
exhausted at the age of 43. Early one morning, thinking she was dead, her husband and
relatives put her into a coffin and arranged a funeral. Yet, Lady Lang recalled, she was
only unconscious, not dead. Half-dead, she heard laughter from the air and a voice asking
her if she wanted to live. She said “yes” and then woke up. She managed to break out of
the coffin after many hours lying in it. At that moment of coming back to the world, she
began to talk in a strange accent, very similar to that of former president Hồ Chí Minh, to
the surprise of her family and friends. Her life changed forever from that point.
Lady Lang began to eat very little, mostly plain porridge, but it caused her no
problem. She told others that that was because a spirit had given her all the energy she
needed. She stayed up late every night, listening to voices in the air and wrote down many
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“spirit poems”. 1 The poems were not about her life and experience; they told rather about
the advent of the spirit of Hồ Chí Minh on earth, now in the form of the “Jade Buddha”.
The poems told of his return in order to save the nation and the Vietnamese people. They
warned that natural and other catastrophes will only stop once the leaders and the
common people live in accordance with the new laws, introduced through Lady Lang.
The spirit also insisted that Lady Lang disseminate his messages to the people, even to the
top communist leaders in the country.
When she began sending copies of these poems to state leaders and the local
authorities, however, she immediately found herself in trouble. Policemen came to her
door, took her to the police station and made many investigations. During one
interrogation they asked her: “Who gives you permission to promulgate this cult
throughout the country?” She stayed calm, pointed at the picture of Hồ Chí Minh on the
office wall and answered slowly: “Who let that man promulgate communism in
Vietnam?”
Finally, the police decided that she suffered from mental illness and admitted her to a
clinic under strict surveillance. She escaped the following day.
Back home in 1991, she continued to follow the instructions she received from the
Jade Buddha. She gave up her work, her social relations and even her own family, and
since then has devoted all her time, money and energy to promulgating the “Way of the
Jade Buddha”. On many occasions, she has managed to meet and talk directly to leaders
of governmental organs such as the Committee for Religious Affairs (Ban Tôn giáo
Chính phủ), the Ministry of Culture and Information (Bộ Văn hóa – Thông tin), and to the
chairman of the Vietnam Buddhist Sangha (Giáo hội Phật giáo Việt Nam). Yet her
messages seem to have no visible effect. In the 20 years since 1992, despite being seen as
undesirable by the authorities, the tight control of the police and unfriendly treatment
from the media, she has not tired of travelling around Vietnam to preach the teachings of
the Jade Buddha.
1

. The Vietnamese term is thơ tâm linh. This refers to the kind of poem that a person receives from a
spiritual entity such as a local sage, an indigenous spirit or a familiar deity when in an unconscious state,
such as a trance. The person never considers such poems as their own work. Such spirit poems are common
amongst new religious groups in Vietnam.
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Over the following two days, I visited Lady Lang and we continued our conversation.
On the third day, she was packing some belongings before setting off to provinces in the
mountainous area in the north. “The Jade Buddha asked me to go last night”, she said
looking directly at me. “There are some tasks I must finish before the end of this month,
so it is urgent.” The two followers from the first day, both in their fifties, would go to
assist her. Commanded by the Jade Buddha, this company of three was heading to the
poorest and most inaccessible areas of the country. Another mission and another journey
awaited them.
Questioning the Rise of New Religious Groups
The Way of the Jade Buddha is a new but not unique phenomenon in Vietnam. In
Hanoi in 2001, a conference entitled “New Religious Phenomena” (các hiện tượng tôn
giáo mới) hosted by the Institute of Religious Studies at the Vietnamese Academy of
Social Sciences was one of the first conferences to discuss the appearance of numerous
new religious groups throughout Vietnam. These new religious groups, conference
participants were told, had emerged since 1986 and had titles such as The Way of
Maitreya (đạo Long Hoa Di Lặc); Heavenly Secrets (đạo Thiên Cơ); The Way of Dragon
and Fairy (đạo Tiên Rồng); Tố Dương’s Field of Extrasensory Perception (Trường Ngoại
cảm Tố Dương); the Way of Supreme Master Ching Hai (đạo Thanh Hải Vô thượng sư)
and the Barefoot Way (đạo Chân không). There were also several new groups originating
from outside Vietnam, such as Falun Gong from China and Sokagakai from Japan. These
groups were reported to worship existing or new spiritual entities in new ways. The
presenters at the conference showed the dramatic growth in scope and popularity of these
groups, and suggested that this new religious phenomenon posed serious questions
relating to social morality and stability, and especially the ability of the state to continue
to manage popular religious activities. In 2007, the Communist Party’s Central
Department of Mass Mobilisation (Ban Dân vận Trung ương) in its book Q&A on Some
Issues of Unusual Religious Pathways in Our Nation at Present reported that some 70
different new religious groups had mushroomed throughout the nation since 1986,
especially during the 1990s. Following the conference and the report by the Department,

3

Introduction
many studies have been conducted by religious researchers, contributing to increasing
awareness of new religious groups in post-Renovation Vietnam.
In the course of my fieldwork, I encountered many new religious groups in the
northern provinces and cities of Vietnam not yet documented in any official report.
Moreover, there are regular stories in the media about previously unheard of groups
appearing New religious groups are also very fragmented. For example, I have
documents from several dozen groups that worship the Jade Buddha, groups that do not
work with or even know about each other. Each group tends to highlight its own
distinctive features, whether this relates to doctrine, magic or ritual practice. The same
situation can be found amongst groups worshipping Maitreya as the Future Buddha;
legendary historical figures, such as Lạc Long Quân and Âu Cơ; Hùng kings and other
national heroes, as well as various indigenous spirits. At present, the Way of Hồ Chí
Minh as the Jade Buddha is one of the most creative and diversified movements, one
which attracts the largest number of spiritual leaders and followers (see Photograph 1).

Photograph 1: Praying before an altar for Hồ Chí Minh
4
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New religious groups are not a new phenomenon in Vietnam. They can be best seen
as a continuity of previous patterns of religious practice which represent two distinct
orientations. The first stands for the religious vitality which seems to be a timeless feature
of the Vietnamese’s religious practices. The second illustrates religious syncretism, which
reflects the tendency to borrow doctrines and practices from established religions and
indigenous folk beliefs to build up new religious beliefs. Caodaism, Hòa Hảo Buddhism
and minority religious streams in the South before 1975 are prominent examples of such
groups. I will return to these groups later in Chapter 2.
Current new religious groups present a vivid picture of vitality and innovation. Most
founders/leaders are female, who have experienced some sort of trouble living a
conventional life and say that serving the spirits is their predestined fate. The followers
are people from all walks of life, ranging from workers, trade persons, farmers,
housewives, retired people and students, through to professionals, university lecturers and
state cadres. Many groups establish their doctrines and structure their organisation for the
long term. These groups’ ideologies often provide a religious perspective on nationalism,
stress the need to reconnect with Vietnamese ancestors and spirits, and advocate selfperfection as a means of saving the nation and the Vietnamese people from the negative
effects of the market economy. For people who seek spiritual services, the rational
expectations are often clear: to avoid bad luck and to seek good fortune, spiritual security,
success in career, and affordable treatment for illnesses believed to be punishment from
ancestors or caused by acts of evils.
The sudden appearance and popularity of Vietnamese new religious groups calls for
further enquiry into their nature and their place in the religious revival that has been a
feature of the post-Renovation period. This thesis explores three new religious groups in
terms of their origin, attraction, self-representation, ambitions, challenges and impact.
Two important questions asked in this thesis: in what ways do these groups represent
religious creative innovation and religious revival; and what can a study of these groups
tell us about social processes in modernising Vietnam?
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Renovation, Social Changes, and Religious Revival
In Vietnam during the last 27 years, social change and religious revival have been
linked with the state policy known as Renovation or Đổi mới introduced in 1986.
Renovation saw the adoption of a Socialist-oriented market economy and represented a
dramatic break from the previous centrally-planned economic model. Renovation has
resulted in more than economic reforms, however, but has ushered in a remarkable level
of political liberalisation as well.
In 1986, Vietnam was still amongst the poorest countries in the world despite its
location in East/Southeast Asia, home to many of the world’s most successful newly
industrialising market economies, the so-called economic tigers and dragons. And
Renovation did indeed boost the development of the economy. Evidence of this can be
seen in the emergence of large industrial zones, the construction of Western-styled
commercial buildings, and the development of infrastructure such as highways, airports
and advanced telecommunications. These changes have transformed the ways in which
people lead their life, travel, and interact with each other. The majority of the population
has dramatically improved its income level and poverty has declined. In 1995, Vietnam’s
Gross Domestic Product per head of population was USD 289, rising to USD 639 in
2005, and USD 1,024 in 2008 (Chu Văn Cấp 2009). Vietnam has also officially joined the
groups of countries with lower middle incomes (The Word Bank 2012). Renovation thus
brought momentous changes to Vietnam’s economy (Chan et al. 1999; Adam Fforde
1999; Vo Tri Thanh and Pham Hoang Ha 2004; Vincent Edwards and Anh Phan 2013).
Renovation also brought challenges. In particular, social differentiation has become
much more visible and, according to VietnamNet (2011) who cites a report by the
General Statistics Office of Vietnam (Tổng cục Thống kê), the gap between the rich and
the poor continues to widen. According to the “Survey on Household Living Conditions”,
the income of the richest group in Vietnam in 2008 was 8.9 times that of the poorest
group. In 2010, this has climbed to 9.2 times the income of the poorest groups. The
unequal wealth distribution is further illustrated by the Gini-coefficient: in 2002, the Ginicoefficient was 0.418; by 2010 it had risen to 0.43 (Vietnamnet 2011). David Koh (2004)
notes how social differentiation as a result of the market economy is observable in terms
6
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of the uneven distribution of income, wealth and consumption patterns, as well as in
access to opportunities, social connections tied to mobility, and more entrenched social
class divisions (2004: 55-58). Nowadays in cities such Hanoi and Hồ Chí Minh, modern
apartments and shiny shopping centres are rising high over blocks of narrow and
deteriorating houses. In busy streets, drivers of super luxury cars carefully make their way
ahead among endless streams of motorcyclists. The media often report stories about
young talented boys or girls from low-income families in the countryside having to
surrender their dreams of attending university while their peers in large cities go overseas
for a better education. While high-income people have increasing options for securing
their future including bank savings, insurance, and long-term investments, low-income
people are still struggling to meet daily basic needs such as medical care, housing, and
job training. Social differentiation has fuelled many people’s feelings of anxiety and
uncertainty.
Renovation also brought changes in religious policies, lessening government
regulation of religious activities and providing the conditions for religious dynamism (see
Chapter 2). New legal documents issued since 1986 have relaxed the government’s
control of religion and religious practices. Some new religious groups formed before
1975, such as Caodaism and Hòa Hảo Buddhism, have been officially recognised and
many new Protestant denominations are now registered with local authorities.
Furthermore, state-recognised religions such as Buddhism and Catholicism have gained
in vitality, as is evident in a range of activities, such as the restoration of old churches and
temples, the construction of new places of worship, the inclusion of religious elements in
opening ceremonies, and the provision of social welfare by religious organisations.
The religious revival following the liberalisation of religious policy is evident in the
general growth in number of religious organisations and groups. In 1999, there were six
officially recognised religious organisations, with about 14.7 million religious followers
accounting for 19.4 per cent of the population. Among them were a little over seven
million Buddhists, around five million Catholics, approximately 0.85 million followers of
Caodaism, more than one million followers of Hòa Hảo Buddhism, around 400,000
Protestants and 63,000 Muslims (General Statistics Office of Vietnam 2013). By 2011,
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there were 34 officially recognised religious organisations representing thirteen officially
recognised religions. According to statistics from the Government Committee for
Religious Affairs, there are now around 25 million religious followers accounting for 28.4
per cent of the population. Among them are ten million Buddhists, six million Catholics,
nearly 2.5 million Caodaists, 1.2 million followers of Hòa Hảo Buddhism, 1.5 million
Protestants and around 100,000 followers of Islam (cited in Phạm Huy Thông 2012).
Consequently, a host of new religious groups and organisations have entered the public
domain and this has spurred some unregistered religious groups to look for avenues to
become officially registered religions.
International New Religious Movements have also found their way into Vietnam
over this period. In addition to the world religions already in Vietnam, many religions and
New Religious Movements have been introduced to the Vietnamese through the
missionary activities of visitors and expatriates, or by Vietnamese returning after a period
of living abroad. Gradually, the Vietnamese public have become aware of movements,
such as Sokagakai, Mormonism, Jehovah Witnesses, Falun Gong, Unification Church,
Om sai Baba, I-kuan Tao, and the Way of the Supreme Master Ching Hai. These religions
have contributed significantly to the growth of religious beliefs and practices in Vietnam.
Evidence of religious revival can further be observed in the dynamics of daily
religious activity. In addition to an increasing number of religious organisations, religions
and religious practitioners, there has been a visible expansion in the amount of material
resources mobilized to support religious activities. This includes building new temples,
churches or pagodas; restoration or maintenance of sacred sites; pilgrimages; public
rituals and festivals; and the expansion of education and training for religious
professionals. Once-abandoned spiritual places have been restored and ceremonies are
now practiced in the open to a receptive public. Numerous traditional and cultural festival
have been encouraged, and long-established but more recently abandoned spiritual
practices once deemed superstitions have resumed. This includes practices such as spirit
possession, palm reading, fortune telling, and dead soul calling. Indigenous new religious
groups, such as Lady Lang’s the Way of the Jade Buddha mentioned above, have taken
root in this context, quickly attracting a significant number of followers.
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All these trends demonstrate a remarkable return of religion to the public sphere. And
jostling shoulder-to-shoulder on the busy streets of Hanoi are people who seek a wide
range of spiritual services, including those provided by new religious groups. At the
newly established sites of worship and spiritual practice, one finds young participants and
not only the old and middle-aged. Young participants looking for guidance in relation to
jobs, unhappy love affairs or university exams are joined by state officials, who once had
the responsibility for suppressing such sites and practices but are now part of the daily
stream of spiritual seekers.
Indeed, my own interest in new religious groups came from my first encounter with
such a group in 2001. I had recently become a member of the Institute of Religious
Studies, when a colleague suggested we attend a “dharma talk” to be given by a
university lecturer and his family members in Hanoi. When we arrived, the venue was so
crowded that we could only find a place to stand next to the entrance. I was surprised by
the quality and thoughtfulness of the talk and impressed by the explanations given on the
nature of reality, which the speaker said came not from him but from invisible spiritual
entities. At this time, the “dharma talk” was not organized openly as the organisers did
not want to attract the attention of the local authorities. I spent some time talking to
people near me. Most of them were university students or officers from state organs.
Later, I was to discover the extent to which new religious groups such as this were
portrayed in a negative light in the state-owned media.
Four years after my first encounter, I conducted a discourse analysis of media
reportage of new religious groups in Vietnam for my Master’s dissertation at the
University of South Australia in 2005. The dissertation found that most media employed a
similar format and language that had a tendency to liken founders to criminals and
swindlers, whose practices were harmful to “gullible” followers (see Chung Van Hoang
2005). My recent research of media reports of these groups up to 2010 identified similar
representations. Time and again, reporters reiterated the view that such groups are not
genuine religions and should not be given a place in the religious system. These reports
contained a litany of criticisms directed at these groups, such as how they destroy
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people’s wealth, morality, health, and even dignity; break apart families; and endanger
the broader socio-cultural environment (see Chung Hoang 2012).
My own limited experience and knowledge of new religious groups led me to doubt
the veracity of these media reports and piqued my interest to further explore such groups
and the reasons for their rise and popularity despite followers’ and founders’ fear of
discrimination and suppression. This led to my decision to study new religious groups for
my PhD research and eventually to my encounter with Lady Lang. A new world of
religious and spiritual practitioners opened up to me. I saw a woman’s quest for
supernatural power to end her suffering and to transform the unacceptable conditions of
her life. I witnessed her followers’ enthusiasm and wholeheartedness in assisting her
spiritual work and goals. I also saw that her children chose to stay away from their
mother’s spiritual interests in order to focus on the profane affairs of their tailor shop and
secular life. At the same time, I observed that local authorities such as police officers and
local-level officials of the Committee of Religious Affairs were confused about how to
deal with people involved in “unusual religious pathways” (đạo lạ). On the one hand,
they were supposed to do their job properly, which meant preventing people from getting
involved in unregistered religious and spiritual groups. On the other hand, they feared that
such action could potentially offend the spirits. These observations suggest that the
phenomenon of new religious groups in Vietnam is complicated and contradictory, and
for the researcher, challenging to understand.
Studies of New Forms of Religious Practice in Post-Renovation Vietnam
An interest in new religious groups has been evident in the research by domestic and
international scholars on religious revivalism since 1986. Generally speaking, these
researchers fall into two distinctive groups. This section reviews representative work by
scholars in these two groups and provides some comments on their research methods.
Drawing on their differences, I situate my own research and research methods in relation
to this wider field of research.
The first group are Vietnamese researchers working at state-funded organs such as
the Communist Party’s central Department of Religious Works, the government
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Committee of Religious Affairs, and various institutes of social sciences. Most of their
studies date from the early 2000s when the phenomenon of new religious groups first
came to prominence. New religious groups are treated by these researchers as one of the
novel elements of Vietnamese religious practice to emerge after Renovation. Their main
concerns are therefore to define, classify, and characterise these novel forms of religious
expression, as well as to explain their popularity. In doing so, they typically raise
questions about these groups’ legitimacy.
Definitions of the new religious groups tend to focus on what are seen as their
common traits in terms of leadership, membership, doctrine, ritual and organisation. Two
influential definitions are those of Lê Đức Hạnh (2000) and Ban Dân vận Trung ương
(2007). Lê Đức Hạnh (2000) writes:
New religions are small groups with some religious traits. Followers
often revolve around a person who claims to have an extraordinary
ability in prophecy or supernatural power, or sees himself or herself as
an avatar of spirits. Each group has its own tenets, organisation and
system of rituals. Although these groups have reached the level of a
religious phenomenon, they do not yet constitute an actual religion
(2000: 5, author’s translation).
A collective work published by the Ban Dân vận Trung ương (2007) similarly defines
“unusual religious pathways” as:
forms of unknown beliefs of recent origin. A number of followers
gather around a person who claims to have a “heavenly quality” and to
be chosen by spirits or deities to establish a religious pathway. Such a
religious pathway has its own tenets, which are blended and mixed with
many religious resources. It doesn’t have an organisation or is only
loosely organised. There are specific regulations of rituals and ways of
practising the teachings (2007: 8- 9, author’s translation).
These definitions highlight or infer deficiencies in the organisational structure and in the
lack of formal teachings, and call into question the motives and validity of the
founders/leaders. Indeed, most researchers reinforce the dominant understanding of
legitimate religions as organised, with a well-established code of conduct, and a complete
doctrine. On these grounds, the new religious groups are found wanting.
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Much of this research has also focussed on ways to classify these groups. For
example, contributors to the book by Ban Dân vận Trung ương (2007) assess these
groups on the basis of their doctrine, and classify them into “unusual religious pathways”
(đạo lạ) and “evil pathways” (tà giáo), noting the malignant nature of the second type.
Phạm Văn Phóng and Nguyễn Văn Nhụ (2008: 49) classify new religious groups into four
types, dependent on the level of risk they are seen to pose to social security. The most
negative groups are those that disseminate superstition, causing serious harm to people in
terms of death, property or morality; and those that go against the Party line and
government policies and cause followers to disobey the law or engage in activities that
work against national solidarity. A third category are groups that are not really harmful
but still have a negative impact on followers’ personal life and families. The fourth
category is those whose religious activities are viewed as normal and therefore do not
require the same level of surveillance or control as the other three. In both of these
examples, classification of these groups serves the purpose of providing
recommendations on the management and control of these groups.
This group of researchers has also promulgated the general, stereotypical description
of the new religious groups. Consequently, these religious groups are seen as
characterised by a number of common features. According to Đặng Nghiêm Vạn (2000),
Lê Đức Hạnh (2000), Mai Thanh Hải ), and Võ Minh Tuấn (2001), the following
characteristics are common to these groups. The founder is often a woman of modest
educational background, who has trouble living a conventional life, and whose followers
also come from the lower, less educated social classes. The doctrine and rituals of the
group exhibit a blend of beliefs and practices from the established religions and/or folk
tradition, but in a highly simplified form. There is also a tendency to merge spiritual and
material objectives in the practices of the group, which is generally loosely organised.
These generalisations of the characteristics common to new religious groups match the
basic profiles of groups drawn from reports provided by the media and the local
authorities.
This group of researchers are also driven to explain the popularity and attractiveness
of new religious groups. Most studies see the rise of new religious groups as one of the
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negative consequences of the effects of the market economy on people’s lives. In general,
people’s living conditions have improved since the adoption of the Socialist-oriented
market economy. Yet for a segment of the population, the profound social changes
brought by Renovation have led to increasing social problems, such as corruption,
bribery, family breakdown, increasing criminality, land disputes, and a widening gap
between rich and poor. In this context, a part of the population has turned to religious
practice as a way of coping with financial difficulties or to seek personal solutions to
today’s challenges (Võ Minh Tuấn 2001; Ban Dân vận Trung ương 2007). Many authors
also perceive a close connection between economic reform, the economic insecurity of
followers, and the commoditisation of religion and belief on the part of leaders and
founders. In this context, the religious factor of these groups is interpreted as a cover for
the leaders/founders’ real motivation, that of economic gain. Thus, the economic interests
of the leaders/founders are directly linked to the efflorescence of new religious groups
(Đặng Nghiêm Vạn 2000; Mai Thanh Hải 2000; Ban Dân vận Trung ương 2007).
There is also some concern expressed over the cultural effects of increasing
economic and political international integration. This has exposed the Vietnamese to
foreign cultural values and orientations, including religious practices. The presence of
international New Religious Movements in the country is seen as evidence of this
exposure, which in turn has contributed to the increasing popularity of new religious
groups. According to Đặng Nghiêm Vạn (2000), Vietnam has been influenced by an
international trend to combine scientific and religious claims, in order to use scientific
theories to bolster claims about the existence of supernatural beings, other dimensions
and worlds, and the practice of what is largely called “ngoại cảm” (forms of extra-sensory
perception). In turn, these pseudo-scientific/spiritual notions have created fertile
conditions for new religious groups to arise and to attract followers in Vietnam (see also
Chapter 6).
Arguably the most prominent feature of this group of researchers is the extent to
which they have set themselves the tasks of informing the authorities about the validity
and legitimacy of new religious groups and of suggesting how the state should respond.
Certainly, some researchers embrace this monitoring role more eagerly than others. An
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example of the former is Mai Thanh Hải (2000), in whose opinion all post-1986 religious
groups are “strange cults” (đạo quái dị) that are in fact “swindles under the cover of
spirituality” (lừa gạt dưới vỏ bọc tâm linh). He is determined that such groups never be
accepted and convinced that they only emerge to cause social instability (2000: 64).
Sharing this viewpoint, some researchers support the removal of “malignant” (dữ) new
religious groups from society (Đặng Nghiêm Vạn 2000; Phạm Văn Phóng and Nguyễn
Văn Nhụ 2008; Ban Dân vận Trung ương 2007). Anti-cultic solutions are proposed to the
authorities in order to crack down on such groups, reduce their scope of activity, or put
them under strict surveillance.
Given this strong condemnation of new religious groups, it is surprising how little
original empirical data is provided by these researchers to support their claims. Typically
these researchers have not conducted in-depth and independent research. There is no
information provided about specific field sites, interviews, or face-to-face conversations
with leaders and followers of new religious groups. Instead, research findings are mainly
drawn from secondary sources, such as government reports, the media, and previous
studies. There is also a tendency to focus on questions of religious validity and, associated
with this, a tendency to produce highly critical discussions of these groups, with a focus
on their non-religious components and concerns. Much of this discussion falls into
offering an evaluation of new religious and spiritual groups, with a focus on those
elements deemed bad or wrong, to the neglect of positive aspects. Finally, these studies
apply a unidirectional model of social change in which the groups are seen as the product
of powerful factors such as the state’s policies on religion, the effects of the market
economy, and economic and cultural globalisation. In this way, the dimension of personal
needs and creativity in religious practices is not taken into account.
Turning now to consider researchers in the second group, one is immediately struck
by their more open or neutral views on the emergence of new forms of religious practice.
There are also marked differences with the first group in regard to the research methods
they have applied and to the scope of their research. This group includes both domestic
and international scholars of religion who are curious rather than concerned to learn why
some people favour new forms of religious practice and in what circumstances. Here, I

14

Introduction
first review studies that are particularly interested in new religious groups, then studies
that address the broader themes of new forms of religious practice.
In the case of new religious groups, two prominent researchers are Đỗ Quang Hưng
(2001; 2009) and Nguyễn Quốc Tuấn (2012). While they largely agree with the common
characteristics generalised by researchers of the first group, they probe deeper into the
causal factors – both external and internal – accounting for the practitioners of new
religious faiths. For example, Đỗ Quang Hưng seeks to differentiate participants of new
religious groups from traditional followers of mainstream religions on the basis that the
followers of new groups are “urban people or members of social groups who are more
likely to be vulnerable, such as retired workers, mid-aged women, or the poor” (2009:
242, author’s translation). Some concepts from the French sociology of new religious
movements are used in his studies. These include “the excluded” or “the marginalised” to
refer to urban followers whose low social status and income make it difficult for them to
participate in the market economy, or to followers who are unable to adjust to social
conditions that are increasingly dependent on modern technologies. Establishing or
following new religious beliefs is seen as a strategy for coping with challenges that come
from changes in a person’s living and working conditions. They can be part of a solution
to personal problems, whether mental or material (Đỗ Quang Hưng 2009). Meanwhile,
Nguyễn Quốc Tuấn emphasises the spread of Western cultural values and the introduction
of new, international religious and spiritual practices into Vietnam. He argues that
Vietnamese people are now exposed to unprecedented options in terms of personal
lifestyle and spiritual activities (Nguyễn Quốc Tuấn 2012: 11-15). This implies that the
greater availability of religious options plays a role in the popularity of new religious
groups.
These researchers also discuss the connection between the rise of individualism and
the creativity of new religious groups. The openness of Renovation and the active
integration with the Asian region and the world is thought to further energise capitalistic
individualism amongst the Vietnamese. As communal ties and relationships loosen,
people have more opportunity to emphasise their own individualistic orientations. In light
of this observation, Đỗ Quang Hưng (2009) stresses that new religious groups are
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focussing on alternative life-styles, on self-perfection, or on more personal and
independent interpretations of reality. Using the concept of “spiritual box” (cái ô tâm
linh), he indicates that one of the advantages of new religious groups is that they can
enable a follower to actively search for, and build up new faiths to satisfy his or her
personal spiritual needs (2009: 240-243).
Nguyễn Quốc Tuấn (2012) highlights the emergence and popularity of religious and
spiritual practices that are beyond mainstream religions, including extra-sensory
perception practices (soul calling, mediating the dead and the living, and grave tracking see Photograph 2); astrology and fortune telling; as well as and the millenarian ideas
(2012: 15-17). He argues that these practices provide fertile grounds for the personal
creativity that leads to the establishment of new religious groups.

Photograph 2: A state-sponsored ceremony to recognise achievements in the
application of ESP to search for the remains of war-dead soldiers
Other researchers of the second group focus more upon the newness of certain
religious practices in the context of religious revival and what many perceive to be a
process of re-enchantment of everyday life. Although there is not yet a substantial study
of a specific post-1986 religious group amongst these scholars, their studies provide
detailed accounts of individual creativity in daily religious practices. Newly-emerging
traits in religious practice are described in great detail in studies of pilgrimage, the
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worship of goddesses, and the deification of personages and historical figures. In his
multi-sited ethnographic study of pilgrimages in southern Vietnam, Philip Taylor (2004)
provides vivid evidence of new ways to express devotion to the Lady of the Realm; how
people make new interpretations of personal problems, and the trend of embedding more
identities into familiar deities, historical figures and personages. Examining cultic
activities surrounding national heroes such as Trần Hưng Đạo and Hồ Chí Minh, Shaun
Malarney (1996b) and later Pham Quynh Phuong (2009) have examined the processes
associated with the deification of these figures. Malarney (1996b), through his field study
in a village near the capital city of Hanoi, identified the emergence of local people’s ideas
and practices in the assertion of the divinity of Hồ Chí Minh. In the case of the cult of
Trần Hưng Đạo, Pham Quynh Phuong (2005, 2009) highlights Hanoi female spirit
mediums’ constant acts to reconstruct and transform this religious and cultural symbol for
personal empowerment.
Novelty is also found in studies of spirit mediumship and ancestor worship (see Nir
Avieli 2007; Horim Choi 2007; Kirsten Endres 2008b; Oscar Salemink 2010; Edyta
Roszko 2010). In an ethnographic study in urban Hanoi, Endres (2008b) provides an
account of how an urban woman articulates creative thoughts and actions to obtain power,
social position and to live a culturally meaningful life through being a medium for
different spirits of the Four Palace belief (đạo Tứ Phủ). Looking through the lens of
existential security, Salemink (2010) identifies strategies employed by spirit mediums and
clients to solve their problems of health and misfortune. In a recent study of a statefunded commemorative project on Lý Sơn Island in the East Sea, Roszko (2010)
illuminates villagers’ attempts to re-establish connections with ancestors and to express
solidarity and patriotism in their own way.
In all these works, the authors conducted research using ethnographic methods. This
enabled them to gather data from various sources while conducting longer-term
fieldwork. Informed by their observations and discussions with the religious practitioners,
the authors acknowledge the legitimacy of these new forms of religious practice. In
contrast to the researchers in the first group, this group of ethnographically-minded
scholars seek to understand the practitioners’ rationality and how they make sense of their
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life in the context of the social changes that generate “insecurities and anxieties” as
Salemink (2010: 286) puts it. In these studies, religious revival and religious creativity are
examined in the context of complex relationships between state and non-state actors in
the course of socio-political renovation. In this way, their studies speak to current
discussions of modernity, re-enchantment, and religious revival in Vietnam and in East
and Southeast Asia.
To sum up, it is important to avoid some of the stereotypical understandings often
found in studies of new religious groups by the first group of researchers. For example,
while the founder is often a woman, this is not applicable to all groups (see Chapter 6).
We also need to be wary of some of the inferences drawn about the participation of
women in these groups, and instead ask what the prominence of women as leaders and
followers tell us about women’s changing social position in Vietnam, and whether
practising new beliefs brings them towards new avenues of power. Similarly, leaders and
followers are reported to come from lower, less educated social classes, but this is
certainly not true of all, as I show in my case studies. It is also questionable that founders
of new religious groups are always more concerned with materials interest more than
religious motivation. In-depth research is one way of challenging such stereotypes. In any
event, the stereotype that new religious groups are populated by less educated people –
especially women – who are vulnerable to exploitation is challenged when we attend to
followers’ own experiences and their reasons for participating in these groups.
Following the example set by the second group of researchers, I would argue that a
deeper understanding of new religious groups should include not only a description of
their main attributes, history and goals, but should also depict how these are viewed from
an insider’s perspective. A fuller investigation of these phenomena should acknowledge
the great diversity within emerging forms of religious expression. The results of such
research need to be positioned within the broader context of religious transformation in
response to socio-political changes over the past 25 years. Finally, it would need to
examine not only the extent to which new religious groups are just the product of forces
external to them, but also the extent to which these groups potentially reshape aspects of
society, in particular the dominant actors within and beyond the religious sphere.
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Methodology and Research Design
This research has been designed and conceptualised as part of the larger study of new
religious movements. The term “new religious movement” first come to prominence in
the study of new religions, faiths and worldviews in Western scholarship. These religious
streams were “new” in the sense that they saw themselves as different from older
religious movements, such as Islam, Christianity, Hinduism and Buddhism. Famous
examples here include: Hare Krishna, Reverend Sun Myung Moon’s Unification Church,
Scientology and Transcendental Meditation. While many of these religious movements
were not Western in origin, they provoked the interest of Western scholars because of the
large number of Westerners drawn to them. From here researchers have extended the
study of new religious movements to consider new religious currents in non-Western
contexts, such as Soka Gakkai International and Falun Gong..
The term new religious movement is rarely used in Vietnamese scholarship on new
religious groups. Instead, terms such as “đạo lạ” (unusual religious pathways) and “hiện
tượng tôn giáo mới” (new religious phenomena) are more common. “Đạo lạ” could have
originated from the traditional use of the Chinese Taoist concept of “tao” meaning the
way or the pathway. But “đạo” is also understood as “religion” in Vietnamese popular
language usage, resulting in a level of ambiguity and sometimes, confusion. “Unusual
religious pathways” is used universally in reports and publications by the Party’s Central
Committee for Mass Mobilisation and the government’s Committee for Religious Affairs.
The mainstream media in Vietnam, however, tend to prefer more judgemental and
sensationalist terminology such as “tà đạo” (evil cults) or “đạo kì quái” (extraordinary
cults) in their reports on new religious groups. In this case, I translate “đạo” as “cult”
because it is used in association with pejorative adjectives such as “evil” or
“extraordinary”, and comes close to the pejorative meaning of “cult” in English.
Elsewhere in the thesis, when I use the word “cult” I refer to original works by specific
researchers.
Broadly speaking, the three case studies presented in this thesis conform to the social
scientific term new religious movement (hereafter NRM). Although there is no
universally agreed upon definition of NRM, there is a general consensus on the nature of
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these movements (see Bryan Wilson 1981; Eileen Barker 1989; John Saliba 1995). For
example, Barker (1989: 9) writes:
The term new religious movement (NRM) is used to cover a disparate
collection of organisations, most of which have emerged in their present
form since the 1950s, and most of which offer some kind of answer to
questions of a fundamental religious, spiritual or philosophical nature.
The groups in this thesis can also be understood as new religious movements in the sense
that they are animated by ideas about the ultimate meaning of life, philosophical
perspectives on alternative explanations of the contemporary world, and the offer of
salvation through the worship of familiar or new spiritual entities. These groups are also
new in that they are not connected organisationally to the established religions and in the
sense that appeared in the post-1986 period (there is no evidence of them having existed
in their current form in an earlier period). They also represent indigenous NRMs (in
distinction to international NRMs) and together with other similar groups represent
“post-1986 NRMs”, a term I use to indicate that contemporary, indigenous and new
religious groups.
International scholars often emphasise that NRMs are diverse in terms of types,
beliefs, activities, practices, organisations, method of conversion, social attributes of
joiners, etc. (see Wilson 1999; Barker 1999; Lorne Dawson 2003). For this reason, an
investigation of only one NRM does not capture the diverse landscape of NRMs in any
one society. These factors were taken into consideration in the design of this research. In
particular, I decided to conduct a study of three distinct NRMs in Vietnam. To assist with
the selection of these three case-studies, I drew up a list of further selection criteria,
namely, new religious movements that: emerged in the country after 1986 and are not one
of the 34 officially recognised religious organisations; exist in small and loosely
organised communities founded and led by a charismatic leader who attracts a permanent
group of followers; are seen as primarily Vietnamese and indigenous; promulgate new
world views, unprecedented prophecies and alternative pathways to salvation; introduce
alternative ways of worship to existing or new spiritual entities, and attempt to change
existing popular religious beliefs. These criteria allowed me to disregard many new forms

20

Introduction
of religious practices which are actually individually-based, for personal interest only and
without any intention to form a new, independent belief system.
After some initial fact finding, I decided to choose three new religious groups located
in northern cities and provinces in the Red River delta (Đồng bằng sông Hồng), which is
the source of most new indigenous NRMs. The Red River forms a flat plain and is one of
the most populated regions in the north of the country, including ten provinces and a
number of large cities surrounding the capital of Hanoi. With funding from La Trobe
University’s Faculty of Humanities and Social Sciences, I was able to conduct one year’s
fieldwork in this region. During this time, I travelled to different cities and provinces and
spent time with all three groups, as well as interviewing other interested parties, such as
state officials, scholars of religion and leaders of established/authorised religions.
In this way, my intention was to provide both depth and breadth in my study of new
religious movements in Vietnam. In the case-study chapters (Chapters 4, 5 and 6),
attention is given to each of these separate groups’ key characteristics, including their
leadership, membership, rituals and doctrines, organisation, and agenda. This provides the
background for the central area of investigation of the thesis, which I discuss in more
detail below.
There is no attempt in this study to evaluate the quality of the groups’ tenets or the
veracity of their claims. A more productive approach to the study of NRMs is to accept
them as religiously valid in order to focus on the question of what the practice of new
rituals and alternative beliefs can tell us not only about how people make sense of their
changing world but also the status of religion in this context. Barker (1995) argues that
for a more accurate and balanced interpretation of NRMs, a researcher should exclude
theological judgements on members’ beliefs and experiences (1995: 295). It is important
therefore to objectively describe their beliefs rather than to seek to affirm or deny them.
At the same time, researchers should be aware of how their own “subjective evaluations”
may undermine the objective description of NRMs (Barker 1995: 296). Similarly, Irving
Hexham and Karla Poewe (1997) emphasise that anyone who wishes to engage with
members of NRMs “needs to recognise that understanding must precede criticism” (1997:
xiii). This, they argue, is the first criterion that researchers should satisfy if they want to
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provide “real insight into the lifestyle and beliefs of movements and their adherents”
(1997: xiii). In this sense, the method of paricipant observation offers some strong
advantages in the task of understanding NRMs. As argued by Saliba (1995), participant
observation enables researchers to study NRMs “by establishing direct contact with their
members and by taking part, to a limited degree, in their lifestyles” (1995: 111). Saliba
points out that this approach helps observers avoid applying “an interpretation or
judgement based solely on their own cultural assumptions and points of view” by
faciliating the effort to understand the cultural and religious norms of leaders and
followers (1995: 111). Further, this method enables researchers to directly study NRMs
without recourse to intermediate sources, so that they have more opportunity to
understand the “feelings, experiences, fears, and motivations” of practitioners (1995:
111).
Participant observation is not without its disadvantages, however. Saliba (1995), for
example, writes about the difficulties researchers must navigate, such as how to determine
the limits of their participation and personal involvement in the targetted NRM, and how
to find common ground between the beliefs and interpretation of experiences of
followers, and the researcher’s own beliefs and interpretation of these experiences (1995:
112). In her discussion of the challenge of the “scientific study” of NRMs, Barker (1995)
points out that the presence of a researcher (or “professional stranger”) within a new
religious community can cause irritation, frustration, and even a re-evaluation of the
community by members (1995: 290). This acknowledgement of how the presence of a
researcher can affect the data collected also must consider the effect of a researcher who
is doing ethnographic study at home, as in my case. It is not merely that my presence
affected the research context, but also a question of how my position as a researcher from
the Institute for Religious Studies (Viện Nghiên cứu Tôn giáo) affected the research
process. Given that my target groups were not registered as official religious
organisations, there was a potential conflict and tension between my position as a
representative of a state-funded research institution and the people I was studying.
Many times, I was confused and found myself in a quite contradictory position. I was
raised and educated as an atheist, but over my life I have witnessed a resurgence of
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interest in religion amongst my peers and more generally. When I was with my
infomants, I often shared their disappointment with the authorities who mechanically
sought to suppress such groups. However, when I was with state officers in charge of
religious regulation, I sometimes felt sympathetic to the view that NRMs should not be
supported because they cause problems for society. Sometimes, my status worked against
gaining trust with informants, but often it opened doors as informants hoped that by
talking to me they might be able to gain some official recognition for their community.
The social scientific study of NRMs is challenging, which has lead scholars to
suggest interdisciplinary approaches in order to investigate these movements from various
perspectives and in a broader social context. As noted above, participant observation has
been promoted by a number of scholars of NRMs, who have seen its value in providing
detailed insiders’ views of NRMs (Barker 1995; Saliba 1995). While not disputing the
value of ethnography, scholars also suggest that a good study of NRMs needs to consider
a broad range of different types of data. Barker (1995: 296), for example, recommends
the use of interviews, surveys, participant observation as primary data and other
secondary sources. Barker broadens the range of possible informants considerably to
include, for example, friends of a member, ex-members, and even people who have no
direct relation with a movement, in order to situate new religious movements in a wider
frame of reference (Barker 1995: 296). The social context in which NRMs thrive must
also be examined in relation to changes brought by modernity according to Dawson 2003:
6) and James Beckford 2003: 29). This idea will be discussed in detail in Chapter 2.
Other scholars have also encouraged a deeper engagement with expressions of
religious revival around the globe. Philip Gorski (2003), for example, suggests two
important tasks for current scholars of religion that both incorporate a comparative
approach to study of new religious groups. The first is to search for “alternative theories
of religious change” (2003: 110), particularly those that incorporate diverse sociopolitical and religious-cultural perspectives. The second is to address changes in and the
diversity of conceptualisations of secularity over time in order to gain a more complete
understanding of “the interactions between religious and non-religious actors and
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institutions” (2003: 110-111). Here Gorski (2003) indicates a promising direction for
interpreting religious revival.
Inspired by Gorski’s proposal, in this thesis, I approach NRMs through the interplay
between religious and non-religious spheres in the specific context of Vietnam. My
research considers the emerging new religious movements as a part of religious
reconfiguration in Vietnam caused by intensified interactions among these spheres. It
deploys the notion of religious reconfiguration to explore changes within a religion,
changes of relationship between religions, and changes between the religious sphere and
the political, economic and public spheres in contemporary Vietnam. Specifically, it
traces trajectories of religious development in relation to politico-economic changes in a
rapidly modernising Vietnam. It tests a hypothesis that at least some NRMs have a
positive/ active role in modernisation rather than a negative/reactive role.
To this end, the study draws on a number of research approaches and methodologies
in an effort to provide readers with a multi-faceted understanding of Vietnam’s new
religious groups. The research is interdisciplinary in orientation, drawing on sociology
and anthropology. It is also comparative in that it bases its argument on a consideration of
three distinct new religious groups in Vietnam.
The research is also qualitative and ethnographic in that I drew on some of the
techniques associated with participant observation during a sustained period of fieldwork
amongst the three religious groups. Thus, over the course of 2010 to 2011, I focussed on
founders, joiners, stayers, and leavers of three distinctive groups operating in three
different locations: Minh Đường Trung Tân (the School of Teaching Goodness) in the
rural area of Hải Phòng; Đạo Ngọc Phật Hồ Chí Minh (the Way of Hồ Chí Minh as the
Jade Buddha) in the Sao Do industrialising town of Hải Dương, and Trường Ngoại cảm
Tố Dương (the Tố Dương School of Extrasensory Perception) in Hanoi – the capital city
of Vietnam. Around 25 in-depth interviews were carried out plus numerous conversations
and discussions with participants of these groups. Since followers of these NRMs lived in
different places, I travelled constantly around Hanoi (which since 2009 includes the
former Hà Tây province, and major parts of the surrounding provinces of Vĩnh Phúc and
Hòa Bình), Hải Dương, Hưng Yên, Vĩnh Phúc, Phú Thọ, Hải Phòng and Bắc Ninh (see
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the Map of my field site below). I also observed, collected and recorded rituals, liturgies,
prayers, and other documentary materials. During the fieldwork I also interviewed a
number of local state authorities in Hanoi, Hải Phòng, Quảng Ninh, and Nam Định, such
as local officials and police officers who had direct dealings with the leaders and
members of these groups. For privacy and ethical reasons, all the names of the
founders/leaders and followers of these groups, as well as the local authorities I spoke to
while conducting research on these groups, have been given pseudonyms. The names of
the three religious groups have not been given psuedonyms. Instead, I was give
permission by all founders/leaders to record the real names of the group. Indeed, for these
individuals they wanted their group to be identifiable. In this way, they could demonstrate
their virtuous intentions and that they posed no danger to Vietnames society. Rather, on
the contrary, by sharing their personal journeys with me, they offered proof that their way
forward was in keeping with the inherited legacies of socialism and traditional wisdom.

Map: Northern Vietnam - my field site
In Hanoi, I interviewed two officials tasked with the management of religious
organisations, one at the Party-level and one at the central state-level. Both of these
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interviewees have been given pseudonyms and are involved through their official
capacity in the public discussion of NRMs. I also interviewed a member of the
Department of Propaganda of the Vietnam Buddhist Sangha (Ban Hoằng pháp, Trung
ương Giáo hội Phật giáo Việt Nam) and some monks at local Buddhist temples. All
interviewees have been given pseudonyms. Similar to the government officers above,
both have been involved in the public discussion of NRMs and/or Buddhist doctrine. I
also interviewed a range of other people, whose voices do not appear in the thesis but
whose opinion nevertheless informed its direction.
Prior to each interview with State officers, I prepared a set of guiding
questions/topics appropriate for a semi-structured interview. The topics reflected my
interest to learn how these informants came into contact with or dealt with new religious
groups on the basis of their official positions. However, given that these informants were
also senior in their organisations, I wanted to know how these informants reflected on and
evaluated their organisation’s relationship to popular religions. I also provided an
opportunity for them to express their own personal opinion or contribute other
experiences of these religions that they may have from their own life story. I was also
sensitive to the interviewees' use of language as referring to new beliefs and practices,
and in particular I was interested to evaluate whether their language replicated the same
negative tones of the media and the State’s explanation of popular religion, including the
State's justification for the need to regulate new forms of religion. Interviews were
recorded with the permission of the informants and in reviewing the interviews I was also
attentive to valuable quotes that were both in some sense typical of the informant’s
organisation, yet at the same time provided insight into how the informant’s personal
viewpoint on the questions asked.
I also consulted the archives and libraries at the Institute of Religious Studies, the
National Library and materials from three state institutions responsible for religious
regulation: the Committee for Religious Affairs (Ban Tôn giáo Chính phủ), the Central
Department of Mass Mobilisation (Ban Dân vận Trung ương) and the Department of
Ethnicity and Religion of Hanoi. Other textual materials are collected from media reports,
Buddhist online forums, and from Catholicism and the Nation (Công giáo và Dân tộc) - a
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magazine published by Vietnamese Catholics. Thus, through an incorporation of the
above research sites and methods, I was able to build a picture of first, the three religious
groups that are the focus on my study and second, the relationship between these groups
and local and central state authorities and representatives of established and registered
mainline religions.
The Thesis structure
The thesis comprises seven chapters. In this current chapter, the Introduction, I have
provided an overview of the emergence of new indigenous religious groups in Vietnam as
well as my own motivations to conduct the study. I have also reviewed the discussions of
new forms of religious practices and particularly of new religious groups in Vietnam by
researchers from different disciplines and schools. This led to some preliminary
comments on the methodological limitations of these studies and a discussion of how the
design and methodology of my study aims to contribute a more rounded understanding of
NRMs in Vietnam. In particular, I argue that an interdisciplinary approach, combining
comparative and ethnographic approaches, will not only better represent the diversity of
NRMs in Vietnam but also provide the empirical data for a consideration of religious
innovation and reconfiguration in Vietnam.
Chapter 2 provides the broader context of religious transformation accompanying
Vietnam’s integration into a global market economy. The analysis draws on
anthropological studies of religious transformation both within Vietnam and in other
regions and picks up a theme from the broader discussion of modernisation, namely the
interaction between the religious and non-religious spheres. The interaction between
different spheres refers to the argument that central to processes of modernisation is the
rise of functionally differentiated spheres such as politics, economic and religion
Processes of modernisation can follow diverse pathways in different parts of the world
and result in patterns of interactions that are quite varied. In Vietnam, I argue, the
political sphere has a capacity to determine the levels of autonomy found in other spheres
as well as shape the patterns of interactions between the different spheres. From this
vantage point, I argue that it is important to attend to the specific forms of differentiation
and patterns of interaction found in Vietnam and I propose a theoretical framework of
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religious reconfiguration in which NRMs are not only the by-product of processes of
social transformation, but actors that attempt to reconfigure not only the religious sphere
but also the non-religious spheres. Their success here, however, is largely determined by
the possibilities afforded them by the state.
In order to provide a multifaceted understanding of Vietnamese NRMs, in Chapter 3
I consider the responses of the two main actors that attempt to shape the religious sphere
in Vietnam, namely, the state and the established religions, specifically Buddhism and
Catholicism. Here I detail how the state and the established religions attempt to deal with
the challenges posed by NRMs. Additionally, the analysis of responses and reactions
from these powerful shapers of the religious sphere helps to specify the environment in
which Vietnamese NRMs emerge and develop. This chapter also indicates the ambiguous
role of the state in its dealings with NRMs and signals a process of reconfiguration
beginning to take place internally with established religions and the state.
Chapter 4, 5, and 6 present data from the three case studies, organised according to
the following headings: leadership, membership, ideology, organisation, and ritual. At the
same time, in each chapter, I highlight the ways in which the specific groups interact with
internal components of the religious sphere such as Buddhism and popular religion, or
with external components of the non-religious sphere, such as the state and the market
economy. Evidence is given when and where appropriate to show how these NRMs
modify established religions and popular beliefs; challenge the state’s ability to control
the representation and meaning of nationalism; affect the authorities’ regulation of
popular belief practices, contribute to the development of the economic sphere and reenchant the public sphere. Specially, Chapter 4 illustrates how the School of Goodness
takes advantage of and modifies local legacies of beliefs and practices to promote its own
religious agenda. Chapter 5 documents how the Way of Hồ Chí Minh as the Jade Buddha
has developed the cult of Hồ Chí Minh, and thus added a religious dimension to the
discourse of nationalism and, through its connection to Hồ Chí Minh, attempted to garner
greater legitimacy. Chapter 6 provides an analysis of the creative vision of the Tố
Dương’s Field of Extrasensory Perception, which can be considered an intellectual
attempt to reconfigure and modernise Buddhism.

28

Introduction
The final chapter, Chapter 7, returns briefly to consider some of the shared features
and forms of the three case studies. Of particular relevance to this chapter is the
identification of four processes of reinvention that enable these groups to respond
creatively to the needs of followers and the challenges they face from the state in
furthering their own goals. This chapter argues that the reinvention of religious ideas and
associated practices evident in the three religious groups is closely connected to processes
of religious reconfiguration. Specifically, I argue that these processes of reinvention
enable NRMs to adapt to changing socio-cultural and political conditions. In so doing,
they alter the patterns of interaction – or religiously reconfigure – Vietnamese society in
four ways. First, this reinvention and creativity of NRMs reconfigures the cultural and
symbolic repertoire within the religious sphere, as well as challenging the dominance and
the monopoly on religious truth of the established religious, such as Buddhism. Second,
the processes of reinvention are implicated in the reconfiguration of the patterns of
interactions between the religious and non-religious spheres. While the focus in the thesis
is the interactions between the political and religious spheres, given the extent to which
the political sphere seeks to maintain control over the religious sphere in Vietnam, there
are nevertheless signs of a shift in the public attitude towards NRMs and the development
of a vibrant religious economy.
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CHAPTER 2: MODERNITY AND RELIGIOUS
RECONFIGURATION: A VIETNAMESE PERSPECTIVE

Introduction
As theorised by numerous sociologists, modernity brings with it the differentiation
of functionally distinctive, differentiated, relatively autonomous yet interdependent
social spheres. However, during the process of modernisation, it is argued that modernity
has taken different paths in East and Southeast Asia, thus creating a differentiation of and
interdependence among major spheres such as the political, the economic, the legal, the
public and the private, and the religious that differs from the European model (Jose
Casanova 1994; Grace Davie 2000; Malcolm Voyce and Adam Possamai 2011). 2 It is in
this context that I consider the case of Vietnam and for the purpose of this thesis; I place
the religious sphere at the centre of my enquiries.
Indeed, the transformation in religious spheres and its implications have been
significant for scholarly studies that seek to represent aspects of modernity in Vietnam.
Religious revival and burgeoning spiritual practices in post-Renovation Vietnam have
attracted attention from many domestic and international scholars. A wide range of
studies have been conducted revealing a diverse array of religious and belief activities in
this modernising country. Such studies attempt to understand changes in religious and
spiritual needs and patterns of practice. At the same time, those changes are related to
interactions between state and non-state actors, to the role of a transformed discourse of
nationalism, and to religious innovations and religious revival at a regional and global
level. Studies suggest that the relationships between these discursive changes and other
factors involved can be seen as elements of an overaching process accompanying
modernity. NRMs as one of the factors in religious creativity can have a certain role in
this process.
In order to demonstrate these points, I propose a theoretical framework of religious
reconfiguration that is grounded in my enquiry into classic theories of modernity and
2

. This is not to overlook the considerable variation in the differentiation of the religious and non-religious
spheres in Europe and the West (Casanova 1994; Davie 2000), nor the extent to which this differentiation
is contested by the multi-faith character of modern Western societies (Voyce and Possamai 2011).
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social differentiation, and in the current discussions and research findings in regard to
multiple modernities in non-Western society. Following this, I attempt to represent
interactions among political, religious and economic spheres in the specific case of
Vietnam through recent historical stages. These two tasks lead to my introduction of the
theoretical framework of religious reconfiguration which represents the changes in
multiple-dimensional relationships among these main differentiated spheres and
recognises the role of post-1986 NRMs. Finally, my presentation of religious
reconfiguration contributes to the identification of certain aspects of modernity in
Vietnam.
Modernity and Interactions among Religious and Non-Religious Spheres
This section provides a brief overview of modernity and the associated process of
social differentiation. It then investigates how modernity is represented and interpreted in
East and Southeast Asian countries. This leads into a discussion of how the
differentiation of and interaction among the spheres that are considered “secular” and
“religious” in Vietnam is characterised by distinctive features pertaining to cultural
patterns, religious influence, and the politics of nation-building.
Modernity and the Process of Social Differentiation
Modernity is a concept used to encapsulate the conditions of social changes that
ultimately consolidated in Europe during the second half of the 19th century. The
emergence and conditions of modernity were central to the work of social thinkers such
as Karl Marx and Max Weber. The rapid expansion and development of industrialising
societies saw people leave their rural, family-based communities to join urban centres of
work and form new social identities. The ascent of modernity was often seen as the
culmination of a long process in which a society and its reliance on “subsistence
economies”, “devotion and mystery” and a “highly personalised political system” were
replaced by a modern society characterised by a reliance on “industrialised economies”,
“science”, and “a highly bureaucratised political system” (see Macridis and Brown 1972,
cited in Fred Von der Mehden 1986: 10). On a broad scale, rural societies were
significantly transformed by emerging processes such as capitalism, rapid urbanisation,
industrialisation, and the rise of the nation-state. These processes were buttressed by a
secular humanist world view that argued that mankind could control nature through
advanced technology, itself considered one of the hallmark features of the modernising
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era. In this context, many scholars theorised the rise of the secular world view and at the
same time the decline of the Church’s influence over the society. The secularisation
thesis, as it became known, argued that modernisation leads to secularisation. Stated
briefly, the secularisation thesis anticipated that religion would withdraw to private
spaces while modern politics would gradually take control of the public domain (see
Peter Berger 1967).
Roy Wallis and Steve Bruce (1992) have argued that modern social change was
propelled by three important social processes: social differentiation, societalisation and
rationalisation. These three processes wrought fundamental changes in the structure of
societies and in the way people think and act (1992: 14). The principle of structural
differentiation saw the demarcation and separation of a range of functionally
differentiated institutional spheres, such as politics, economy, religion, science,
education, health, etc. As modernisation progressed, these spheres became increasingly
“located in autonomous social spaces” (see Talal Asad 1999: 178-179). One of the
principal differentiations was that of the “religious” sphere from the “non-religious”
spheres. It can be said that distinctions between the religious and non-religious spheres
determine distinctive characteristics of the modern era. In the evaluation of Craig
Calhoun the modern era also “imposes a range of other differentiations” which are also
powerful, such as the public and the private (2010: 46).
In these three processes, social differentiation is viewed as one of the integral
features of modernity, according to Max Weber and other sociologists (see José
Casanova 1994; Calhoun 2010 ). In Weber’s arguments, modern society is based on the
differentiation of value spheres including the religious, economic, political, social, and
aesthetic. Because of the process of differentiation, these institutional spheres become
disassociated from one another; each performs specialised functions (Shmuel Noah
Eisenstadt 1964: 377; Wallis and Bruce 1992: 12).
As Nicos Mouzelis (1999) generalises, the structural-functional differentiation in
modern societies has gone through two levels: formal and substantive. In the former,
different spheres are formed and institutionalised for specialised functions. In the latter,
they achieve “a higher degree of autonomy” (1999: 146-148). In their development,
these spheres are not definitively divided. Instead, they can become interrelated and
interdependent, or supplementary. Max Weber noted the relevance of one sphere to
another when he argued that as the value spheres continue their process of internal
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rationalisation, they can respond to and learn from each other, or establish relationships.
They could “cross and interpenetrate” (Weber 1949: 18 as cited in Austin Harrington
2000: 96). From an evolutionary perspective, Eisenstadt argued that as spheres are
differentiated and specialised, they “become more interdependent and potentially
complementary in their functioning within the same overall institutionalised system”
(1964: 377). He also indicated that the institutionalisation of a greater range of
differentiation and of a wider scope of autonomy within each major social sphere could
result in the emergence of new types of social, political or cultural structures, each
possessing different potentiality for further change (1964: 386). This suggests that the
process of social differentiation is formative and the interactions between institutional
spheres can result in the formation of new elements within an overall social system.
Notably, many contemporary scholars have argued that modernity takes different
paths, especially in non-European societies. My aim in this following section is to
explore and discuss different paths of modernity found in Asia, particularly in East and
Southeast Asia.
Modernity Following Different Paths
Asia is one of the most dynamic regions in the world. Peoples of multi-religious
traditions and multi-ethnic origins have created great diversity in politics, economic
developments, nation-building, and cultural identities. Western modernity was
introduced to Asia through colonisation, yet the process of modernisation has been
distinctive because of the particular features of this region in terms of histories, political
differences, ethnicities, economy, and cultural traditions and orientations. Although the
European model of modernity prevailed over the Western world, it has taken hold in
many modernising Asian countries with variations. In particular, the religious resurgence
and the dynamics of the religious market have contributed to the differing versions of
modernity more than might have been expected.
It is widely recognised that modernisation encompasses variations when it spreads
outwards from Europe. Mouzelis (1999) argues that there are two major variant forms of
modernity that align with the capitalist model of modernisation and the non-capitalist
model. We can understand the variant forms of modernity in these two categories by
examining the relationship between differentiated spheres. Specifically, functional
differentiation can take place in either a balanced or an unbalanced manner, or in a
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democratic or an authoritarian manner. He argues that in Western modernised nations,
where liberal capitalism was developed, the economic sphere prevailed over the political,
social and cultural spheres. The result was a market-dominated society. Yet in socialist
countries and later-developing, nominally capitalist countries, the political sphere is
dominant over other spheres because the state “systematically subordinates the logic of
all other spheres to the clientelistic and/or populistic logic of political domination”
(1999: 152).
From a broader perspective, Eisenstadt (2000) argues that Western patterns of
modernity “are not the only ‘authentic’ modernities” because there exist “on-going
reconstructions of a multiplicity of cultural programs” constituted by specific social
actors and social movements (2000: 2-3). Recent studies of modernity in East and
Southeast Asia support his argument. Based on evidence collected outside Europe, other
scholars have also accounted for a multiplicity of recent cultural, political and social
formations, thus supporting the theoretical framework of “multiple modernities” (see
Alexander Woodside 2006; Volker Schmidt 2007; Harbans Mukhia 2010). In the case of
Malaysia and Indonesia, Wendy Mee and Joel Kahn (2012) argue for a more radical
revision of modernisation theory than suggested in some theories of multiple and
alternative modernities. Here, they argue that we need to appreciate that the constitution
of modernity “as always and inevitably ‘embedded’”, and that there is no form of “pure”
or “abstract” [Western] modernity that only becomes alternative, multiple, or indigenized
as it travels eastward (2012: 6). They support models of modernity that emphasise the
“centrality of cultural orientations and subjectivities in the constitution and experience of
modernity” (2012: 15).
Amongst other things, this framework recognises the significance of tradition and
religion in processes of modernisation – whether in the so-called West or elsewhere (see
Johann Arnason 2003; Eisenstadt 1996). Eisenstadt’s and Arnason’s approaches to
multiple modernities are deeply imbued with a sense of tradition closely connected to
civilizational interpretative schemas. We must also acknowledge, however, the extent to
which appeals to tradition, particularly in the context of cultural-political claims, may in
fact be spurious. Eric Hobsbawm (1983) concept of “invented tradition” has drawn our
attention to a category of practices whose main purpose is to “inculcate certain values
and norms of behavior” by implying their continuity with past practices or traditions
(1983: 1).
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Tradition in this way is, to some degree, open to innovation within the processes of
modernisation. That is, in contexts of rapid social transformation, “new” traditions may
be invented when the old ones cease to be “sufficiently adaptable and flexible” (1983: 45). The discussion of tradition is therefore characterised by a degree of ambiguity.
Clearly, there must be a general sense of the existence of “tradition”, in the sense of
long-standing cultural orientations, values and practices, for so-called “invented
traditions” to have any traction. Yet, modernisation in Southeast Asia has also seen the
adaptation and integration of “traditional” beliefs and ritual practices into processes of
nation-building, for example. Selected traditional elements have remained important as
both “necessary and desirable” as modernising processes have been “reshaped” by a
“neotraditionalism” that combines “traditional” and “modern” elements, rooted in
Southeast Asian local cultures (Barbara Andaya 1997: 406). In their analysis of how the
middle-class in Asian societies has produced identities through participation in religion,
Raymond Lee and Susan Ackerman (1997) argue that those identities prove an “ongoing
connection with valued cultural traditions while engaging with Western notions of
modernity”. Therefore, they suggest modernisation may be even considered an
“enhancement” rather than a “negation” of certain traditions (1997: 7).
The vitality of religious practices in contemporary Southeast Asian countries is one
of the factors that many scholars emphasise among the variations of modernity in this
region. Religion is thriving, intensifying a complexity in the relationship between politics
and religion, whereas the emergence of new religious movements suggests religious
creativity and autonomy. The relationship between modernisation and religion is
complicated. According to Mehden (1986), religion has not been an obstacle to
modernisation in Southeast Asia. However, it can be both a positive and a negative force
during the process. He observes that at many levels, “religious belief has been a force in
delaying change” yet at the same time, “the manipulation of religious symbols to achieve
political goals has tended to foster modernisation” (1986: 201-202). Indeed, for a
significant part of the Southeast Asian population, modernisation has “intensified their
faith” (1986: 203). Keyes, Kendall and Hardacre (1994) have indicated that in
modernising countries of Southeast Asia, many people continue to rely on the values and
application of traditional concepts regarding the moral basis of the social order which
originated long ago in China. At the same time, modern nation-states increasingly assert
their control over religion through religious policies and at the same time utilise certain
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functions of religion to mobilise popular support, all for the purpose of nation-building (I
return to this in the next section). Based on research about the relationship between
religion and modernisation, Keyes et al. (1994) argue that as Asian states “have
modernised, religion has become more, not less, significant” (1994:1-15). Thus, religion
and modernisation have found ways to co-exist as Lee and Ackerman (1997: 6) have
observed:
In Asia, the emergent industrial economies are embedded in societies
where magic and shamanism flourish. This vibrant religious life shows
no evidence of being submerged in the tide of modernisation,
secularisation, and rationalisation.
All these studies suggest that religion in this region has not necessarily lost its
significance in modern life. Rather, it may well accompany and be involved in the
process of modernisation.
Nevertheless, following the pervasive process of social differentiation within the
framework of multiple modernities, it is relevant to ask how interactions among
differentiated spheres play out. In East and Southeast Asia, which spheres hold a
dominant position over others? What is the relationship between different spheres,
including between those spheres considered religious and non-religious ones? These
issues are discussed in the next section.
Interactions between Religious and Non-Religious Spheres
Social scientists have contributed to the understanding of modernity in East and
Southeast Asia through their analyses of the multiple and varied interactions between
spheres that are deemed religious and non-religious in the region. Here, I focus on the
multi-dimensional interactions between the spheres of religion, politics, and economy as
these are the areas of mutual influence most often discussed in the literature. The
examples focus on discussions relating to NRMs.
For most modernising states in East and Southeast Asia, religion is considered a
force with profound influence on the politics of nation-building. Mehden (1986) found
that there were many “state-generated efforts to employ religion as a means of
encouraging development, both at local and national levels” (1986: 202-203). Ackerman
and Lee (1988) observed that in the course of secularisation, the secular state in
Southeast Asia intensifies its authority on the religious field when it circumscribes
individual choice of religious preference. Specifically, “the state may impose its will,
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explicitly or implicitly, on the direction of religious movements”, thereby determining
religious choice through the political context of the time (1988: 2- 3). For Malaysia, Lee
(1994) indicates that “state regulation of religious bodies is considered crucial in the
maintenance of political order” (1994: 474). Later, Lee and Ackerman concluded that
“secularisation at the political level has increased state power in the management of
religious affairs” (Lee and Ackerman 1997:163). Keyes et al. also observe the trend in
utilising religious significance in order to emphasise national cultural identity or a shared
faith, with many states supporting selected rituals (1994: 4-5). In post-Mao China, the
state is seen as an important shaper of the religious sphere. Since economic reform,
Andrew Kipnis (2001), Adam Yuet Chau (2011) and other scholars observes that the
Chinese party-state has shown a more friendly attitude towards religion in the relaxation
of religious policies. However, Pitman Potter (2003) found that that although the partystate has become more open in the control of beliefs (2003: 317), and while religious
policies have begun to create “limited autonomy” for approved religious activities,
practices that “challenge political orthodoxy” are still nevertheless subjected to
suppression (2003:337). In a review of recent studies of politics and religion in Vietnam,
the Philippines, Thailand, and Singapore, Terence Chong (2010) generalised three main
findings: religion is playing an increasingly public role in both politics and civic life;
religion becomes an active agent which strives to influence and shape notions of the
nation and national culture; and religion is seen as a specific way to frame forces of
modernity and capitalism (2010: vii-viii). Thus, religion plays a vital role in the political
processes of nation-building even as the state seeks to control it.
In the case of NRMs, as new entities seeking a permanent space in the host society,
they are often treated with suspicion by the state. At the beginning of the new
millennium, suppression of new and minority religions at various levels was found in
many cultures and countries around the world (Lee 1994; Phillip Lucas 2004: 355). In
China, the government’s heavy suppression of Falun Gong is a prominent example of the
Chinese official view of NRMs (Kipnis 2001; Potter 2003; Scott Lowe 2004; Chau
2011). Where NRMs are not suppressed, they are still subject to state control, especially
for the purposes of national unity and social security. One example of such control can
be found in Malaysia. Lee (1994) has found that the state control of NRMs in Malaysia
“tends to be uneven” because the state often pays more attention to the “Islamic NRMs
that may threaten political stability or pose challenges to religious orthodoxy” whereas it
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maintains “relatively less government control” on non-Muslim NRMs (1994: 474-477).
The issue of emerging NRMs in Malaysia, both Islamic and non-Islamic, has been linked
to the political tension arising from “perceived ethnic inequalities and increasing
religious awareness” (Lee 1994: 475). Therefore, the state is “likely to intensify its
surveillance of NRMs as a potential source of danger to national security, particularly in
the way NRMs are ethnically organised” (Lee 1994: 475). In this case, the state clearly
aims at shaping NRMs before any unwanted outcomes can undermine its declared
interests.
The interplay between politics and religion can also be examined through
nationalistic agendas and aspirations, whether promoted by the state or by its citizens. In
many modern nation-states, religion is now seen as a crucial part of national culture and
ethnic identity and can be used to promote national solidarity, harmony, and loyalty.
Some studies suggest that the strong persistence of tradition in East and Southeast Asia
can be linked to nationalism as countries actively integrate with the capitalist world.
Nationalism, according to Peter van der Veer and Hartmut Lehmann (1999), is not only
about narratives of a nation’s past, current status, and visions of the future but also has a
religious dimension. Van der Veer and Lehmann argue that:
Nationalism feeds on a symbolic repertoire that is already available but
also transforms it in significant ways. In the Southeast Asia context,
this is noticeable in the transformation of specific religious notions of
martyrdom and sacrifice but also in broader conceptions of death and
the afterlife (1999: 7).
It seems that in this region the conception of death and the afterlife has maintained the
vitality of religious practices and even inspired religious creativity.
In some East and Southeast Asian societies, many studies indicate that in
encountering modernity, there appears to be a trend in which both state and non-state
actors revisit tradition, look for usable resources, and revive what they consider essential
for a successful society today (see Andaya 1997; Lee and Ackerman 1997; Veer and
Lehmann 1999). In Vietnam, scholars have indicated a connection between religious
revival and the demand to revisit the past and revitalise many forms of belief and
practices (see John Kleinen 1999; Hue-Tam Ho Tai 2001; Taylor 2007; Roszko 2010).
Most obviously, the past is remade through commemorative projects carried out by both
state authorities and citizens. Hue-Tam Ho Tai (2001) noted a “commemorative fever”
(2001: 1) when “the worship of the past” becomes pervasive. This trend can be observed
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in various state-sponsored endeavours to construct public memory in ways that seek to
enshrine its version of national history and indigenous cultural values.
It should also be recognised that in the course of religious revival, many people use
religion to creatively advance their own political agenda. In Southeast Asia under the
challenges brought by modernity, many researchers have found evidence of how people
have looked to religion for security and identity (Mehden 1986: 204), authority (Keyes et
al. 1994: 15), legitimacy of beliefs (Paul Katz 2003: 412), for solutions to cultural crisis,
and social conflicts (Thomas Reuter and Alexander Horstmann 2012: 1). In the case of
NRMs, some are able to link their ideologies to specific viewpoints found in national and
ethnic identities. New forms of religious practice have been viewed, in some cases, as a
medium to satisfy a need for ethnic identity as in the case of Chinese communities in
Malaysia (see Lee 1994; Ackerman 2001). Through NRMs, individuals and communities
are able to find other ways to reinforce a connection with a particular national history as
in the case of some new Buddhist movements in Cambodia (see Marston and Guthrie
2004: 4). Regarding the Hindu Balinese movement in Indonesia, practitioners have
emphasised the need for regional autonomy, for local control of local resources and for
recognition of exclusive local traditions in the context of global integration brought
about by political liberalisation (Thomas Reuter 2009: 858). Meanwhile in Vietnam, new
forms of religious practices tend to uphold cultural and national identities (see Pham
Quynh Phuong 2005). Generally speaking, when nationalism is seen as part of the
politics of nation-building, religious practitioners are able to find ways to attract
supporters while at the same time influence the state’s policies on religion.
Along with interest in the interaction between political and religious spheres, many
scholars have sought to understand interactions between religious and economic spheres.
Recently, scholars have discussed religious economies using some theoretical
orientations proposed by social scientists long ago. According to their predictions,
relations between religious and economic spheres can be enhanced by the processes of
modernisation and commercialisation. In the market economy, almost anything that has
economic value can be commodified – and religion is one of these. Moreover, as some
authors have demonstrated, religion can appear in the competitive marketplace where it
is deemed a “product” and believers are viewed as “customers”. Max Weber and Pierre
Bourdieu argued that religion can be understood from this economic perspective. They
are among earlier thinkers who discussed concepts such as “salvation goods” and
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“religious market” (cited in Jurg Stolz 2008: 10-11) in Western societies. The formation
of such markets reflects a universal trend of religious pluralism, as well as the decline of
conventional religions and the rise of new ones. The development of the religious market
in Western societies has been continuously observed and discussed by many scholars of
religions, highlighting the increasing interest around the world (see Rodney Stark and
Roger Finker 2000; Stef Aupers and Dick Houtman 2006; Stolz 2008). Consumerism
and commoditisation are even said to have shaped religion in the capitalistic global
market (see Bryan Turner 2011).
However, the state factor sometimes increases tension in the relationship between
the religious and economic spheres. A three-way interaction can be observed at times. In
the case of East and Southeast Asia, the state often interferes in the interactions between
the religious and economic spheres. This situation can be seen in the case of the
Malaysian peninsula where, Ackerman and Lee (1988) note, it has always been “a
religious market place that offers a wide range of alternative beliefs, with the ascendancy
of one religion being dependent on the changing political forms in the region” (1988:
51). In the case of China, Fenggang Yang (2006) has discussed the formation of the
triple religious markets: the red (legal) market, the illegal (black) market, and the gray
(neither legal nor illegal or both legal and illegal) market that has resulted from the
state’s increased regulation of religion. He argues that participants of the gray market are
members of folk-belief communities or of sects derived from legal religious
organisations. He argues that the gray market will emerge when the red market is
restricted and the black market is suppressed by the state. He also notes that the gray
market provides “a fertile ground for NRMs” to emerge as a new supplier within the
religious market (2006: 117). In this case, it is possible to see how supply can change,
depending on the activities within the political sphere. From a broader viewpoint, Chau
(2011: 10) observes that religion has become “big business” when the Chinese spend a
large amount of money each year on things related to religious activities. In this context,
local governments’ supportive attitude towards religious revival can be interpreted as one
of their strategies to boost the local economy (2011: 10-11). Meanwhile, in Vietnam
Hue-Tam Ho Tai points out that as the economy has been transformed into a marketdriven model, political liberalisation as a “by-product” of Renovation also opens “a
space” for citizens to revisit and to remake the past (2001: 3). In the religious aspect,
remaking the past includes reconstruction of temples, restoration of historical sites, and
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creation of new projects to memorialise historical figures. Here, a three-way interaction
is indicated. In short, these studies suggest that the state can play an active role in the
expansion of the religious and economic spheres.
There is another form of interaction between the religious and economic sphere in
which the state is often absent. Many transactions on the “religious gray market” in
China can be considered a part of the expanding “occult economy”. Anthropologists
working in contemporary Africa and Asia have advanced the thinking of the concept of
“occult economy” which refers to “deployment, real or imagined, of “magical means for
material ends” (John Comaroff and Jean Comaroff 1999: 279). According to these two
scholars, occult economies have economical dimensions (Comaroff and Comaroff 2000:
310). They indicate that “in various parts of Asia occult economies thrive, often taking
surprising turns” (200: 311). In particular, they argue that occult economies often come
along with the spread of new religious movements (2000: 314). The cases of Vietnamese
NRMs can also partly demonstrate this economy as I show in the fieldwork chapters.
So far in this section, the focus of analysis has been on the interactions of religious,
economic, and political spheres at multi-dimensional levels in East and Southeast Asia
with some references to Vietnam. All of the research findings reviewed in this section
have reinforced awareness that the political sphere in this region can and does determine
developments of the religious sphere. Meanwhile, the religious sphere is also
increasingly influential in many other spheres. Thus research into relationships among
the functionally differentiated spheres suggests the value of a multiple-modernities
approach.
As I have indicated in the previous section, the current attention on theories of
multiple modernities represents an interest in understanding the modernization
experiences of non-western societies. It represents an approach that wants to argue the
essential modernness of recognisably local (non-western) elements in contemporary
religious practices in Vietnam. Rather than view these as simply the vestige of a soon-tobe-superceded ‘tradition’, a multiple-modernity approach encourages us to view the
persistence of local forms of religious practice as expressions of essentially modern
experiences. Religious vitality in this context is a creative culture process that can
rework, restore and/or displace people’s ethnic, religious and cultural orientations in line
with their particular experiences of modernity. As will become clearer in the following
section, in the context of Vietnam it is appropriate to situate the discussion of religious
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vitality and the interactions between the religious and non-religious spheres within this
broader discussion of multiple modernities. Religious vitality in Vietnam represents the
ongoing strength of religious orientations in people’s daily lives and visions of the
future. This is clearly evident in the religious revival since 1986 and in today’s diverse
religious landscape, including the emergence of new religious groups. As I will discuss
more in the next section and in Chapter 3, what makes Vietnam distinctive here is the
shift from a tightly controlled socialist model of modernity, one that was associated with
an atheist and secular ideology, a re-engagement with earlier spiritual and religious
practices and values. Citizens' current attempts to optimize religious resources is a
response to the contemporary conditions of their society. In doing so, religion is marked
by innovation and reinvention. One result – quite a surprising one if we consider the
limited space for religion prior to 1986 – is the extent to which religion is not only
apparent in the private sphere but also visible in public spaces. Exploring and
understanding this shift in terms of a theory of religious reconfiguration is the primary
concern of the thesis, one in which a recognition of the specificity of Vietnamese
modernity is central. This is the approach I take to understanding non-western modernity
and the place of religion in Vietnam, as discussed in the following section.
Religion and Aspects of Modernity in Vietnam
Straddling Southeast Asia and China, Vietnam is at present a socialist and, at the
same time, late-developing country. In terms of Mouzelis (1999) classification of a noncapitalistic model, Vietnam is an example of a society where the dominance of the
political sphere over other spheres is powerful. In many aspects, social changes brought
about by modernity in neighbouring countries, especially in neighbouring socialist
China, can also be observed in Vietnam. Yet its particular history of division during
entrenched wars, a tradition of religious syncretism, and influences from foreign
countries in terms of politics, the military, and culture prior to 1975, make it difficult to
understand its specific patterns of modernity. In this section, some typical studies of
religious changes in different time periods in Vietnam since the 19th century are
reviewed. The focus of these discussions, however, is the emergence and implications of
new religious groups, the Party-state’s approach to religion, and the role of the market
economy, in post- Renovation.

42

Modernity and Religious Reconfiguration
Religious Changes during the Colonial Era
Religious changes in the colonial era have a connection with the Vietnamese
encounters with Western civilisation. Before contact with the west, the religious
landscape in Vietnam had been stable for a long time. It consisted of two main parts: the
first comprised the indigenous folk beliefs and the second the ‘Three Religions’, namely
Buddhism, Taoism, and Confucianism. These main religious traditions long allowed the
Vietnamese people to espouse a Buddhist worldview and a national culture at one and
the same time; to follow Confucius moral guidelines in their daily conduct such as
family and social behaviours and the expression of loyalty to “heavenly-sent” emperors
and filial piety to ancestors; and to turn to Taoism for questions relating to fate, good
fortune or to deal with devils through magic (see Leopold Cadiere 1989 [orig. 1944];
David Joel Steinberg 1971: 69; George Condominas 1987). In the 16th century,
Portuguese missionaries introduced Catholicism into Vietnam and began to attract the
indigenous to a new faith. From this point, the religious landscape had changed.
The French colonists began the process of Western modernisation in 1858. Before
this milestone, the Vietnamese knew very little about modern life in the West. The
presence of foreigners with a new mode of social administration and associated
suppressions, modern vehicles of transportation, telecommunication, and “huge ships
and big guns” (tầu to súng lớn) provoked a variety of indigenous reactions. Such
reactions can be found amongst numerous popular movements including those led by
nationalists, communists, Buddhist reformists, and new religious groups. These can all
be considered “anti-colonial expressions” (Victor Oliver 1976: 26) or efforts to cope
with “the challenges posed by modernity” such as Western exploitation, the loss of
structures of traditional pre-colonial authority, and the weakening of tradition (see Terry
Rambo 1982: 416; Taylor 2007: 21-29).
During this period, new religious groups were founded in both north and south. In
the west of the Cửu Long River delta (the Mekong delta) numerous new forms of belief
have emerged since the late 19th century. The region was under the French colonial
government from 1858, then by the former South Vietnamese regime supported by the
American military forces until it was liberated and united with the north by the
Communists in 1975. In his book Thần, người và đất Việt (Spirits, man, and the Viet
land) published in the U.S., Tạ Chí Đại Trường (1989) reveals that nation-wide, antiFrench movements appeared in almost every region in Vietnam in the final part of the
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19th century. These movements relied on the idea that leaders and practitioners could
summon support from spirits, gods, or ancestors. Different terms were used to identify
these movements. They included Hội kín (secret societies), Thiên–Địa hội (Heaven–
Earth societies) and ông Đạo (male master of the religious pathway) (1989: 293). These
movements were considered “dispersed streams of prophecy” (Tạ Chí Đại Trường 1989)
or “streams of religious morality” (Đặng Thế Đại 2008), and among the most successful
“major streams of prophecy” (Tạ Chí Đại Trường 1989: 319) formed in the 19th century
were Bửu Sơn Kỳ Hương (Mystic Scent of Cấm Mountain) (established 1849), Phật
Đường Nam Tông Minh Sư đạo (Southern Buddhist Way of Brilliant Masters)
(established 1863) and Tứ Ân Hiếu Nghĩa (Four Great Debts) (established 1867). During
the 1920s-1930s, similar streams of prophecy flourished such as Tịnh Độ Cư sĩ Phật Hội
(Buddhist Association of Pure Land practitioners) (established 1934). Two of these
would become Vietnam’s most internationally renowned NRMs: Caodaism (1925) and
Hòa Hảo Buddhism (1939). In studies by international scholars, they are viewed as
indigenous millenarian movements (see Oliver 1976; Rambo 1982; Hue-Tam Ho Tai
1983; Lee 1996; Sergei Blagov 2001), new religions (Peter Clarke 2006) or new
religious movements (Taylor 2007). In the north during this time, two prominent antiFrench movements with religious characteristics appeared, one founded by Kỳ Đồng Mạc Đĩnh Phúc and the other by Monk Vương Quốc Chính. These movements were,
however, soon suppressed by the French colonial regime.
Despite various names, teachings, forms of practice, and sizes, all these movements
shared one prominent characteristic: they originated as patriotic anti-French movements.
Many of the founders and followers of these movements used magic to treat illnesses, to
protect the physical body from the enemy’s bullets (Tạ Chí Đại Trường 1989: 292), or to
harm the foreign invaders (Mai Thanh Hải 2001). Many leaders such as Đoàn Minh
Huyên, Ngô Lợi, Trần Văn Thành, etc. encouraged followers to stand up and fight for
national independence (Đỗ Quang Hưng 2000). These movements mobilised great
numbers of supporters by harnessing sentiments of patriotism and love of the nation.
They were able to put together completed doctrines and organised themselves into
churches or associations.
Many scholars speak of a cultural perspective in the ideology of movements that
sought to fight foreign conquest. They tend to view these movements’ religious
ideologies as part of the Vietnamese response to Western cultural imposition and
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dominance at the time. As Hue-Tam Ho Tai (1983) points out, Huỳnh Phú Sổ, the
founder of Hòa Hảo Buddhism, was able to express his xenophobia by emphasising a
loyalty to old customs while at the same time critiquing modern Western ideologies
imported to an agrarian country such as Vietnam (1983: 156-157). In the case of
Caodaism, Blagov (2001) argues that the religion “developed as an attempt to face the
ideological challenge of the West” (2001: xi). Specifically, he writes that “Caodaism
represented a kind of cultural nationalism for some members of the upper class who
desired to break away from the cultural domination of the French” (2001: xii). These
studies suggest that new religious groups at this time represented for some Vietnamese
responses to the modernity brought by Westerners. They stress the groups’ antithetical
attitude to the imposition of foreign cultures, which at the same time inspired people to
think and act for nationalism.
Different Religious Landscapes during 1945-1975
From 1945 to 1975, differences in the religious landscape in Vietnam were
determined by the political and historical contexts found in the north and in the south of
the country. In 1945, the Communist Party of Vietnam declared the establishment of the
Democratic Republic of Vietnam. National independence was achieved after struggles
against French colonialism and the Japanese occupation. Soon, the French military force
came back to restore colonial rule but by 1954, the French were defeated. Vietnam was
then divided into the north and the south in line with the Geneva Accords. In 1975, the
communists from the north claimed victory over the U.S.-supported political regime in
the south. The whole nation was united one year later as the Socialist Republic of
Vietnam.
In the north during this period, religion was under tight control by the state. The
main reason was the official ideology about the place of religion in a socialist nation. An
imported atheistic communist ideology and a revolutionary agenda were essential factors
that determined the idea of building a secular socialist state. Even decades prior to 1945,
many Vietnamese intellectuals had learnt about the Western idea of atheism, which
negated the existence of “God or the gods” (see Văn Toàn Trần 2010: 312). When the
communist ideology began to be introduced into the country by a number of early
Marxists open to the notions of Western modernity and secularisation, religion was
identified as an obstacle to the liberation of a colonised, underdeveloped nation. Văn
Toàn Trần (2010: 316) correctly states that Marxists at this time had a clear strategy to
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connect “their patriotic struggle to liberate Vietnam with an anti-religious struggle
inherited from Western tradition.” At the triumph of the August Revolution in 1945, the
Democratic Republic of Vietnam was officially established, based on the idea of building
a “secular state”.
The “secular state” soon marked its secular orientation and stated its official view of
religion. The secular orientation was seen in the Decree of Policies towards Religion
(Sắc lệnh về Chính sách đối với tôn giáo) issued 4 October 1953 and later in the Decree
No. 234-SL issued 14 June 1955. This clearly laid out the attitude of the government
toward religion (Đỗ Quang Hưng 2009: 264). The basic principle contained in these
decrees was that citizens had the right to follow or not follow a religion, and that this
right was respected and guaranteed by the state. Yet despite the principle of religious
tolerance, in the north during this period religious activities belonging to established
religions such as Buddhism and Catholicism were under tight control of the state, and no
new religious group was recorded as emerging at this time. Decree No. 234-SL also
clarified the principle of the separation of state and religion. One of the most important
articles, Article No. 13, reads: “the authorities do not interfere in internal affairs of
religious organisations.” For religious organisations, this rule has been interpreted as
firstly, that religious practice is a private matter; secondly, that religious organisations
shall not participate in public education; and thirdly, as a proscription against religious
organisations interfering in state affairs (Đặng Nghiêm Vạn 2002: 18). Since these early
decrees, many official documents have been issued to deal with emerging problems in
the relationship between the secular state and religious organisations. Basically, the
model of a secular state is understood as “the clear dichotomy between the civil society
and religious institutions. The nation does not employ religious power and the church
does not employ political power” (Đỗ Quang Hưng 2003: 28). Based on these legal
documents, no religion was established as a state religion in Vietnam. In these senses, the
state saw itself as secular. Meanwhile in the south, the religious landscape was different
in a number of ways. Established religions were treated unequally by the Ngô Đình Diệm
regime. Catholicism was favoured by the state, while Buddhism was subject to tight
control and heavy repression (see for example Adam Roberts 1965; Elise DeVido 2007:
250-251). In rural areas, however, small new religious groups continued to emerge, often
with titles linked to the names of the founders (see Tạ Chí Đại Trường 1989; Đỗ Quang
Hưng 2001). When the country was united in 1975, the official approach to religion of
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the communists in the north was applied nation-wide. This had great impact on the
emergence of small new religious groups. Notably, for the 1975-1986 period, I could
find no evidence of the appearance of newer small religious groups. This suggests that
political factors played an important role in the emergence of new religious groups. This
observation is illustrated in the next section, where I indicate that several years after the
economic and political Renovation began its relaxation in religious policies, new
religious groups started to emerge again.
Religious Revival in post-Renovation
Renovation since 1986 paved the way for socio-cultural and religious
transformations in Vietnam. Scholarly studies of Vietnamese religious change following
Renovation have focussed on the increasing use of religion as a resource and strategy in
the context of new social and economic relations. Two aspects of this change in the
popularity of a range of religious and spiritual practices pertinent to this study of
religious reconfiguration are, firstly, changes in the Party-state’s attitude to the presence
and use of religion in society, and secondly, implications of an increasing trade in and
commercialisation of religious practices and beliefs.
As mentioned in Chapter 1, following economic and political Renovation, major
changes have been seen in the Party-state’s stance, policies and regulations towards
religion. Here I provide a more detailed discussion of these shifts and their impact. A
series of Party-state’s legal documents were issued in the late 1990s and early 2000s. In
1991, the government issued Resolution No. 69 on Regulation of religious activities
which was followed by Resolution No. 26 NĐ-CP issued in 1999 on Religious activities 3
to detail regulations written in the 1992 Constitution of the Socialist Republic of
Vietnam. These two important documents marked the renovation of religious policies in
Vietnam. Amongst other new changes, Resolution No. 26 NĐ-CP states that a religious
organisation could receive voluntary financial support from individuals, organisations,
and obtain legal incomes. It also stipulates that dignitaries or religious professionals are
allowed to participate in economic, cultural or social activities. In this way, religions are
entitled to engage at a deeper level with the secular realm and its activities could thus be

3

. The full text of the Resolution No. 26 NĐ-CP 1999 in Vietnamese can be seen at:
http://www.moj.gov.vn/vbpq/Lists/Vn%20bn%20php%20lut/View_Detail.aspx?ItemID=7119 accessed on
March 28, 2012.
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expected to be more present in the public sphere. Later, Resolution No.25/NQ-TW 4 was
issued by the Politburo of the Communist Party on 12 March 2003. The Resolution
reaffirms that “religion is an issue that will continue in the long term”. The Article
number 1 read that:
Belief and religion are spiritual needs of a part of the population. These
needs exist today and will co-exist with the nation during the building
of socialism. Compatriots who follow a religion are a part of the great
national unity. Consensus is needed in exercising policies that respect
and guarantee people’s freedom to follow or not follow a religion and
their right to have regular religious activities in accordance with law
(author’s translation).
These resolutions were then updated and detailed in the Standing Committee of the
National Assembly’s the Ordinance 5 No. 21/2004/PL-UBTVQH11 of 18 June 2004
Regarding Beliefs and Religion. This ordinance is further discussed in Chapter 3 and
contained some new provisions, such as the procedures to gain legal recognition as a
religion and allowing religious organisations to operate their schools for religious
dignitaries and followers, and regulations regarding the promulgation of religious
doctrine, the organisation of rituals beyond a religious organisation’s space, and a
religious organisation’s international relations.
Changes to religious policies attracted the attention of many scholars interested in
religious revival in Vietnam. According to Taylor (2007), religion is now considered “a
source of inner strength” which can benefit nation-building (2007: 32). Pascal
Bourdeaux and Jean-Paul Willaime (2010) argue that new policies of religion had
“notably favoured the objective re-evaluation of religion as an ethic and a social
practice” (2010: 307). In Bouquet’s (2010) opinion, the making of new religious policies
reflected the Party-state’s “decisive reconsideration” of the official approach to religious
issue (2010: 92).
Several factors lie behind changes to the Party-state’s attitude towards and
regulation of religion, including the challenges of building a modern nation-state in a
regional context, and as a result of specific trends in religious transformation inside the
4

. The full text of the Resolution No. 25-NQ/TW in Vietnamese is at:
http://btgcp.gov.vn/Plus.aspx/vi/News/38/0/159/0/1065/NOI_DUNG_NGHI_QUYET_SO_25_NQ_TW ,
accessed on March 28, 2012.
5
. The full text of the Ordinance in Vietnamese is at:
http://www.moj.gov.vn/vbpq/Lists/Vn%20bn%20php%20lut/View_Detail.aspx?ItemID=19488 accessed
on March 28, 2012.
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country. Nevertheless, the Party-state still manages to play a dominant role in shaping
the religious sphere. This observation can be illustrated by studies of commemorative
projects, of ritual and religious practices in Vietnam before and after Renovation. Prior to
1986, for the purposes of national building, Hue-Tam Ho Tai (2001: 9) indicates that the
state took full control of national commemorative projects in terms of location, funding
and designation. These projects often aimed at shaping national memory, representing a
shared past, or providing people with new examples of religious practice (see Rozko
2010). Apparent in such commemorative projects was the use of ritual to “advance
official objectives and ideology” (Malarney 1996a: 540).
Since Renovation, many studies have highlighted how the state has further
transformed and renovated ritual for its own strategy of nation-building. Rituals have
been described as “a means of political legitimisation” (Kleinen 1999); an “official
desire to promote traditional morality” (Endres 1998); and as a vehicle “to advance [the
state’s] agenda” (Choi 2007: 104). In recent research relating to state and social
commemoration projects, Roszko (2010) argues that:
The State has begun to promote a new rhetoric of harmony between
ethical religious values and the ideology of the socialist system. As a
result, religion now supplements economic and social life, providing
moral and cultural reinforcement for the state’s social projects (2010:
7).
In the same vein, Mathieu Bouquet (2010: 91) argues that the state’s approach to religion
and beliefs has gone from viewing it as a “strictly private” issue to treating it as “a matter
of public interest”. Although the secular state does not interfere in the internal affairs of
religions organisations, it pays a lot of attention to the management of religious activities
in the public sphere. Therefore, Bouquet asserts, the relationship between the state and
religion has been redefined, especially for the purposes of “building the fatherland”
(2010: 91). In other words, there has been a clear state strategy focussing on advancing
particular functions of religion to support nation-building projects in the new
millennium.
Such a strategy can be observed in at least three ways. Firstly, it can be found in the
precise guidelines for ritual practice, for the construction of new ritual sites and the
organisation of state-initiated cultural festivals, or cultural festivals composed and issued
by the state. In this way, standards are created for religious festivals to follow with the
aim of building “a healthy culture of festivals” (văn hóa lễ hội lành mạnh). Elements
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considered as undermining the spirit of festivals, including superstition,
commercialisation, wastefulness and showing off, are limited. Secondly, in many
localities, community rituals have been restored and adjusted according to a new context,
not only by the residents themselves but also by pro-active local authorities. Thirdly,
national leaders are increasing their presence in selected spiritual ceremonies on a
national level, on behalf of the Party-state. It should be noted that national leaders not
only take symbolic action to show the Party and state’s view of religion and popular
belief. Annually, many ritual and religious ceremonies have been also financially
sponsored. Over time, religion has become a channel through which the Party- state is
able to mobilise the people (vận động quần chúng) and at the same time reinforce their
central authority. Therefore, it is safe to suggest that the state has been able to
demonstrate its authority, power and ideology in the realm of religion and religious
beliefs. This has been made possible by highlighting to the public what will be
encouraged, supported and endorsed and, at the same time, what is unacceptable and
undesirable.
Ultimately, for the sake of nation-building in the new context, the modernising
Party-state of Vietnam has altered its attitude towards traditional culture, religion and
belief. Where certain religious values and practices are identified or seen as beneficial
for the official agenda of nation-building, they are selected, standardised and utilised (see
Taylor 2007; Choi 2007; Bouquet 2010; Rozko 2012). Thus, new traditions can be
invented by the state during this period of transition. This important change in the
official approach to these institutions of the past is not very different from other modern
state-nations in Southeast Asia, as indicated by Keyes et al. (1994). Taylor (2007: 50)
comments that the strong resurgence of religion in post-revolutionary Vietnam
might appear to conclusively repudiate the revolutionary project that
was instituted by the Communist Party as an approach to securing
progress, justice and welfare for the Vietnamese people. This reenchantment narrative positions the Communist Party as the
emblematic agent of modernity and the state as a secular enterprise.
The Party-state’s more practical thinking of religion, as observed by Roszko (2012), is to
“control and appropriate religion as a representation of culture and nation” (2012: 27).
She also reveals that the state’s “institutionalisation of religion” aims to both “legitimise
its power” and at the same time, “engage people in institutional and emotional actions
and foster a sense of national unity” (2012: 27).
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The changes in the state’s religious policies are not only visible from the top down.
A number of changes in the Party-state’s approach to religion can be seen in several
areas. These include the public discourse and newly-issued legal documents, in the
provision of opportunities for citizens to express their spiritual concerns and to propose
religious initiatives, and in how individuals are able to promulgate their individual
religious creativity. Scholars such as Malarney (1996a), Choi (2007) and Roszko (2012)
have provided interesting evidence of this in their ethnographic studies in Vietnam. They
reveal how local people have entered into dialogue with authorities to realise
commemorative projects and transform and reconfigure traditional rituals not only in
form but also in the values and meanings they represent.
In sum, there are at least two observable impacts of the changes in the Party-state’s
approach to religion through making and updating religious policies. First, new policies
in post-Renovation basically allow more freedom for religious and spiritual practices.
This is one of the key reasons for the religious revival (see Taylor 2004: 6; Kirsten
Endres and Adrea Lauser 2011) and religious innovation, as I demonstrate in fieldwork
chapters. New legal frameworks such as Resolution No. 24 (1990) and the Ordinance on
Religion and Beliefs (2004) have specified the Party-state’s new approach and regulation
of religion and given recognised religions more autonomy to run their internal affairs.
Yet it should be noted here that the upsurge of religious practices and creativity
sometimes go beyond the state’s capacity and intention to shape the religious sphere.
Some scholars have indicated the failure of “state functionalism” (Malarney 1996) and
the state’s “inability to deal with religious innovation” (Taylor 2007: 52). This can also
be observed in the bourgeoning of religious practices linked with economic activities that
I discuss below.
Another notable feature in the domain of religious activity, one fuelled by the
market economy, is the commercialisation of religion and beliefs. As early as 2001,
Đặng Nghiêm Vạn 2001: 138) noted in alarm a growing trade in spirits (buôn thần bán
thánh) and a commodification of spirits and their perceived power and prestige. Karen
Fjelstad and Nguyen Thi Hien (2006) also uncovered the “dynamic business of making,
buying and selling religious objects” (2006: 7-8), while Lauren Kendall (2008) noted
Vietnam’s “heated economy” produced by both market anxieties and a marketengendered surplus has fostered “a lively production and consumption of ritual goods
and ritual services” (2008: 178). She wrote:
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In Vietnam, producers of religious goods witnessed a crescendo of
popular religious activities from the 1990s as increasing numbers of
Vietnamese were drawn into the entrepreneurial sphere (2008: 189).
Other scholars such as Endres (2007) and Claire Chauvet (2011) report an increasing
number of religious participants who are drawn to participate in transactions with spirits
for their daily needs, including economic benefits. In her study of the traditional Four
Palaces cult (đạo Tứ phủ), Chauvet (2011) has reaffirmed the existence of a close
connection between practitioners’ worship of spirits and their ability to make wealth and
control risks. She has discovered that “spirits are thought to be benevolent towards the
market economy and trade, which is due, among other elements, to the long-lasting
influence of merchants on this cult” (2011: 88).
Clear from such studies is a connection between the adoption of more capitalistic
market principles and the restructuring and expansion of the religious economy. The
adoption of the capitalist economic model has affected people’s lives and is visible in the
new methods and means of trading, communicating, working, studying, travelling,
socialising, consumption patterns, and the practice of religious beliefs. This is the context
in which post-1986 NRMs find themselves. They are able to tackle modern social issues
for example, providing them with the opportunity to attract more spiritual followers.
So far, discussions in this section have indicated ways in which the political,
economic and religious spheres interact in post-Renovation Vietnam. First, as can be
seen, these three functionally differentiated spheres are achieving levels of autonomy not
evident in the pre-1986 period. Yet the process of differentiation is not given naturally
and shifts in the autonomy of the religious and economic spheres in Vietnam have
occurred in the first instance as a result of changes within the political sphere. Second,
the state seeks to maintain its dominant role in regulating religious activities yet arising
challenges from non-state actors demand constant changes in the way it approaches
religion. Further, we can see that Vietnam expresses all the tensions and confrontations
of rapid modernisation. In acknowledging this complication, a question can be asked.
What is the outcome from observable but discursive changes in the relationships among
religious and non-religious spheres? This is addressed in the final part of the chapter,
where I present the framework of religious reconfiguration.
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Religious Reconfiguration and the Position of NRMs
Theoretical discussions of current religious activities employ a number of concepts
including “religious revitalisation”, “resurrection of religion”, and “re-enchantment of
religion”. Recent studies of religious transformation and development in selected Asian
countries have begun to apply the concept of religious reconfiguration in order to
represent the complex processes taking place, especially in societies that have recently
accommodated the capitalist market economy, have a history of state secularism, or both.
Religious reconfiguration is not yet a theory or an influential discourse in religious
studies of contemporary societies, but it has been referred to by recent scholars because
of its value in describing major changes in the religious field over a long time to the
extent that they have both significant internal and external effects. None of these scholars
has given a solid definition of religious reconfiguration. In this section, I present a
review of the construction of the concept and later, my own definition of the concept
relevant to the case of Vietnam.
To date, the notion of religious reconfiguration has been largely used in studies
addressing changes occurring within an established religion, changes in relationships
between established religions and new religions; changes in the relationships between
religion and the state; changes between religious and economic spheres; and changes
between religious and public spheres. In what follows, I discuss changes in these four
areas.
Regarding the first area, established religions such Islam and Buddhism are often the
main focus of internal changes. Internal changes are often referred to as the reformation
of fundamental elements such as the re-interpretation of doctrine, morality, education,
engagement in the secular sphere, and the re-invention of modes of operation in order to
cope with political-social and religious changes. In Turkey, Talip Kucukcan (2003)
employs the concept of religious reconfiguration to examine how the role of religion,
mainly Islam, has been intentionally changed by political regimes in different politicoreligious settings throughout history. Since independence, various Turkish political
regimes have pursued modernisation and secularism, intent on reducing Islamic
influence in society. However, as the religion of almost the entire population, Islam has
remained a significant influence on numerous political parties until now (2003: 485486). The author argues that the Islamic revival in the 1980s, through a number of
processes such as the privatisation of religious education, the development of Islamic
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fashion and dress, the production of religious music, and the publication of Islamic
journals, has made this religion “pervasive in modern Turkish society” (2003: 506).
Buddhism is subject to reconfiguration as can be seen in East and Southeast Asia. In
contemporary Cambodia, a process of reconfiguration in Buddhism is discussed in a
series of recent enquiries into dynamic interplay among religion, power, and morality
(see Alexandra Kent and David Porter Chandler 2008). Researchers show the ways in
which Buddhism has been reformed in terms of notions of purity and autonomy, and
modernised with the introduction of new moral values such as rationalism, authenticity
and purification (Kent and Chandler 2008: 12; Anne Hansen 2008). In many East and
Southeast Asian nations, including China, Taiwan, Myanmar, Thailand, Laos and
Vietnam, Buddhism was subject to revision in the early 20th century (see DeVido 2007).
In Vietnam, many individuals, including monks, lay-Buddhists and nationalist
intellectuals, tried to revive the religion on a nationwide scale (see Nguyễn Tài Thư
1999; Shawn McHale 2004; DeVido 2007). “Buddhist revival” is defined by DeVido
(2007) as “reform and developments in institutional Buddhism” (2007: 251). What can
be drawn from her study is that the Vietnamese Buddhist reformers revitalised Buddhism
through numerous projects with political and non-political implications, in order to
“modernise and systematise Sangha education and temple administration” (2007: 252),
and to engage Buddhism with modern society (2007: 252-257).
Đỗ Quang Hưng (2011) uses the concept of religious reconfiguration to theorise
changes in the religious sphere in Vietnam. He highlights two prominent features of
religious life in Vietnam, namely religious revitalisation and a transformed religious
market. The transformed religious market, he writes of, refers to the increase in the size
and number of officially recognised religions, the rapid expansion of Protestant
denominations, and the emergence of new religious groups. This expanded range and
choice he considers as having a close link to the process of religious reconfiguration,
which he defines as “the internal re-composition of the religious world and the
transformation of the structure of religiosity which results in new ways of religious
expression” (Đỗ Quang Hưng 2011: 62).
In a study of a broader context, Robbie Duschinsky (2012) argues that three global
processes accompany modernisation, namely objectification, the intensification of
plurality of sites of authority, and the failure of national institutions to provide economic
and social certainties and security, all of which change the nature of the religious field.
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These processes are seen as having created favourable conditions for fundamentalism,
seen as new social organisations, to emerge within Christianity, Judaism and Islam. In
these processes, actors of changes come from both religious and political spheres.
Changes also occur in the relationships between established religions and new forms
of spiritual and religious practices, including those belonging to NRMs that borrow
resources from established religions. Some studies have found that mainstream churches
in post-communist states react to the arrival of NRMs from the West with anxiety and
fear (Ina Merdjanova 2001: 283). Some Catholic churches, conservative Protestant
churches, Islam and some Buddhist branches even consider NRMs as a “threat to
authentic religion” (Clarke 2006: 7). Yet over the time, reactions have changed. The
Vatican’s response to the arrival of NRMs is an example. In May 1986, the Vatican
published a special report on sects, cults, and new religious movements. 6 The report
presented the Catholic Church’s awareness and concern about the impact that such
groups would have on its faithful followers, especially the youth. Although the report in
some sense can be seen as anti-cultist, according to Saliba (1992), it admits that NRMs
“appear to be satisfying some genuine religious desires” (1992: 5) and it sees NRMs as a
pastoral challenge rather than “a doomsday threat” (1992: 36). The challenge, according
to Saliba, would be mostly to the Church’s “self-improvement and institutional reform”
(1992: 64). In a recent systematic study of mainstream church (the Lutheran Church, the
Roman Catholic Church, the Church of England) responses to NRMs, Elisabeth Arweck
(2006) indicates that although they approach NRMs with caution, some changes can be
seen, including a process of softening of stances taken to the alternative truths provided
by NRMs (2006: 43) and a process of “formulating basics on which to conduct dialogue
with NRMs” (2006: 46). In short, mainstream religions have become more flexible in
their reactions to NRMs and at the same time have sought to renew and reconfigure
themselves to respond to emerging religious orientations.
The second area of the four areas of change discussed here is observed in the
changing relationships between religion and the state. As pointed out in previous
sections, there are many examples of the state’s appropriation of religious rituals and
symbols to promote nationalism, and of how the state is tentatively moving towards
allowing greater religious freedom, as in China and Vietnam. Here, I draw on some
6

The full text of the report can be accessed here:
http://www.ewtn.com/library/NEWAGE/VATREPRT.TXT
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additional studies, which specifically employ the concept of religious reconfiguration. In
China, in the introduction to a special issue dealing with the complex forms of religious
reconfiguration, Sébastien Billioud and David Palmer (2009) cite the “flourishing and
transformation of multiple forms of religiosity”. Central to this transformation has been a
change in the status of religion in China from being considered the “opium of the
people” to being embraced by authorities as “essential for nation-building”.
Accompanying this change has been the dramatic growth of officially-recognised
religions, popular religions and temples. Consequently, it is argued that the current
religious revival “goes far beyond the scope” of the “institutionalised religions” (2009:
2-3). In his own analysis of “the state-led institutionalisation” of recognised religion in
China from 1979 to 2009 and its effects on the structuring of the religious sphere, Palmer
(2009) reveals that the state “has continued to play a key role in constituting and
structuring the religious field, alongside religious groups and leaders themselves”
(2009:17). Overall, this institutionalisation of religion has resulted in the widening of the
category of religion. For example, a new set of regulations created since 2005 reveals
that the registration of religious associations is no longer limited to the five official
religions. Thus, for the first time popular faiths and new religious movements are
theoretically and similarly accounted for (2009: 17).
Yanfei Sun (2010) contributes to discussion of religious reconfiguration in her PhD
dissertation investigating the development and changes of religious ecology in post-Mao
China. She attempts to demonstrate that a major reconfiguration of “the Chinese
religious ecology” (2010: x) has taken place because of the uneven growth rates and
patterns of development in the three major religious forces in Chinese society over the
last three decades, namely popular religion, Buddhism and Protestant Christianity. She
argues that the ways in which religious actors interact with the state and society
influence a religion’s modes of operation. These modes of operation determine the
growth and decline of that religion. Further, she argues that the process of
reconfiguration recognises the role of the post-Mao state in shaping forms of religious
competition which creates dynamics in the religious field. Although the Chinese state
continues to shape the religious field, generally speaking, it seeks to develop a
harmonious relationship with religion. In this sense, the relationship is characterised by
the “politics of articulation”, as argued by Chau (2011: 8).
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In the case of Vietnam, Bourdeaux and Willaime (2010) state that the Renovation
policy “has indirectly affected the function of religions in Vietnamese society and the
nature of their relations with a socialist state.” As noted above, they argue that the policy
has resulted in a re-evaluation of religion in terms of an ethic and a social practice (2010:
307). They show that the government has played a very important role in the process of
religious reconfiguration in the country since 1986.
From the discussion of the cases of Turkey, China, and Vietnam, one common trend
can be observed, which is that political regimes have diverged from a legacy of strict
regulation of religion, based on a strong determination to detach religion from politics, to
a more flexible accommodation of religion alongside nation-building. The changing
attitudes towards religion in these countries can be best explained by a view articulated
by Keyes et al. (1994) who write that “state policies towards religion in Asia have been
shaped not only by modernisation goals but also by the needs of states to legitimate their
rule and unify their populace” (1994: 5).
The third area of change is in the economic relations of religion. As indicated in the
previous section, many studies have investigated new habits of the production and
consumption of religion. This has two aspects. The first is the commodification of
religion, which can be seen in the production and sale of prayer texts, spirit poems,
spiritual services, amulets, organised pilgrimages and restoration of old temples to attract
trans-local tourists (see Taylor 2004; Endres 2007; Kendall 2008; Yang 2006: 110; Chau
2011: 10-11; Chauvet 2011). The second is the re-enchantment of the economic sphere,
which can be seen in a trend in religious practices, also observed in NRMs around the
world, to look for luck, and for guidance from the spirits when doing business and
accumulating wealth (see Comaroff and Comaroff 2000; Kendall 2008). This suggests
that liberalisation of the market was a necessary precursor to the emergence of this
economically dynamic sphere.
The fourth area of religious reconfiguration that can be identified is change in the
relationship between religion and the public sphere, which is closely connected to the
two previous areas. Part of this change can be seen in a change in the relationship
between state and religion, and also sometimes the economy, as mentioned above. Yet
change can also be observed in the value that modern societies around the world now put
on the role of religion in public arenas. Recently, scholarly debates about the process of
the de-privatisation of religion have been challenging the secularisation thesis, and even
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signal the advent of public religion (see Matthias Koenig 2007; Eduardo Mendieta and
Jonathan VanAntwerpen 2011; Kohrsen 2012). The public sphere here can be described
as a social arena that is separate from the state, the economy and the private domestic
realm. Studies of changes to the complicated relationships between religious and public
spheres indicate a wide range of emerging issues such as the need to organise political
and religious dialogues, the reconsideration of the relationship between religion and
school systems, the religious beliefs of migrants, the state’s reactions to new religious
movements, religious dress and symbols in public space, religious publications, and
media programs that address religious themes (see Willaime 2004; Jurgen Habermas
2006, Koenig 2007; Mendieta and VanAntwerpen 2011; Kohrsen 2012).
According to influential sociologists, the religion-public sphere relationship in
modern, Western societies has shifted towards the appropriation of a place for religion in
public arenas (see Casanova 1994; Willaime 2004; Habermas 2006; Davie 2006).
Similar trends can be seen in East and Southeast Asia where religious and spiritual
practices are becoming more socially acceptable in the public sphere. For example,
Ackerman (2001: 297) points out that the renewed Guanyin devotion among the Chinese
in Malaysia has become visible beyond domestic, private spaces. In China, many studies
also provide vivid accounts of religious practices in the public arena (sees Chau 2006,
2011; Billioud and Palmer 2009; Sun 2010). In Vietnam, news of state-sponsored ritual
offerings to Hung kings as primary ancestors of the Vietnamese, pilgrimages to sacred
sites, organisation of collective rituals for the peace of the souls of soldiers who died in
war, victims of natural disasters, and the like, frequently appear in the media. The
question of concern today seems to be how religious the public sphere will become.
From the above discussions, a functional definition of religious reconfiguration can
be drawn. I would argue that religious reconfiguration should be understood as 1) a
process that happens internally to religions in response to 2) certain external and less
commonly internal factors such as politics, modernisation, the state, institutionalised
religions, the market economy, and so on. In addition, religious reconfiguration refers to
3) changes in the relationship between these social spheres deemed religious and nonreligious. 4) In acknowledging the possibility that religious practices, principles and
organisations may inscribe and reconfigure other arenas of social life – such as the
political sphere which is inclusive of the state and its norms of secularity and a statebuilding agenda, the economic sphere, and the public sphere – religious reconfiguration
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poses a significant challenge to conventional trajectories of secularisation and
modernisation, which are overwhelmingly materialist and determinist in orientation.
The terminology of reconfiguration facilitates the framework of religious
reconfiguration which can be used to theorise interactions between religious and nonreligious spheres. A study into interactions among these spheres should at least embrace
four areas of changes: within a religion and the relationships between religions; in the
relationships between the religious and the political spheres; between the religious and
economic spheres; and between religious and public spheres.
The terminology of reconfiguration here results from patterns of interactions and not
simply in a relationship of cause and effect. Vietnamese NRMs, as active agents in the
process of religious reconfiguration, have begun to change the internal structure of the
religious sphere. Moreover, their popularity has resulted in reconfiguration in the
political and economic spheres as well. Religious reconfiguration in this context can
have broad transformative effects, thus corresponding to the notion of multiple
relationships. In the conclusion below, I summarise the discussion in this chapter and
suggest how Vietnamese modernity can also be characterised by the process of religious
reconfiguration.
Conclusion
In the context of multiple modernities in East and Southeast Asia, the political
sphere continues to seek to dominate other spheres. Yet the spheres considered religious
and the non-religious spheres become more interactive and interrelated. Each
functionally differentiated sphere penetrates and at the same time gains more influence
over the others. The power and influence of one sphere on the others may determine the
distinctive characteristics of a modern nation. Yet these distinctions are not natural but
politically constructed.
Certainly, Vietnamese modernity is characterised by a number of different
processes, including industrialisation, urbanisation, separation of state and religion,
advanced technology and telecommunications, etc. The thesis cannot address in detail all
these key processes, their role and importance in this non-Western modernity. However,
it attempts to show that this modernity is also characterised by religious reconfiguration,
in an unfolding process. Here, actors of the political, economic, religious, and public
spheres attempt to shape each other, using various means and strategies. The state tends
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to reinforce a particular line about what is modern by emphasising a secular stance that
seeks to facilitate religious pluralism and at the same time implement anti-superstition
programs. During the Marxist-socialist era, the state did manage to achieve these goals.
Yet post-Renovation, state control and its power to impose these goals have been
weakening. Clearly, the appearance of symbolic and religious behaviours in the political
sphere, as well as the growth of a religious economic market place, calls into question
the presumed secularity of modern Vietnam. The discourse of secularism begins to lose
its importance and gives way to emerging discourses in favour of the functions of
religion in a modern society. This is further supported by laws and policies which further
facilitate the operations of and autonomy of the religious sphere.
Vietnam’s experience of modernity, both past and present, can partly be seen
through the story of NRMs. Pre-1975 NRMs can be seen as a form of Vietnamese
reaction to Western modernity largely brought by foreigners. Yet post-1986 NRMs, born
in a very different social context, represent disagreements with socialist modernity and
secularity. They attempt to re-enchant both political and economic spheres and urge the
Vietnamese to accommodate religion in a modern nation-state. My theoretical
framework of religious reconfiguration thus highlights the role of NRMs in modernity.
The investigation into NRMs uncovers complex relationships among various actors in
both religious and non-religious spheres and suggests elements of Vietnamese
modernity. In the following chapter, based on my ethnographic data, I analyse in detail
how the state and established religions have attempted to shape NRMs as newly
emerging actors.
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CHAPTER 3: ENCOUNTERING THE UNINVITED:
THE STATE, THE ESTABLISHED RELIGIONS AND ATTEMPTS
TO SHAPE NRMS
Introduction
One of the prominent characteristics of NRMs is their supposed “newness”. As
“new-comers”, however, they have not always been welcome. Soon after their
emergence, NRMs in Asia, Europe or America faced significant and varied responses
from not only established religions, but also the state, media outlets, and society at large.
These responses include acceptance, suspicion or fear, rejection, discrimination, control,
or suppression. There are a number of reasons for such serious responses. Researchers
have found that amongst them are the fear of the unknown; the threat a NRM poses to
what are accepted as authentic religions; concerns of duplicity and brainwashing that
could harm followers; and the risk of a hidden agenda which may cause or contribute to
social insecurity (see Saliba 1992; Merdjanova 2001; Robbins 2004; Clarke 2006).
What about the situation in Vietnam? As the religious reconfiguration is taking
place, how are NRMs, as new-comers, treated by the main shapers of the religious
sphere? To address this question, in this chapter I examine how the state and established
religions have responded to NRMs during the course of Renovation. It begins with
analyses of the state authorities’ management of NRMs and a direction of change in the
relationship between state authorities and NRMs. In the next section, I will analyse how
two typical established religions, namely Buddhism and Catholicism, express their
viewpoints of new religious groups and what kinds of action they have done to address
the presence of these groups. Using the framework of religious reconfiguration, my
analyses will pay attention to actors and processes that emerge from responses of the
state and established religions to NRMs. This chapter therefore demonstrates the second
component of the framework that of changes within established religions and the third
area that of changes in the relationship between the political and the religious spheres.
State Authorities and the Management of NRMs
As discussed in Chapter 2 above, the Party-state has changed its official view of
religion yet ambiguity is observed in its management of religious activities. The fact that
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the state has become more accommodating of religion reveals that its desired secularity
could not be achieved in the changed post-Renovation political landscape. It has
therefore had to find a way to accommodate religion and turn this accommodation to an
advantage. At present, the significance of religion and religious expression in people’s
daily life is recognised and openly respected. At the same time, new legislative
frameworks define clearer boundaries for a wider range of activities for established
religions and legalise some new religious organisations. Although a similar openness is
also demonstrated towards contemporary NRMs, suspicion, even suppression at times or
tight control is also experienced by one group or another. While over time state
authorities have lessened their regulation of NRMs at both central and local levels, there
is a strong sense that those groups must always be managed. In this section, I seek to
understand the state authorities’ approach to NRMs and how they manage NRMs at both
central and local levels in the context of Renovation.
Managing NRMs at the Central Level
At the central level, the current approach to NRMs is based on official views and
legal attitudes to the regulation of religious activities in general. For state officials,
classification, differentiation, and maintaining a close watch of NRMs are matters of
central concern.
Religious policies issued after 1986 have been used in a legal framework to deal
with emerging new religious groups. In legal documents associated with the Ordinance
regarding Belief and Religion (2004), there is a definition of what constitutes a religious
organisation as well as procedures that religious groups must follow in order to obtain
the status of a legal organisation. A “religious organisation” is defined as “a collection of
the people who believe in a system of teachings, rules, and rituals and is organised into a
certain structure which is recognised by the state.” 7According to the Ordinance, the state
will only recognise religious organisations that have followed the formal registration
procedures. To be officially recognised by the state and therefore protected by law, a
religious organisation must be registered at both local and state levels for at least 20
years. 8 To be eligible to register for activities, a religious organisation must satisfy the
7

. Văn bản pháp luật Việt Nam về tín ngưỡng, tôn giáo (Vietnam’s legal documents of beliefs and
religion). Tôn giáo Publishing house, Hanoi 2005: 11 (author’s translation).
8
. According to the guidelines for implementation of the newest legal document, the Pháp lệnh Tín
ngưỡng, Tôn giáo (Ordinance regarding Belief and Religion) issued in 2004, the minimum time required
is 20 years.
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following criteria: having voluntary followers; have specialists or professionals to guide
followers in religious activities; have a charter and aims that are not incompatible with
state laws; have an appropriate system of teachings, tenets and regulations; have a place
of worship that is clean and safe; engage in no superstitious activities that may do harm
to followers in terms of physical or mental health, or infringe the property or basic rights
of others. These criteria act as a barrier to post 1986-NRMs gaining legal status, because
few can meet them. By this measure, up to the present, 34 religious organisations in
Vietnam have been recognised and among these six are pre-1975 NRMs. This suggests
that Renovation and the initial openness towards religion have been limited to those
religious groups or organisations that the state authorities know well.
The Ordinance is not only aimed at the management of conventional, mainstream
religions but also expands its control of other components within the religious sphere.
Here, Bouquet (2010: 94) comments that:
Whereas all previous measures and laws referred to religion only, this
ordinance deals with both religion and beliefs, widening the realm in
which the state shows its interest in popular beliefs and cults, as
opposed to the institutionally organised religions.
Along with other new legal documents, this ordinance provides fundamental elements
for central state authorities to deal with emerging NRMs.
To learn about the Party-state’s approach to NRMs, I interviewed two officials who,
besides other tasks of religious management, were responsible for studying and watching
NRMs. Lê Đình Nghi, MA, from the Department of Religious Works at the Central
Communist Party Commission for Mass Mobilisation, was involved in a research project
which published a book “Q&A about Some Issues of Unusual Religious Pathways in Our
Country at the Present” (2007). The book’s objectives are to provide local authorities
with basic knowledge of the official view of “unusual religious pathways”. It also
provides guidelines for restricting, and ideally removing, these pathways. At the central
level, the issue of NRMs is considered with more caution. While less attention has been
paid to indigenous NRMs, imported NRMs are subject to tighter controls, as Lê Đình
Nghi explained:
The current Party and state’s approach to NRMs is to take time to
continue to research and classify them before deciding on appropriate
responses. If an NRM can meet the criteria of a valid religion, it will
gradually be able to register to operate. NRMs that are anti-cultural,
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anti-social or negate good traditional customs, they must be eradicated.
They cannot exist. There are foreign NRMs that are being made use of
by rival forces for political purposes. They have an agenda to interfere
with the nation’s internal affairs. These groups must be put under close
surveillance (2011, personal communication).
Lê Đình Nghi emphasises that the current foundations for the authorities’ consideration
and treatment of NRMs come from the government’s Resolutions on religious activities
and the Ordinance issued since 2004. “Any religious organisations which fail to meet
those criteria are not allowed to operate,” he asserted.
In private spaces such as the home, Lê Đình Nghi affirmed that citizens have the
freedom to practice any faith they want. “But if a person wants to organise a group to
share a particular faith and to promulgate that faith in public, permission from the
authorities must be obtained. Otherwise, the promulgation of such faith is unlawful”, he
noted.
However, Lê Đình Nghi admits that the key problem and the real difficulty faced by
state authorities is determining whether new religious pathways are in the first place
religiously valid or not. In his own opinion, most indigenous NRMs are not religiously
valid, for two reasons. Firstly, they simply do not satisfy the criteria for religious
organisations. Secondly, very few NRMs are religious in nature. He concludes that the
motives of leaders/founders for establishing unusual religious pathways are often
profane. He believes that there are people making use of new beliefs for their own
economic interests, or a desire for power and fame.
The second person I spoke to was Nguyễn Thanh Niên, PhD, from the Government
Committee for Religious Affairs - the state organisation responsible for regulating
religions. This Committee has a sub-level organ in every local city and province
throughout the country. Recently, it merged with the Ministry of Internal Affairs.
Basically, Nguyễn Thanh Niên shares Lê Đình Nghi’s opinions. His Committee is
mainly in charge of regulating the state-recognised religions, however, the issue of
NRMs had recently been set out for this Committee. Niên differentiates between new
religious phenomena in Vietnam into two types: “evil cults” (tà đạo), and “new
religions” (tôn giáo mới) emphasising that these could be classified as either imported or
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domestic new religious phenomena. Of the first type, there are “evil cults” 9 that come
from other countries and those that are born inside the country. Both are subject to close
control and examination because they only do harm to people and cause social
insecurity. Regarding “new religions’ from other countries, he stated that because of
their existence over a long period of time and their apparent acceptance by international
communities, they are seen to have good moral values and so are not objected to but
instead treated with caution by the Vietnamese authorities. With regard to domestic new
religions, he believes that in a modernised society, people still have religious needs and
new religions can to some extent meet those needs.
The state’s recent overhaul and revised policies of religion in the context of broader
Renovation policy transformations has spurred a number of NRMs to become more
visible and active than in the late 1990s and early 2000s. Nguyễn Thanh Niên states that:
The state has just introduced a legal framework to recognise religious
organisations. 10 You know. And these new religions have quickly
attempted to enlarge their scope of activities and to build up their
forces. They hope that they can take the chance to be registered then
recognised as legitimised religions (2011, personal communication).
He revealed that recently the Committee had received several applications from NRMs
seeking registration. None, however, were approved.
In Nguyễn Thanh Niên’s view, NRMs are short-lived phenomena. He believes that
in modern Vietnam the favourable conditions for the emergence of new religions will not
survive the test of time. In the meantime, NRMs continue to be monitored and watched
by authorities, to ensure that no unlawful incidents take place. It is for this reason that
every local Department for Religious Affairs is required to report annually to the
Committee on any NRMs in their locality. Nguyễn Thanh Niên clarifies that:
Until present, the state has not had any specific agenda with new
religions. There is no administrative method and no legal framework to
regulate them. But [we] put them under scrutiny all the time. It is
9

. The word “tà đạo” in Vietnamese can be roughly translated into English as “evil cult”. In popular
discourse of religious pathways in Vietnam, there is a sharp distinction between “chính đạo” and “tà đạo”.
“Chính đạo” means the good, genuine pathway that guides people to live a decent life and contribute to the
community and society. In contrast, “tà đạo” refers to a wrong way of life, often formed by evil, that can
only lead to destruction. However, the term “tà đạo” is also used nowadays to label any new religious
groups with new perceptions, and unusual tenets, ritual or practices, and non-mainstream. Regarding
contemporary NRMs, none has ever been viewed as a “genuine religious pathway”. However, there are
groups that have a very bad public image because they are reported to cause troubles for people and for
state authorities.
10
. He mentions the Ordinance regarding Belief and Religion issued in 2004.
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necessary to know what their beliefs and agenda are. If a new religion
is reported to cause harm to followers in term of health, it must be
examined and dealt with accordingly. If a new religion causes social
disorder, the police will deal with it in order to maintain public security
(2011, personal communication).
While ensuring that NRMs maintain social order, authorities are also careful in their
dealings with NRMs – particularly because they do have a certain audience and number
of followers (có yếu tố quần chúng). They are aware that many NRMs have incorporated
Hồ Chí Minh, the ultimate Vietnamese political and moral symbol (see Photograph 3),
into their pantheon. From Niên’s perspective, he suspects that leaders of NRMs use such
powerful symbols in order to shield themselves from enquiries from the authorities.

Photograph 3: Booklets and VCDs recording words of Hồ Chí Minh’s spirit
Managing NRMs at the Local Level
Basically, the local state authorities’ regulation of emerging NRMs is based on the
instructions from the central level. Yet differences in local authorities’ management of
local NRMs can be observed. This section discusses the similarities and differences
amongst local authorities here, based on a number of conversations with local officials
from Quảng Ninh, Ninh Bình, Hải Phòng and Hanoi, and on collected reports from print
and electronic media.
In dealing with emerging NRMs, local authorities undertake a number of measures,
at different levels. These include organizing direct dialogue with a group to explain the
official view of unusual religious pathways; giving warnings about the unlawful status of
their activities; confiscating published materials such as booklets, self-made CDs or
DVDs and applying administrative penalties for unlawful publication of such material;
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using the petititions of local residents to bring leaders to courts, and applying state power
to terminate their operations. This level of suppression is now typically only applied
when a group is seen to cause serious problems, such as negatively impacting on
followers and/or local order and security.
During the 1990s, NRMs were heavily suppressed. Alerted by the media and
informed by concerned local residents, local authorities summoned leaders/ founders to
state offices where they were supposed to admit their illegal activities. For example, in
the case of Supreme Master Ching Hai’s association, 11 on 8 August 1994, the People’s
Committee of Vĩnh Long province issued decree No. 24/ CT.UBT, which aimed to stop
the activities of a number of groups in its area that followed Master Ching Hai. In many
other cases, founders/leaders were put in custody or received administrative penalties (xử
phạt hành chính), including: Nguyễn Thị Lang (Đạo Ngọc Phật Hồ Chí Minh - the Way
of Jade Buddha Hồ Chí Minh); 12 Lưu Văn Ta (Đạo Chân không - The Barefoot Way); 13
Nguyễn Thị Kim Hồ (Thiên sứ - the Heavenly messenger); 14 Võ Trọng Tái (Đạo Tiên

11

. This NRM is founded and led by Đặng Thị Thinh who was born in 1948 in Vietnam but mostly lives
abroad. In 1966, she went to England and France for higher education, and then worked in Germany.
Thinh also went to India to study Buddhism. In 1989, she arrived in Taiwan, where she founded her
movement called “Thanh Hải vô thượng sư” (Ching Hai, the supreme master). Ching Hai composes and
publishes a wide range of books with ideals combined from several religious doctrines. She offers a new
method of practice called “Quan Yin” which, in 1996, attracted some 100,000 followers from nearly 50
different countries (see Los Angeles Times 1996). Ching Hai began her own satellite TV channel, based in
the US, in several languages. The movement was introduced into Vietnam in 1989 through various forms
of activity. By 2000, it had spread to 30 cities and provinces and attracted nearly 6,000 followers. The
Vietnamese government officially banned the religion in 2004, charging it with illegal dissemination of
unrecognised religious doctrine. Until late 2008, “Thanh Hải vô thượng sư” was still described in
Vietnamese media reports as one of “the most dangerous cults” ever known to Vietnamese authorities and
the public.
12
. See the Introduction of Chapter 1.
13
. Lưu Văn Ta was born in 1954 in Hà Tĩnh province. He founded his cult named the Barefoot Way (Đạo
Chân không) in 1991 which basically relied on Buddhist tenets. However, he emphasises ascetic practices
against the body. He and his followers often left home, begged for food in street and slept outdoor
regardless of weather conditions. He encouraged his followers to throw away all their worldly possessions
and focus on ascetic practice so as to quickly achieve enlightenment. Occasionally, he organised unusual
night rituals during which participants stripped, danced around a fire and finally had sex together. His cult
was heavily suppressed by the authorities in any place it reached to. He was forced to abandon his cult and
imprisoned twice.
14
. During the period 2001–05, a garden in Đức Hòa district, Long An province, came under media
scrutiny. The media, scientific organisations and the authorities were initially confused by rumours of a
‘magical garden’ with extraordinary powers to cure all kinds of illnesses, even incurable ones. At its peak,
some 7,000 people were estimated to have gathered inside the garden, around the small house where a
special woman was living. Nguyễn Thị Kim Hồ had become famous several years earlier. In 1999, she had
declared herself a ‘heavenly messenger’. Many people came to ask for cheap but extraordinary treatments,
at which she disseminated her doctrine of a new belief. Determining that what she was doing was
“superstitious”, after issuing warnings, the local authorities and police arrested her. When she returned
home in 2003 after 12 months in detention, people would continue to come and stay in the garden in the
hope of treatment.
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Rồng - the Way of Children of Dragon and Fairy). 15 The main charges were that their
activities caused social disorder or undermined followers’ dignity, health, family or
property.
In some localities, officials were extremely repressive. They were determined that
new religious pathways had no religious validity and must be removed from their
localities. In 2010, I began my fieldwork by contacting a number of provincial
departments for religious regulation. In the case of Quảng Ninh, I was advised by an
official not to come to investigate NRMs. The main reason was that “unusual religious
pathways” no longer existed there. This was untrue; I later met many practitioners of a
new belief from this province. In another case, when I went to attend a religious
conference in Ninh Bình province where I had a chance to talk to one of the heads of the
provincial police department (who wanted to remain anonymous). I asked her whether
there were “unusual religious pathways” in her province. She answered straightforwardly
there was no “unusual religious pathway” in her area:
And if there is any, we will eradicate them immediately. In the past,
when we discovered a group worshiped President Hồ Chí Minh, we
summoned them to our office and asked them to write a form of self
criticism (viết kiểm điểm). They were required to admit that they were
doing things that were not allowed, including using unapproved illness
treatments on patients and practising a religious belief which had not
been officially recognised by the state. In another incident, we
similarly dealt with a group of 50 people coming from other provinces
to our Bái Đính Buddhist tourist complex to promulgate the cult of Hồ
Chí Minh. Our viewpoint is always clear: such action is absolutely not
allowed here (Mrs T. 2010, personal communication).
Such strict regulation of NRMs is not common in other localities at present. In
addition, there has always been a level of discretion in how local authorities assess the
risk to public order of NRMs in their area, as well as variation in how instructions from
the centre are interpreted at the local level. Many local authorities tend to consider new
religious pathways as “miscellaneous religions” (tạp giáo) or simply “new religions”
15

. Võ Trọng Tái was born in 1958 in Quảng Ngãi province. He once worked as journalist and painter. In
2000, he was awarded the first state prize for his design of the legendary ancestors of the Vietnamese
(Father Dragon and Mother Fairy-Cha Rồng, Mẹ Tiên) and his work was chosen for the state-financed
annual national anniversary of Hùng kings (sons of this couple). He then established his own company
producing symbols of the Vietnamese ancestors. However, it was reported that he in fact ran his own
religious cult of the Dragon and Fairy, recruited followers, told them that he was endowed with
supernatural abilities, and was preparing to organise a key ritual offering in Hanoi. He was arrested and the
company was shut down by the authorities when he was convicted of promulgating superstition and
making use of religious belief for personal economic benefit.
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(tôn giáo mới), thus treating them leniently and to some extent, with tolerance. Văn Đức
Thanh, an official at the Hanoi Department for Religious Affairs told me that he and his
colleagues deal with NRMs mainly when local residents present petitions. If no petition
is logged, then basically nothing would be done with NRMs (see Photograph 4). If a
petition is received, they establish an interdisciplinary board, including representatives
from the local authorities to investigate in detail where an NRM has broken the law.
Similar gentle treatment is found in central cities such as Hanoi, but also can be
found in other provincial cities, where officials tend to be flexible. Nguyễn Văn Được
from the District of Vĩnh Bảo, Hải Phòng city indicated that the administrative
regulations related to citizen’s daily activities can be applied to the management of
unusual religious pathways:
The leader has to report to us the purposes of and plans for any event
that many people will attend. As well, if people from other localities
want to stay at the leader’s place overnight, the leader must ask
permission from the local police. If the leader disseminates his written
materials outside of his home, all those materials will be collected
immediately and he will be fined for publicising unauthorised material.
The leader has to explain to us everything, in case we receive a
complaint from anyone in our area (Nguyễn Văn Được 2010, personal
communication).
Some local authorities admitted to a level of confusion as to how to identify and
control local new religious groups. One of the causes here was the lack of a policy
directly targeting new religious pathways. In our conversation regarding the regulation of
local religious groups, Phạm Văn Lực form the An Lão district of the Hải Phòng city
said he was still waiting for detailed guidelines from the government on how to deal with
NRMs:
Until then, we will keep an eye on them. If they maintain normal
activities, there is no reason to interfere. In the case of the groups that
worship Hồ Chí Minh, I think we can let them register with local
authorities first and let them be responsible for their activities (Phạm
Văn Lực 2010, personal communication).
The only part of policy that can be applied to new religious groups is given in the
Ordinance regarding Belief and Religion (2004) mentioned above, which stipulates the
criteria that must be met by religious groups seeking registration. This lack of specific
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policy played a part in the confusion, inconsistency, contradictions and differences in the
ways local authorities treat new religious groups.

Photograph 4: Followers of the Way of the Jade Buddha waiting for a
ritual to begin
The issue of NRMs does not concerned only state authorities. Many post-1986
NRMs are seen as borrowers of intellectual/spiritual resources from established religions
such as Buddhism and Catholicism. How these religions have responded to these groups
is the main concern of the following section.
Established Religions’ Responses to NRMs
Buddhists and the Buddhist Sangha’s Responses to NRMs
I begin analyses of established religions’ responses to NRMs with Buddhism
because it is the most influential of Vietnamese religious practices. Over the past two
millennia, Buddhism has been and continues to be the most influential religion in
Vietnam. It was introduced into Vietnam in the second century. From 968 to 1400, it was
considered the state religion, during the Đinh, Early Lê, Lý and Trần dynasties. In later
dynasties, this status was awarded to Confucianism, but Buddhism regained some
influence at the state level in the first half of the Nguyễn dynasty (1802-1945). Despite
the ups and downs of different historical periods, Buddhism has retained the largest
number of adherents nationwide. In 1981, the Vietnamese Buddhist Sangha was
established. This is the official organisation of Buddhism in Vietnam (hereafter the
Sangha). According to the national census in 2009, around 6.8 million people identify
themselves as Buddhist. Yet in reality, the number of adherents to the religion is far
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larger. Loosely estimated, over fifty per cent of the total population of 87.8 million are
adherents to Buddhism (see Thích Tâm Hải 2012; Embassy of the United States in
Vietnam 2013). Generally speaking, although Vietnam is a secular country, the majority
of Vietnamese practice Buddhism in one form or another. Recently, many important
Buddhist Sangha events have been organized with state support, including the United
Nations Day of Vesak 2008, the Grand Meeting in 2011 to celebrate the 30th anniversary
of the establishment of the Sangha, and the construction of many new large-scaled
Buddhist sites such as Yên Tử (Quảng Ninh province), Bái Đính (Ninh Bình province, as
seen in Photograph 5) and the Buddhist Sangha’s university (Hanoi). This indicates that
the religion currently enjoys a prestige endowed by the state and the people.

Photograph 5: The state-sponsored Bái Đính Buddhist site under construction
But that prestige has been challenged by emerging new religious groups who offer
people alternative faiths, often appropriating elements of Buddhist doctrine and
practices. This is a matter of concern to ordinary Buddhists and the Vietnamese Buddhist
Sangha, as I detail below.
Two main issues emerged from my discussions with ordinary Buddhists and a
representative of the Sangha: the need to help Buddhist practitioners to be aware of the
proliferation of so-called “pseudo Buddhist groups”, and to develop action plans
designed to protect the integrity and prestige of Buddhism. During my fieldwork, I had a
chance to talk to Trí Minh, a monk who lived in Vũng Tàu city. He is widely known for
his deep understanding of Buddhist dharma and his independence from the Sangha.
Denied work inside the Sangha’s administrative system, Trí Minh built and runs his own
private pagoda (chùa tư nhân). This makes him unique. He is particularly known among
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local people for his help with daily matters such as the mastery of rituals to bring peace
to the souls of the dead, and those associated with building new houses, weddings,
funerals, and exorcism. He is also well known for his ability to combine Buddhist
dharma and facets of daily life in his teachings, which are rich in metaphors. Sitting with
him in the front door of the main building of his private pagoda, I asked him some
questions: “There appear to be some strange Buddhist pathways nowadays, Most
Venerable monk. Do you notice them? And what do you think?” He smiled and
answered me, with a sense of irony in his voice:
They look like rice but they are actually wild grass [i.e. inedible and
useless plants]. These days, everything is in a mess. Very few people
nowadays would sit down and just learn the dharma seriously. You
see? Wild grasses are growing everywhere. They are even taking over
the rice. Wild grass needs to be uprooted. Yeah. But be careful,
because you may also destroy the rice.
“But why are there so many of them? What is their main motivation?” I continued. They
are making use of a religious pathway for their own life’s interests (mượn đạo lập đời).
That’s all,” he replied.
The view expressed by Trí Minh is shared by other Buddhists who are concerned
about the emerging religious groups which, at first glance, look like Buddhist schools.
Indeed, debates about such groups can be found on the forum www.phattuvietnam.net
(the official news website and forum for Vietnamese Buddhists). According to Minh
Thạnh (2011), an active Buddhist writer and discussant at Buddhist forums, such groups
do not benefit the Sangha at all. Rather, they are harmful. In his article, he talks about
observing emerging “boards of assistance for chanting” (ban hộ niệm). Such groups
often approach Buddhists, offering help with chanting, but require them to cut all
relationships with the Sangha and their registered Buddhist temple. He says that while
such groups are varied, they all share something in common:
They use Buddhism’s prestige to disseminate a new religion; they also
worship Buddha, but make some changes (in forms of practice) to
create differences; they manage to avoid meeting monks or nuns; and
being new religious pathways, they are afraid of the police (2011,
author’s translation).
Minh Thạnh even believes that avoiding direct meeting with monks and nuns can be a
part of a plan. Therefore:
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the process of establishing new break-away sects from Buddhism in
our country has one thing in common: the emphasis is on the removal
of Monks and Nuns. [… ] That removal is intended to create a space
and a new relationship. Then new sects will appear to fill in the gaps
and to set up new relationships. We foresee that a new sect will be
formed, from (such) small groups (2011, author’s translation).
In another article, Minh Thạnh (2011) also expresses the alarms of the Sangha and
Buddhists about existing NRMs such as the Way of Maitreya Buddha, 16 Supreme Master
Ching Hai, and the Way of Monk Duy Tu. 17 According to his analysis, the establishment
of a new religion to lure Buddhists is closely connected to the issue of losing members
faced by the Sangha because of conversion. People may leave Buddhism not because
they are bored with the religion but because they choose to follow other religions instead.
Therefore, in his opinion, it is important for the Sangha to prevent new Buddhist sects
from forming if it does not want to lose its followers, while at the same time acting to
protect the Buddhist faithful. Overall, Minh Thạnh’s standpoints are shared among
several Buddhist magazines (such as Giác ngộ online 18), Buddhist news site
(www.phatuvnn.com) 19 and members of Buddhist forums (such as
www.phatuvietnam.net). They all emphasise the need for Buddhists to differentiate
between genuine and false religious pathways (tà giáo) and advise Buddhists to stay
focused on original Buddhist doctrine and practices standardised by the Sangha.
Among Vietnamese religious organisations, the Sangha has been most vocal in its
opposition to NRMs over the past two decades. To illustrate the standpoint of the
Sangha, we will consider the views of the Most Venerable Thích Bảo Nghi. He is a
member of the Executive Council of the Vietnam Buddhist Sangha in Hanoi and a
16

. Basically, followers of the Way of Maitreya Buddha (đạo Long Hoa Di Lặc) in Vietnam believe that the
Buddha of the Future – the Maitreya Buddha – is coming down to earth to replace the already-known
Shakyamuni Buddha. He will declare his reign at the Dragon and Flower festival. A great change will
happen, resulting in the formation of a better world. This belief was quite popular in many Asian countries,
including Korea, China and Taiwan. Before 1975, the belief in Maitreya Buddha could be found among
some old NRMs in the South of Vietnam such as Caodaism and Hòa Hảo Buddhism. During the late
1990s, Lady Mi in Sóc Sơn, north of Hanoi was among earliest people who revitalised the belief. Many
NRMs in Vietnam still base their tenets on this belief.
17
. Duy Tu is said to be a self-ordained monk. He is the author of “Who Am I”, a controversial book that
receives a lot of criticism from Vietnamese Buddhists. In the view of Minh Thạnh and many forum
discussants, Duy Tu is not writing as a true Buddhist monk but instead aims to set up a new Buddhist sect,
named the Great Family of Sophia (đại gia đình Minh triết). See more in Vietnamese at:
http://www.phattuvietnam.net/diendan/67/18367.html . However, his sect attracts very few followers.
18
. See, for example, a session considering a Buddhist’s questions about new types of practice Buddhism,
on Giác Ngộ online in Vietnamese at: https://giacngo.vn/tuvansongdao/tuvan/2012/01/10/5B7042/
19
. See, for example, a news broadcast airing negative criticisms of false religious ways, in Vietnamese at
http://phatgiaovnn.com/news/index.php?nv=News&at=article&sid=4916

73

Encountering the Uninvited
member of the Dharma Propagation Department of the Vietnam Buddhist Sangha
Central Committee in 2009. He has responsibility for the Sangha’s work in promulgating
standard Buddhist doctrine. The task of propagating Buddhist doctrine also requires
protecting the orthodoxy of the doctrine and helping Buddhist adherents to understand
correctly the Buddha’s teachings.
As he explained to me regarding NRMs, Most Venerable Thích Bảo Nghi sees a
need to promulgate the official attitude of the Sangha towards groups with similar
features of Buddhist doctrine and practice. He emphasised that the Sangha wants to make
it clear to both Buddhists and non-Buddhists that those groups are actually “misleading”
(lừa dối) and thus are in some ways harmful. The main reason is that the true motives of
these groups are non-religious. Rather, the founders are more interested in earthly
concerns such as fame, wealth, and authority. Thus some consequences can be pointed
out. Firstly, some people may think that members of such groups are truly monks of the
Sangha and therefore offer them donations and material support. Secondly, due to
limited understanding, many inexperienced Buddhists may think that the alternative
interpretations of the genuine Buddhist doctrine offered by these groups are orthodox
Buddhist teachings. Further, if non-Buddhists are affected by these groups’ activities,
then the Sangha’s reputation would be undermined.
Answering my specific question about how those groups could harm people, he said:
World religions lead followers towards genuine religious pathways.
They benefit followers in a practical way. Being religions, they meet
human beings’ spiritual needs. Today unusual religious pathways also
respond to certain spiritual needs but they tend to take evil pathways,
which eventually lead followers to the destruction of their dignity and
life (Thích Bảo Nghi 2011, personal communication).
In this approach, the most serious problem of the “unusual religious pathways” is the
lack of credibility, in contrast to the established religions.
In that situation, Most Venerable Thích Bảo Nghi sees the need for the Sangha to
take action to prevent these groups appearing and creating problems. He told me that he
participated in the state’s project to regulate NRMs. He had also co-operated with the
Government Committee for Religious Affairs and with some local authorities to fight
NRMs deemed “evil pathways”. Those actions include conducting studies of NRMs,
discovering their real motives, publicising the findings, and at the same time looking for
more effective ways to promulgate the genuine Buddhist doctrine to the people. For this,
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he studied and published findings about the nature of Buddhist-like NRMs through the
mass media, and talks and lectures to the public.
Most Venerable Thích Bảo Nghi named some NRMs which in his opinion rely on
Buddhist doctrine but actually undermine Buddhism. The Most Venerable pays much
attention to the Lưu Văn Ta’s the Barefoot Way, the Way of Maitreya Buddha, and the
Way of Supreme Master Ching Hai. In the case of Ta, he asserted that the man was not a
true Buddhist. Instead, he misleads his followers and Buddhist-sympathetic people. Most
Venerable Thích Bảo Nghi said:
Firstly, the cult often organised rituals at which the leader and
followers burned everything from food, drinks to clothes and other
valuables. They said that what they did was to throw everything away
to become truly poor (xả phú cầu bần). Such an idea and actions are all
wrong. Great Gautama Buddha never taught followers to destroy food
or drink. In our national tradition, each seed of rice is considered
precious. By doing so, they went against good traditional customs and
behaviours. It is illegal, too, to destroy valuable property, right?
Secondly, they treated their physical bodies badly (xả thân cầu đạo),
causing injuries; they slept in a bag outside the house, or left their
family, all in the hope of instant enlightenment. In the Buddhist
tradition, there is a similar pathway to enlightenment, but the Buddhist
ascetic way is actually different. Thirdly, they have organised many
groups to wander throughout the country begging for food, from
morning till night. Many people mistakenly think that they are
Buddhists and give them not only food but also money and valuable
things. In the Sangha’s rule, begging for food can only be done in the
morning and must be stopped before 11 am (2011, personal
communication).
In the case of the Way of Maitreya, he believes that the founders of these movements are
promoting a false interpretation of Buddhist doctrine. According to him, Buddhist
doctrine does not talk about the past, present and future as separate phases. Everything is
here and now. Further, he suspects that people involved in this group have a hidden
agenda, to replace the current political regime. In the case of the Way of Supreme Master
Ching Hai, Thích Bảo Nghi said that Ching Hai went from being an ordinary Buddhist to
seeing herself as high-ranking master, higher than a Bodhisattva. Many Buddhists have
fallen into the same trap, of over estimating their capacity, after gaining certain
achievements in understanding and practicing Buddhism.
What worries Most Venerable Thích Bảo Nghi is not only that these Buddhist-based
groups will undermine the orthodoxy and authority of the Buddhist Sangha but also that
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they create an unhealthy and meaningless competition between them and the Sangha.
“All religions need fair competition. But it is important that the state must act to maintain
a good religious environment,” he said. In short, facing the challenge of NRMs, the
Sangha chooses to protect its followers first and stand alongside the state. Yet Buddhism
is not the only established religion to have so-called “pseudo groups”. There are groups
that borrow from the Bible and the faith in Jesus Christ. In the next section, I examine
the stance of some representatives of the Catholic Church in Vietnam towards such
groups.
Catholics’ Responses to NRMs
Catholicism was first introduced into Vietnam during late 16th and early 17th
centuries. At the present the Vietnamese Catholic Church is the second largest religious
organisation, with over six million adherents. The most famous example of a pre-1975
NRM which borrowed elements of Catholicism is Caodaism. In post-Renovation
Vietnam, there are several new religious groups which base their teachings and practice
on the Christian tradition. Most of those that borrow ideas from Catholicism are found in
the Northern and Central Highlands, among ethnic minorities.
I tried to contact the Catholic Church to learn about its official position on NRMs
but a representative told me that there would be no one to answer my inquiries. The
reason given to me was that NRMs was not a matter the Church was concerned about.
Although I received no official response from the Catholic Church of Vietnam, some
local priests have raised their concerns about such groups in the media. One of the
prominent examples is the Hà Mon group. It was founded in 1999 by Lady Y Gyni, born
in 1942 in Đak Hà district, Kon Tum province. Y Gyni told followers that, despite being
blind, she saw Mother Mary one day and after that she was chosen as a messenger for
her. Later, in 2009, the group spread to neighbouring provinces such as Gia Lai and Đăk
Lăk, trying to convert practising Catholics to its own way of worshipping Jesus and
Mary (Ngọc Như 2010). In press interviews, some local Catholic dignitaries begin by
distancing and criticising these groups. Bishop Hoàng Đức Oanh, and priests Nguyễn
Thanh Liêm and Phan Văn Bình affirm that the claim that someone saw Mother Mary in
Vietnam is unverifiable and that creating such story is against canon law and not
permitted by the Catholic Church (cited in Ngọc Như 2006). Another group is Canh tân
đặc sủng (Reformists’ Special Priority) in Đăk Nông, the Central Highlands, which
worships Jesus and has an alternative way of interpreting the Bible. Phạm Sỹ Hiện, a
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local priest, stated that Canh tân đặc sủng was merely set up by some individual and has
no relation to the Church. He also commented that Vietnamese Catholics should interpret
the Bible according to Church tradition and not according to such personal viewpoints
(VOV news 2006). These local priests often try to clarify to Catholics in such groups
where their use of the Bible is faulty, warn them not to get involved in superstition, and
advise them to stay faithful to genuine Catholic doctrine.
Another form of response is that of Thiện Cẩm a Catholic and also a researcher of
Catholicism in Vietnam. He holds that NRMs should be understood as something other
than just a new form of superstition. In an article entitled “Unusual Religious Pathways”
printed in Catholic and the Nation (Nguyệt san Công giáo và Dân tộc), he argues that the
Church needs to revive itself first in order to combat the main cause of the rise of NRMs
in the world, that is, the devaluation of conventional religions and political systems. He
writes:
In the early stage of formation, all religious churches or political
movements are new phenomena that attract public interest. All new
things are always attractive [...] But in the process of development, the
spirit (tinh thần) of those religions as well as of Christianity becomes
poorer, replaced by outer covers such as organisational structures,
material foundations, and typical buildings associated with the system
of rituals, regulations and hierarchy for professional dignitaries. Such
systems of organisation are continuously reinforced and advanced, and
later become solid and confined fortresses. As a result, the insiders will
feel tight, unfree and bored, especially with dogmatic lectures and nonlively rituals (2011: 4, author’s translation).
Consequently, he says, it is no surprise that there are persons or groups who want to
escape from such steady institutions and seek new things. More effective renewal is
therefore required from the Church. Most importantly, he states that the Church should
adapt the life and activities of Christians to current human modern conditions. He details
his suggestions as follows:
In short, if we do not quickly update and renovate the interpretation of
doctrine and ways of worship, as well as renew priests’ lives and forms
of and measures for religious services, it will be very difficult to draw
Christians, especially the young ones, to the Church and to church.
And one day, we will witness abandoned churches and empty
seminaries [...] According to the common rule, wild grasses will grow
in an abandoned garden. If the orthodox religions decline, then unusual
religious pathways or extraordinary sects will take the opportunity to
emerge (2011: 7, author’s translation).
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To sum up, although the Catholic Church in Vietnam has not published any official
opinions about post-1986 NRMs, some Catholics have begun to express their personal
opinions in the media about religious groups that use Christian symbolic or cultural
resources. They are largely opposed to such groups’ activities and do not accept their
legitimacy. Thiện Cẩm is an exception with his open approach to these groups. He tends
to see the rise of NRMs positively, as a chance for the Catholic Church to re-examine
itself and look for ways to improve. This may signal a process of change within the
church initiated by the rise of NRMs and increasing competition within the religious
sphere.
Conclusion
The past decades have witnessed a significant change in the Party-state’s approach
to religion. Historically, its stance on religion was based on Marxist philosophy. Yet with
continuing economic-political renovation and international integration, the official
attitude to religion has changed, as can be seen in the introduction of new religious
policies since the 1990s. The changes reflect a process of incorporating religion into the
task of nation-building. The state thereby manages to institutionalise established
religions and recognises selected pre-1975 NRMs while seeking to regulate various
forms of folk belief and spiritual practice, and post-1986 NRMs.
In the case of post-1986 NRMs, the state’s responses can be observed over time in
three modes: suppression, selective control and accommodation. As I have indicated,
during the 1990s all types of NRMs were heavily suppressed. The suppression resulted
in the discontinuance of a number of NRMs which are no longer heard of, including the
Dragon Flower Festival, the Barefoot Way, the Way of Heavenly Secret, the Way of
Dragon and Fairy. Yet at least three NRMs that I analyse in this thesis only reduced their
scope of activities for some time and at the present are regaining power and popularity,
alongside newer groups that worship Hồ Chí Minh, Maitreya (in their different ways)
and General Võ Nguyên Giáp. Thus suppression did not work well in all cases. Today, it
is used largely to deal with groups that are determined to be “evil pathways”.
Meanwhile, selective control is applied to what are considered “new religious pathways”
in that more freedom is given to the groups that have indigenous elements, and that
worship Hồ Chí Minh. On the other hand, close control is used to regulate NRMs with
foreign origins, such as Supreme Master Ching Hai, Falun Gong, and I Kwain Tao. The
third mode is based on the Ordinance on Religion and Belief in which Article 16
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stipulates a set of criteria that any religious group must meet when it seeks to legalise its
religious activities. Although only some pre-1975 NRMs have been recognised and no
post 1986-NRMs has been registered and recognised according to this Article, this
suggests a theoretical foundation for post-1986 NRMs to obtain the status of valid and
legal organisation in the future. Therefore, the state is moving towards the
accommodation of controllable NRMs.
In general, a less open attitude is visible in Buddhist and Catholic responses to
NRMs that draw on elements of Buddhist doctrine or Christian tradition. Although these
responses are different, a common pattern can also be outlined through three processes of
distancing, differentiating, and re-examining. Representatives and followers from these
religions often begin their discussions by distancing groups that that take elements of
Buddhist or Christian traditions. This is followed by research and analysis aimed at
clarifying differences between those that practise genuine doctrine and those that do not.
A third process can be observed when Buddhists and Catholics start to re-examine their
own Sangha or church. They raise concerns about the ways to manage loyal followers,
the issue of conversion, and the changes needed to maintain the Sangha or the Church’s
prestige and integrity. These processes signal that demands for change and innovation
can come from within an established religion in response to the challenges of NRMs.
Two important but related points can be seen in the emergence of post-1986 NRMs
in Vietnam. First, NRMs reflect religious pluralism which is one of the common traits of
religion in this country. This pluralism has been continuously facilitated by state policies.
Although the established religions seek to maintain their integrity, they tend to tolerate
pluralism outside their realm. Second, post-1986 NRMs popularity cannot be ignored by
state authorities and established religions. However, the responses of these two forces
vary. In general the state has moved further than the established religions in the direction
of reducing the tension in its relationship with NRMs. The fact that an increasing part of
the population is looking beyond traditional, established religions in the search for
beliefs and practices suggests that NRMs have obtained some power and authority, to
which the state must respond. With the exception of Thiện Cẩm, the response of the
established religions has been less accommodating, with no evidence of dialogue
between the established religions and the NRMs. Nevertheless, the presence of NRMs
has led to internal self-reflection and re-examination within the Buddhist Sangha and
Catholic Church which suggests that they are not affected by the rise of NRMs.
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Up to this point, I have been concerned to introduce NRMs in Vietnam, explain my
approach to the study of NRMs and analyse the responses of the state and of Buddhism
and Catholicism to post-1986 NRMs. In the following chapters, I analyse in greater
detail, on the basis of ethnographic data, three such NRMs. Their interactions with actors
from religious and non-religious spheres are also discussed.
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CHAPTER 4: REVITALISING THE LEGACY OF A LOCAL SAGE:
THE SCHOOL OF TEACHING GOODNESS

When the land of Tiên Lãng is divided in two,
and the Hàn river flows again, I shall return.
(Khi nào Tiên Lãng xẻ đôi
Sông Hàn nối lại thì tôi lại về)
Nguyễn Bỉnh Khiêm’s prophetic verses

Introduction
The previous chapters outlined the context for the ethnographic study of three
NRMs. In response to the growth of NRMs in the 1990s and early 2000s, the state,
Buddhism and Catholicism maintained a wary, if somewhat low key, watch. It is in this
context that the three NRMs I consider have adopted different strategies for reenchanting everyday life. One has sought to revive the past, another to invent something
new and the third has sought to combine religion and science. In this chapter I consider
the first type – a movement that has sought to revitalise the teachings of a Vietnamese
sage.
The NRM under examination is known as the School of Teaching Goodness (Minh
Đường Trung Tân ). 20 This developing NRM is located in Vĩnh Bảo district, 21 a rural
area of the city of Hải Phòng. The School of Teaching Goodness is centred on the poetry,
philosophy and spiritual guidance of Nguyễn Bỉnh Khiêm, a local sage who came to
prominence in the imperial court of the Mạc dynasty (1527–1592). In Alexander
Woodside ’s study of pre-industrial Korea, China and Vietnam, this sage fits the type of
a “scholar-official” or a “postfeudal mandarin” in Vietnam much respected for having
“heroic qualities” (Woodside 2006). Known as Confucian intellectuals, scholar-officials
were seen to represent honourable qualities such as separating political ambitions from
the temptations of fame and money for their steadfastness, material generosity, and for
making the moral choice to side with the common people rather than with those in power
(Woodside 2006: 21-22). Besides these qualities, Nguyễn Bỉnh Khiêm is well known for
20

. “Goodness” is my translation of the Vietnamese word “thiện”, a noun which in fact conveys many
meanings. ‘Thiện’ could also be translated as “benevolence”. The “School of Teaching Goodness” is my
translation of the Vietnamese phrase “trường dạy về cái Thiện”.
21
. Vĩnh Bảo is a newer district, split off from original Tiên Lãng district.
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his talent of predicting the future. When alive, he foretold his own return after 500 years,
as can be seen in the prophetic verse quoted above. 22 During the early 1990s, with the
approach of the year 2000, rumours started to spread from a small village about Master
Thu, an ordinary middle-aged man who had suddenly begun to compose beautiful poems
and to speak with a surprising wisdom, similar to that of the local sage. For some, this
was evidence of Nguyễn Bỉnh Khiêm’s return.
Master Thu, the leader of the School of Teaching Goodness, has dedicated the past
twenty years to restoring to prominence the largely forgotten teachings, rituals, and
prophecies of this scholar-official. This ordinary village man preached day and night on
the topic of ancient wisdom, stressing the continuing importance of traditional norms and
moral values. He even built a private shrine to worship the local sage and began reestablishing a private village school, just as Nguyễn Bỉnh Khiêm had done. The
Movement is thus best seen as an attempt to revitalise the legacy of Nguyễn Bỉnh
Khiêm’s legacy as an educator, prophet and patriot.
The extent of suppression and surveillance of this type of NRM has relaxed over
time. The extent of this change can be seen in the person of a local policeman who is
now a loyal supporter of the movement. Talking to local officials, I discovered that they
are largely positive about the movement, which suggests that the movement has reshaped
relations with the state authorities.
In contemporary Vietnam, scholars have observed a trend of remaking the past by
mining it for elements believed to be useful in the present (see Chapter 2). This reimagining of the past for present purposes is a notable feature of the School of Teaching
Goodness. To some extent this is a feature of all new religious groups in Vietnam. But
each is selective in the approach to the reconfiguration of folk practices, beliefs and
mythologies that accompany the appropriation. In the case of the School of Teaching
Goodness, this selective and creative re-imagining of the teachings of Nguyễn Bỉnh
Khiêm can be seen in three ways: the form and organisation of the newly established
school; the use of poems to spread moral thoughts; and the re-evaluation of the and
wisdom of the ancestors.
I first introduce the founder of the School, his students and their key rituals.
Attention is paid to the leader’s experiences of the spiritual world and how the students
22

. All translations of verses from the School of Teaching Goodness are the author’s.
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transformed their individual beliefs into that of a school. I then analyse how the School
has successfully challenged local authorities’ attempts to control it. In the final part of
the chapter, I investigate the movement’s motives for recreating the past, its associated
agenda, and its justifications for the continuing relevance of a 16th-century mandarin.
The Founder of the School of Teaching Goodness
Things that happened to this ordinary man, Master Thu, have been interpreted by
many people as local mystic phenomena. The mystical aspects of rumours about Master
Thu are part of the attraction of a new faith believed to have been brought by Nguyễn
Bỉnh Khiêm in spirit form. This section recounts Master Thu’s personal story to explain
what he has done to establish a private school and why.
From Casual Worker to Spiritual Master
Master Thu claims to have been through experiences involving the local spirit of
Nguyễn Bỉnh Khiêm that resulted in a transformation of the self, including his world
view. Each time I visited Master Thu, I was received in his old thatched house with mud
walls. On the first day, he had one of his disciples read me a long poem (bài vè) which
related all that had happened to him. These are the words of the spirit of Nguyễn Bỉnh
Khiêm that he received one night:
I give you this heavenly book
in the hope that you will understand the Way.
I am Nguyễn Bỉnh Khiêm
and I want to clearly express my concerns of the future of the nation.
Master Thu said that these “unforgettable words” began the story of the advent of the
legendary local scholar-official Nguyễn Bỉnh Khiêm. He said he felt moved to be
receiving sacred materials from the local sage whom he admired so much. Moreover,
what Nguyễn Bỉnh Khiêm wanted him to do was meant to be important for the people
and the nation. Master Thu was quite confident about carrying out the assigned duties
because they were nothing but good things (làm việc thiện). Among the good things that
he was told in one of the spirit poem were these:
You should go near and far and look for pure and upright persons.
Like good example you should put them into your poem to guide
people.
You should keep an eye on persons who have evil thoughts.
You must stop them before they do harm.
…
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You should spread the knowledge you learned today
and enlighten people by ideas of the Way.
On many afternoons, we sat and talked for hours in that old house (see Photograph
6). Sometimes, he stopped to smoke tobacco in his traditional, Vietnamese-style hubblebubble pipe. Each tobacco shot was followed by a cup of green tea. Our talks were often
interrupted when he had to instruct his students to do things, or when clients came and
asked for help. The life story he told included many unforgettable events.

Photograph 6: A side door to the thatched house with mud walls
Master Thu was born in 1953 in Vĩnh Bảo district – a poor, rural area of Hải Phòng.
He attended only seven years of school before going to live with his family in the
northern mountainous area. As a young adult, he went back to Hải Phòng city and
worked as a carpenter for a state company. He also opened a small wood workshop at his
home in the city, from which he earned enough to support a family of four. In 1979, he
contracted terrible malaria that almost took his life. During this precarious time, he said,
he saw ghosts, in the unclear forms of human beings. Ten years later, he lost his job after
trying to expose a corrupt team leader. Things got even worse when he later discovered
that his wife was having sexual relations (ngoại tình) with the man. He fought the team
leader but was beaten. He was alone, while the team leader had many followers and even
a gun. He divorced soon after, in shame. Feeling desperate, he left the city, his children
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and all his property and headed back to the homeland where his mother lived. All he had
from his parents were a piece of land in a village in the countryside and an old-thatched,
mud-walled house. Refusing to eat and lying in bed day and night, he thought of
committing suicide many times. Suddenly at noon one day, in his dreams, an old man
dressed in old-fashioned clothes appeared. The man took him through unfamiliar lands
and finally to the door of a strange house. Inside, he was introduced to the legendary
philosopher and poet Nguyễn Bỉnh Khiêm who had passed away 500 years earlier (see
his biography in section 3).
Master Thu was surprised to learn that he had been chosen to be a disciple of
Nguyễn Bỉnh Khiêm and the crisis he had been through was the final signal that he could
no longer live the life of an ordinary man. Since being chosen, Master Thu lived in ongoing dreams. From September 1989, often at midnight, he began to note down the spirit
poems through which Nguyễn Bỉnh Khiêm’s idea of opening a school of teaching about
goodness was gradually revealed. At the same time, he was asked by the local sage to
attend spiritual classes. The main contents of the courses were reading and writing
Chinese-Vietnamese characters; reading Yi-ching hexagrams (xem qủe dịch); applying
Feng shui to restore underground lines of energy (trấn long mạch), exorcising evil (bắt
tà trùng); the ritual of stabilising ancestors’ graves (yên vị mồ mả); discharging karma
debt (giải nghiệp chướng); and writing poems. According to Master Thu, for ordinary
people nowadays, these are difficult things to learn and to practise. In the past, only a
few Vietnamese intellectuals, including Nguyễn Bỉnh Khiêm, could master all this
ancient knowledge and these techniques. After three years of hard work under the direct
guidance of Nguyễn Bỉnh Khiêm, mostly in dreams, he graduated and became qualified
to perform spiritual duties.
Over seven years, Master Thu underwent a transformation (see Photograph 7). From
a casual worker, a “loser” in real life who had to seek solace in daydreams, he became
the “headmaster” of a “spiritual school” with thousands of followers. What makes him
extraordinary is that he completely transformed himself from a poor, divorced carpenter
with no more than a primary school education into a wise, highly educated man, though
in the old style. This man can now understand and discuss the most difficult ideas and
knowledge derived from ancient philosophies and has the ability to apply them to explain
complicated relationships between human beings and spirits. His followers believe that
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such a transformation could not have occurred without empowerment from a powerful
spirit like Nguyễn Bỉnh Khiêm.

Photograph 7: Master Thu in 2011 (right)
The Building of the School
Minh Đường Trung Tân has gradually expanded to become a spiritual school where
communication with spirits is taught and a new religious pathway is revealed. In
February 1996, under the guidance of Nguyễn Bỉnh Khiêm, Master Thu began to build
on his land a shrine named Minh Đường Trung Tân. The shrine has three rooms and in
the middle room there is statue of Nguyễn Bỉnh Khiêm. There are three main altars on
which incense burners are arranged for Nguyễn Bỉnh Khiêm (see Photograph 8), for
Master Thu’s ancestors and for the Bodhisattva Qwan Yin. In the back of the shrine,
there is a small temple for the “god of the underground dragon line”. 23 Master Thu
explained that the complex building was the combination of three religions:
Confucianism (which teaches people how to be dedicated); Buddhism (which leads
people to liberation); and Taoism (which teaches people about the universal principles of
change). According to Thu, in a simple explanation, Minh Đường Trung Tân can be
understood as a spiritual school where the spirits teach people to do good things. The
23

. According to Feng shui, there are lines of energy running underground. Only a master of Feng shui can
analyse where the energy is flowing and how to make use of it and not impede it.
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school is in fact a blend of a historical model of a village school and a number of
spiritual activities. I return to this point below. At a deeper level of meaning, Master Thu
explained that “Minh” means a spotlight, “Đường” means “a place to worship spirits”;
“Trung” means “thiện”, which is similar to “goodness”; and “Tân” means “a destination
where people will gather to learn and to do good things”. He also considers the shrine a
bridge between himself and Nguyễn Bỉnh Khiêm. Sometimes, he sees himself as a chair
on which Nguyễn Bỉnh Khiêm sits when performing spiritual tasks.

Photograph 8: The altar set up for Nguyễn Bỉnh Khiêm
Since the shrine (see Photograph 9) was built, around ten thousand people from
various areas have come to visit, registered to attend annual rituals, sought spiritual
services, and asked to be Master Thu’s followers. Yet the shrine is not built to worship
Nguyễn Bỉnh Khiêm only. Importantly, it is the place where “the Way of national
spirits” (đạo tâm linh dân tộc), as the people of the School call it, is disseminated in
order to lead people to a better future.
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Photograph 9: The upper part of the shrine
The School of Goodness is first a private home shrine. As recent research by Lê Thị
Chiêng (2010) has shown, this form of indigenous belief practice has mushroomed in the
north of Vietnam since Renovation. Despite the existence of various types of private
shrines, 24 these shrines are built to meet the needs of private households and for personal
religious worship, such as communicating with ancestors and other spirits. Typically,
this kind of shrine is not associated with a specific religious organisation. However,
when such a private shrine is believed to be responsive (thiêng), people will come asking
for three main services: fortune telling (xem bói), offerings to spirits (cúng lễ) and
healing (chữa bệnh). Because people will often pay fees for these services, they are also
seen as customers.
Students at the School
One of Master Thu’s expectations of students is that they accept the School’s
worldview and associated rules for moral conduct. Master Thu therefore provides
training and evaluation of progress for his students. During the process, the School seeks
to transform the personal belief of followers. Some do prove willing to transform their
personal beliefs to follow the Way of Nguyễn Bỉnh Khiêm. The motivation to do so can
be related to their belief that they have benefited directly from becoming a follower.

24

. Lê Thị Chiêng (2010) categorises home private shrines into five types according to the objects of being
worshipped: 1) to worship Buddha; 2) to worship Mother Goddess; 3) to worship Saint Trần; 4) to worship
renowned intellectuals; and 5) to worship the Heavenly Court. Among these, the majority are those to
worship Mother Goddess and Saint Trần.
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Through personal conversations with visitors I met at the School and by
investigating the list of clients provided by Master Thu's disciples, I found that most
permanent followers at the School were local men and women. Before coming to the
School, though working in different professions – e.g, as a farmer, small trader, state
official, teacher, or military veteran – they had a common problem: being unsuccessful in
their professional lives. As well, they may have experienced unhappiness or health
problems before coming to the School. Some of them have faced total failure and, like
Master Thu, lost most of what they once had. These common symptoms, often found
among practitioners of spirit mediumship in Vietnam, are considered to be the result of
being ill-treated by spirits (bị hành). Working at such places as a shrine can help them to
heal themselves. But the healing is conditioned by the follower’s commitment to strictly
follow the master’s guidance and the rules of the School. In other words, if they want to
stay attached to the shrine, followers must accept changes to their personal religious
world-view and their belief activities.
In what follows, I introduce three typical followers who have experienced
significant transformation in their lives since deciding to join the School. In the School’s
language, they are considered students or “disciples” who have the closest relationship
with the master and are more responsible for the School’s business than other regular
followers.
The first disciple I talked to was Mr. Huy, 49, from the nearby Liên Am commune
in the Tiên Lãng district. My impression upon meeting him for the first time was of a
nice man with a smiling face. But his personal story revealed quite different aspects. He
told me that he had been in the army for several years during the border war against the
Chinese in 1979-80. After his discharge, he came home with plans of living an ordinary
life. But things did not happen as he expected. He failed at every job he tried.
Meanwhile, he sometimes got suddenly very angry, almost mad, lost control and
attacked his family members. His violence made him a threat to the village people, his
relatives and friends as well. No one could persuade him to change his mind and actions.
He did not even worship his ancestors. “I feared nothing. I was so hard-headed at that
time and I did not know why”, he said. “One day, I visited the shrine [of the School] by
chance, while doing some trading with a friend. I had just showed up when Master Thu
pointed at my face and said loudly, ‘Look at you. Why on earth have you come here so
late? If you don’t act immediately, your home will be totally destroyed (tan cửa nát
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nhà)’”. He had the idea to strike back as usual but instead sat and began to listen to the
Master’s explanations. Things became clearer when he was told about the actual reasons
for his hard life and violence. It was because of the punishment of his ancestors for his
being “rude” to them (hỗn láo). He then began to read the School’s books, tried to learn
some spirit poems by heart, patiently practiced doing good things, speaking nicely to
people and controlling his madness. He told me that he is happy seeing himself back in
the role of a good husband and good father. He worships his ancestors again and has
become one of the permanent students at the School.
In the case of Miss Hoa, she said she “was first forced to attend the School for
unknown reasons”. Hoa, 37, born in Vĩnh Bảo district is a beautiful but hot-tempered
woman. She left school early and became a small fruit-trader at a local wharf. She said of
herself that for many years she was a person who believed in no religious master and
read no religious tenets (vô sư vô sách). At 17, she married but was soon divorced.
Guided by repeated dreams, she found Master Thu’s shrine in 1993 and asked to be a
student at the age of 18. Despite being refused many times, she was finally accepted by
Master Thu because of her insistence on becoming a student (đệ tử). It was as if she had
no other choice, she said her father was an official at a state company and he tried to
prevent his daughter from getting involved with “superstitious things”. She then invited
him to the School and introduced him to everything about it. Her father agreed that it was
a “gate to learning about goodness” (cửa thiện) and let her stay. “Once I decide to stay
here, I saw myself as a “patriotic war martyr” (liệt sĩ) to the shrine”, she told me. “I
mean, I will live and die here and I won’t leave the school at any price. Whenever I am
away from the shrine, I feel unwell, lost and in despair. There is something that drives
me back to it.” Miss Hoa was very surprised when she could “call” an entity from the
spiritual realm (người âm) for the first time. She was the first disciple to learn by heart
many spirit poems and master several magical techniques (pháp môn), and is said to be
better at reading information transmitted from spirits than any other disciple. When
Master Thu has to go away on business, she is the one who takes care of all services on
his behalf.
Miss Thanh, 50, a university graduate, from the neighbouring district of An Lão, has
a different story. She was a Communist Party member, an atheist, and before quitting her
job in 1992, had been for a long time an official responsible for the Vĩnh Bảo district’s
Department of Cultural Affairs. One of the duties of the local department is to fight
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“anti-cultural, superstitious practices”, including fortune telling, spirit possession and
spirit-worship. Miss Thanh has been with the School since 1991. At first, she was afraid
of being discovered by local people or colleagues practising “superstitious things”. She
began to feel more relaxed after she quit her state job in 1992. Before that, she had
difficulty making money and maintaining a happy family life. She knew only failure. Her
husband left her with the three children after their house was broken into and all their
valuables stolen. She told me that because she did not understand the reasons for her bad
luck, she had consulted a local fortune teller. She then began to believe that what had
happened to her was a sign that her destiny was to serve the spirits. She got to know
Master Thu via that fortune teller.

Photograph 10: Miss Thanh making a votive paper horse
At the School, Miss Thanh (see Photograph 10) was guided to learn how to interpret
spirit messages through reading the signs of natural phenomena, and how to understand
human behaviour. She said:
I was taught Marxist ideology at [secular] school. But for a long time, I
failed in whatever I was eager to do. Now I understand that the reason
was I had done everything in the wrong way. Like people who come
and look for our help here, they don’t really know the reasons for their
misfortune. It is because we lack Yin/spiritual foundation (chân Âm).
The first thing followers of the Way learn at the School is how to restore the
Yin/spiritual foundation. As Miss Thanh explains it, restoration of Yin/spiritual
foundation continues the tradition of “uống nước nhớ nguồn” (when you drink spring
water you should remember its source). Literally, it means that we should always
remember our ancestors. Our misfortune is often punishment from the ancestors for
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failing to observe appropriate remembrance of them and showing gratitude to them.
Making the ancestors pleased with us is the key to solving all troubles. In other
situations, punishment is not the individual’s fault but is due to karma debt. Basically,
the malevolent things that our ancestors did while alive can result in a karma debt that
we, their descendants, must pay. “So what can we do?” I asked. She lowered her voice as
if telling me a secret:
We will invite all parties to stand in front of a Yin court. When all
parties have revealed the truth, we ask the supreme entities to make a
final judgment and to discontinue the punishment. That is it. Further, to
avoid burdening our descendants with punishments they may have to
bear, we must do good things. I am telling you, this is not superstition,
this is the true way. That is why we often remind visitors and clients
that we must show responsibility towards our kin, community and the
nation. Before enacting any ritual, we often pray for the Way to be
popularised soon. We will say: “Please enlighten us with morality and
wisdom so that we can together build up the goodness for the
compatriots.”
Every day, Miss Thanh meets people with all sorts of problems. She sees in each client’s
life what she has experienced in her own. She dedicates much of her time to helping
people to reduce their suffering and solve the problems they face.
In these stories, disciples such as Mr Huy, Miss Thanh and Miss Hoa, had their
personal beliefs changed significantly by the new belief. They now see the world in
parallel dimensions: the world of human beings and the world of spirits. In many cases, I
observed that they would rather lose some demanding and troublesome clients than
displease the spirits.
Obviously, the School is not the only place that teaches people about the importance
of doing good things. So why does the advice of a 16th-century mandarin have appeal in
today’s society? This question is answered variously by followers at the School. But they
share the view that these days people might talk about doing good things but they do not
do as they say (nói một đằng làm một nẻo). This reality even encourages people to tell
lies and to act irresponsibly. As I have indicated, the School’s disciples not only teach
the importance of doing good things, but as living examples of the Way are required to
do good things themselves. This type of self-transformation works with these disciples
because in key aspects they have in the process each found a way to live a meaningful
life.
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Changing Local Authorities’ Control
Local authorities in Vietnam stay alert to the emergence of unidentified social
groups regardless how small they are. In order to maintain social security and stability,
they insist, they have to take action in advance. For the School of Teaching Goodness,
rumours of the advent of Nguyễn Bỉnh Khiêm were shared widely beyond a small
village. As the group became organised, it began to achieve a certain social influence and
acceptance. The School, if viewed as a private home shrine, would not create trouble for
Master Thu because such home beliefs and practices are very popular in the country.
However, activities such as setting up a school, recruiting long-term and full-time
students, and discussing teachings of the spirits triggered a close watch and intervention
from the local authority, especially in the early stages. Master Thu managed to survive
these difficulties and continues to develop the school of his dream. He employed two
main strategies to gain acceptance for his School: seeking endorsement from
representatives of the local authorities and seeking support from the local people.
In the beginning, Master Thu had a hard time with the local authorities. It was in
1989. He recalled:
When I graduated and ranked number 1 at the training course with Him
[Nguyễn Bỉnh Khiêm] – I don’t not know how people knew it – but
many people came to get acquainted with me. I was able to tell them
very quick all about their ancestors – going back three to four
generations. However, when my place grew crowded, the local police
and authorities turned up. They wanted to prevent people from coming
into the Shrine, saying that they were very concerned about the
potential disruption to security and order. Frequently, they would turn
up, demand to examine my place, and ask anyone who was staying
here permanently to make an application with the local authorities for a
change of residence. I was not afraid [of their intimidation]. I told them
I was not doing anything that went against the nation's interests, and
that what I did only benefited the people. I told them that "if you seized
me, the spirits would free me". [...] After a number of investigations,
they turned out to be favourably interested in what I did and even
protected me. One policeman even told me that if they [the authorities
or city-level police] sent a delegation to investigate the School, they
[the commune-level authorities] would let me know in advance. I was
advised to fill out some paperwork and submit this to the commune's
People's Committee. They would speak in my favour before the
delegation.
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Relations with the authorities then changed in a positive direction. Master Thu was
introduced to some administrative rules that applied to the civil code. For example, new
followers from other localities had to report to and ask for permission from the local
police to stay permanently at the School; Master Thu would get fined if he attempted to
distribute any self-produced but unauthorised reading materials outside his School; and
the School had to inform the local authorities of any activities which would draw a lot of
people to gather. Master Thu followed these rules carefully and he was finally "left
alone" to do his job (để cho yên thân làm việc của mình).
Before meeting Master Thu, I went to the local People’s Committee of Tân Niên
commune to collect information about his School. I was received by Mr Du, Vicechairman of the Committee responsible for religious works. He told me that in the early
days following Master Thu’s return, Master Thu spent his time identifying auspicious
days, fortune telling, predicting the results of the daily (illegal) lottery (đoán số đề), and
the like. Representatives of the local People’s Committee met him and warned him
against doing “superstitious” things. He then stopped receiving people who came for
predictions of the lottery results. After several years, he became a quite different person,
a man who could speak insightful words. No one could explain what had changed him.
Later, the local authorities were told that a leader from Hải Phòng city had even come to
visit his shrine and asked for treatment for his illness. This event was interpreted as
evidence of the power of the spirits, though Mr Du told me he could not explain it. In
general, he confirmed that Master Thu had done nothing that infringed the beautiful
customs (thuần phong mỹ tục) or caused social disorder, done nothing that could create
trouble for the local authorities. Elders of the commune even invited him to master the
ritual for the annual village's traditional festival. Even so, Mr Du revealed, the local
committee was required to pass on any news they had of the School’s activities to a
district policeman.
Six months later, I had an opportunity to talk to that district policeman and learnt his
view of the Way of Nguyễn Bỉnh Khiêm when I attended a ritual at the School. I was
invited to a special room for important guests. Some ten men and women, all in formal
attire, were chatting happily. They welcomed me warmly and urged me to enjoy the food
and drink with them. I learned that they included secondary school teachers, poets,
writers and state officials. A man who sat near me introduced himself as a local district
policeman. When he first came to the School some 15 years before, he worked as an
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investigator for “suspected superstitious activities”. Later, he changed from being a state
official with suspicious eyes into an active member who talked in favour of the School
and of Master Thu. If the local authorities had any questions, he would answer them.
Whenever he had free time, out of office hours, he willingly escorted Master Thu to
render services to people in other provinces. He considered such journeys an interesting
experience, in which he witnessed what Master Thu could do with his knowledge and
magic. Before leaving, he shook my hands firmly, looked me in the eyes and lowered his
voice: “This is serious. Nguyễn Bỉnh Khiêm is definitely back and he is providing us
with valuable knowledge. The School of Goodness is the root of his Way here and I will
protect it.”
This story shows that even a representative of the local police has developed a
positive view of the School. Along with friendly treatment by the local authorities,
Master Thu and the School have gained a kind of underlying support, and a form of
unofficial endorsement. All this has persuaded adherents that the local authorities accept
the School.
As Master Thu looked for ways to negotiate with the local authorities to legitimise
his School, he also made efforts to gain support from local people. This can be seen as
another strategy to influence the local authorities. When I asked for clarification, he
explained that:
When people find that at the School we only do the right things and
that those things benefit them, they will follow us, protect us and assist
us. Though we are not yet officially recognised by the state, we are
“elected” by the people (dân bầu). The foundation for our existence is
people’s assessment of our usefulness and practical contribution. We
see ourselves as a group that studies and implements experiments in
spiritual power.
The School’s existence is seen as dependent on its reputation, quality of service and on
clients’ assessments.
Practically, the School shows its usefulness to the local people and gains their
support by helping them to deal with misfortunes. In my observations at the School,
usually when people have experienced misfortune, i.e. have Yin illness (bệnh âm), face
family crisis (frequent quarrels among family members, disobedient children, an
unfaithful spouse), or fail repeatedly in business, they come to consult Master Thu and
his disciples. Nguyen Thi Hien (2008) defines Yin illness thus: “patients cause their own
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symptoms by committing acts of sacrilege towards the spirits and by the inappropriate
veneration of ancestors and the dead, those destined to be mediums, or those possessed
by the deceased (ghosts) including the war dead” (2008: 306). When someone believes
they have a Yin illness, he or she must visit and ask for treatment from a spirit medium.
At the School, Yin illness is among the most frequent problems seen. When a person
falls sick and is not cured by any kind of medicine, it is because he or she has a Yin
illness caused by a Yin entity.
In seeking treatment for a suspected Yin illness, patients are supposed to make an
appointment at the School. In an emergency, they are allowed to seek help at any time of
day or night. After briefly describing their troubles, they will be required to prepare
offerings (lễ), usually fresh fruits, flowers and small paper notes. A disciple will take
them into the shrine, tell them how to address Nguyễn Bỉnh Khiêm and other spirits,
report the misfortune and ask for guidance. After that, the disciple will speak to spirits
and ask if the problem can be solved. A coin is tossed (xin âm - dương) and if it is
positive then the answer is understood as “yes”. Supplicants are refused help if the
problems they have are diagnosed as not caused by Yin entities. Once accepted, patients
sit with Master Thu, who analyses the problem and identifies the trouble makers, what
the real reasons for the problem are and what should be done to deal with the misfortune.
Patients are also advised how to avoid future Yin illness by learning to do good things,
and how to lead a decent life according to Nguyễn Bỉnh Khiêm’s teachings. If their
wholeheartedness (lòng thành) is recognised by Him, they will be protected from the Yin
illness and further assisted in everything they do. Not only will the misfortune in the
form of a Yin illness be dealt with, but also good health and well-being in the future will
be guaranteed (see Photograph 11).
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Photograph 11: A School amulet for good fortune
Master Thu stressed to me that it will take time for the School to be able to
demonstrate its positive contributions to society. He admitted that the transfer of the Way
from Nguyễn Bỉnh Khiêm to him is an on-going process. All that he and his followers
are doing at the school are actions to help shape and to realise the Way. “It is mutually
conditioned. We help people and people help us. That is how the Way will be
completed,” he told me. These efforts in obtaining the local public's good impression and
recognition can also be seen as a School's strategy to influence the local authorities'
attitude and regulation. The School is now quite freely to perform its practices and
organize activities without being questioned and interrupted like in 1990s.
As I have shown here, Master Thu has achieved significant success in securing cooperation for the School’s existence from both the local authorities and the local people.
In the next section, I present the School’s ideology as well as its religious features.
Remaking the Past into the Present
Broadly speaking, most indigenous NRMs in Vietnam re-use something from the
past. The School of Teaching Goodness is based on the ideal of revitalising the heritage
of a local sage's knowledge, literature and magical techniques, and re-establishing and
reforming a model of education over 500 years old. It believes that this heritage can be
useful for today’s society. In this way, it intentionally links the past and the present. Yet
this agenda might not have found its “legitimacy” without “evidence” of the advent and
guidance of the spirit of Nguyễn Bỉnh Khiêm as revealed to Master Thu. In this section, I
consider the process by which this NRM has evolved from private worship by a local
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scholar-official to the establishment of a new religious pathway as a creative act of
revitalising local folk beliefs and practices.
Revitalising the Legacy of the Local Sage
Central to the activities at the School of Teaching Goodness is re-enacting parts of
what people might imagine of Nguyễn Bỉnh Khiêm’s times. Nguyễn Bỉnh Khiêm is well
known not only to the local people but also to most Vietnamese for his extraordinary
talent and moral leadership. Nguyễn Bỉnh Khiêm (1491- 1585) was born in Vĩnh Bảo in
the north of Vietnam. At the age of 44, he came first in the national official
examinations, thus obtaining the title “Trạng” (1st national-ranked doctor of philosophy).
He then worked for eight years as a first-class mandarin in several important positions
for the Mạc dynasty during the 1540s. He had ambitions to help the king to strengthen
the nation but the king he supported passed away. He decided to retire when his proposal
to the court to deal with corrupt officials was not considered by the new young king.
After the Mạc dynasty collapsed, the nation fell into chaos due to a civil war between
lords Trịnh and Nguyễn. Back in his homeland, Nguyễn Bỉnh Khiêm opened a school
and worked as a village teacher, while writing poetry to express his views and to educate
people.
Nguyễn Bỉnh Khiêm is famous for the role he played as a neutral consultant to top
leaders of different political forces. He is also said to have had extraordinary talent in
foretelling the future. The ability to foretell the nation’s ups and downs, as well as
people’s personal fortunes was not an innate talent but the result of his successful studies
and his application of the ancient theories of Yi-ching and the Five Fundamental
Elements. His prophecies were made in the form of poems full of metaphors, rather
similar to Nostradamus’s verses. Although such predictions can be interpreted in various
ways, many people found his believable when later predictions of the appearance of the
word “Vietnam” as the official name for the country (in 1804 under the Nguyễn dynasty)
and the birth of Hồ Chí Minh (1890) came true.
He was also a famous poet, who wrote poems in Sino-Nôm. 25 Through his poetry,
he expressed his thoughts, desires and motivations, and emphasised that people should
live according to the universal rules of nature (the Way). Because people did not follow
25

. This is a modification of the classical Chinese scripts to write in the Vietnamese language. It was used
by elites in Vietnam from the 15th to 19th centuries. Later, Quốc ngữ replaced it and became the national
written language.
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the Way properly, they would face nothing but civil war, social chaos, corrupt officials,
untruthful friends and the like. He announced strong warnings against the pervasive trend
of worshipping money – an example of moral deterioration. Nguyễn Bỉnh Khiêm insisted
on living a modest life without craving social status, power or wealth. He believed that
when people understood the causal law (luật nhân quả), they would do good things. He
wanted to act as an example and wrote about his motivations as follows:
I want to utilise the power of goodness
to save innocent people who are suffering.
(recited from Võ Thị Thanh Tâm 2007: 44).
In short, Nguyễn Bỉnh Khiêm was a highly esteemed intellectual who wished to save the
nation and to help the people, but could not find an effective solution (see Võ Thị Thanh
Tâm 2007; Tạ Ngọc Liễn 2008). Poetry became his means to educate people and to
encourage them to live a good life, and to express his thoughts and entertain himself.

Photograph 12: Display of Nguyễn Bỉnh Khiêm’s original works
His poems have been published by state publishers, and his life and career have been
recorded not only in written official history, but also mythologised in folk stories. This
legacy not only makes local people proud but also attracts researchers of indigenous
history, culture, literature and ancient knowledge. In 2000, a large complex was built to
commemorate him in his homeland in Vĩnh Bảo district funded by the People’s
Committee of Hải Phòng.
At the School, there is no “official” book of the Way of Nguyễn Bỉnh Khiêm.
Master Thu represents ideas of the Way through what is displayed in the old house, the
newly-received spirit poems, and his daily conversations with disciples and clients.
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Inside his old house, he hangs some of Nguyễn Bỉnh Khiêm’s most well-known poems
(see Photograph 12). The key poem is called a minh – one of a classical Chinese-styled
poem which is carefully preserved in a wooden frame. The content of this poem is
considered the core of Nguyễn Bỉnh Khiêm’s philosophy (as summarised above).
Alongside this poem are monographs on the wall that Master Thu created after dreams
that showed him Nguyễn Bỉnh Khiêm’s views of nature and human beings (see
Photograph 13).

A. Symbols of progress of consciousness

B. Evolution and deterioration of
nature and human beings

Photograph 13: Monographs created by Master Thu
Monograph A. sees an individual self in two different aspects. When that individual
follows a genuine pathway, he or she builds up good personal qualities (being truthful,
helpful, fair, and friendly, etc.) and thus gains right consciousness and achieves the ideal
of living in harmony. In this way, an individual creates for him or herself good karma. In
contrast, going in the other direction will lead a person to the pathway of evil and he or
she will accumulate bad karma. Monograph B. explains the rules of evolution. From the
beginning of the world, everything, including human beings, must go through the process
of being born, growing up, getting old and transforming into another type of existence. If
human beings are aware of these rules and patiently follow them, they will finally live in
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harmony with nature and with each other. Conversely, those who live without following
nature’s rules will live only to destroy themselves and the living environment.
According to Master Thu, after more than 20 years, he had filled some 50 notebooks with spirit poems transmitted from Nguyễn Bỉnh Khiêm. These books were
considered new revelations of his Way. We here find analysis of the nature of human
relationships, social change and, more importantly, advice on how to live a good life. For
example, one extract from such a poem reads:
Do not make bad money when you are deprived
or crave power when your knowledge is still inadequate
Do not too soon turn your back on people
when you have just gained a certain position
or look down on friends when you are making good fortune.
More information about the Way is revealed in Master Thu’s daily informal
conversations with his clients or followers. During my time at the School, I participated
in many lengthy conversations of this sort. As Master Thu explains it, the Way refers to
the whole set of rules that govern the universe:
The Way is universal and consistent from heaven to earth. Every
phenomenon, all things and all humankind are located inside the Way.
Therefore, when we need to solve problems, we must act on the basis
of the rules set out by spirits. If we know the rules and apply them
correctly, everything will then go smoothly. Otherwise, we’ll get stuck.
Ancestors from ancient times tried to teach the next generations certain rules, such as the
unitary circle of natural development and transformation; that the souls of the dead exist;
that souls of the dead and spirits can interfere with the life and business of the living; that
the two realms of Yin and Yang are interrelated and must be in a state of balance; and
that doing good things will improve a person’s karma in the next life. But these days,
people seem to ignore these rules. As a result, they pay a price for failure without
knowing the real reason for it. In Master Thu’s view, in the golden times of the past,
people lived in harmony with nature and followed its rules, so they were happy and free.
If people could now live like their ancestors, they would enjoy eternal happiness. What
he has been doing is restoring these rules and trying to see them popularly applied.
Reforming a Traditional Village School
The re-establishment of a village school was central to Master Thu’s efforts to
represent Nguyễn Bỉnh Khiêm’s ideology and to his own agenda to reform contemporary
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society. What he took from Nguyễn Bỉnh Khiêm’s legacy was the world view that
recognises the Yin realm, the combination of different religious ideas, and a belief in the
power of poetry to teach the good life.
But what did a traditional school of Nguyễn Bỉnh Khiêm’s time look like? The
Vietnamese education system then was basically identical with the Chinese Confucian
model (see Woodside 2006). According to Nguyen Khac Vien (1974), there was one
universal model for all schools throughout the country at this time:
In every village there was a rich family or clan, which hired a teacher
for its children. Often the temple of the ancestors served as the
schoolroom. Clan children learned how to read, write, and recite
classical texts by heart, and the most advanced learned how to write
poems and essays on themes of Confucian doctrine in preparation for
the state examinations. The state played no part whatsoever in
financing or appointing teachers. This was left entirely to private
initiative (1974: 24-25).
Nguyen Khac Vien (1974) also indicates that a classical school teacher in this system
was considered as practising the “most honoured profession” in traditional society. Only
male children were allowed to attend these schools and they were taught to read and
write in Chinese. After graduation, students would take four different local and national
examinations. Those who achieved top scores would have the opportunity to become
mandarins. This description suggests some points that are relevant to my research into
this NRM. The traditional education model exhibited autonomy. The school did not
depend on the state for finance or its teachers. Within a school, the teacher had the most
important role and was entirely responsible for everything. Besides essay writing, writing
poetry was considered one of the most important tasks of a good student. Being
competent in these two forms of literature were the mark of a successful student.
When Nguyễn Bỉnh Khiêm resigned from his position as a high-ranked mandarin to
he become a classical village teacher, though, he did not only teach his disciples only
Confucian doctrine. He also integrated into his lectures philosophical ideas from YiChing, Taoism and Buddhism. His prominent disciples, including Nguyễn Khắc Khoan
and Lương Hữu Khánh, were famous for reading Chinese-style horoscopes and writing
poetry.
Master Thu has made many changes to this model of a village school. Three areas
can be identified: the recruitment of students; the focus on religious and spiritual
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dimensions; and the commercialisation of services. Most of his students are women in
their mid-thirties, who are burdened by family commitments. In Vietnamese society
today, such women often have time saved for religious practice. Their training by Master
Thu is limited to a few areas. He does not teach his students Chinese, Yi-Ching or
Confucian doctrines, whose content is said to be very difficult to understand. Instead, he
focuses on the application of ancient knowledge and magical techniques to solve clients’
problems. As explained by his disciples, they are asked to participate in training courses
so as to be able to provide spiritual services to clients. For example, Miss Hoa told me
during our interview that: "He taught me about moral reasoning, how to behave to Yin
people, and the responsibilities of a dedicated descendant towards ancestors and towards
the family. Regarding the School's courses (pháp môn), the Master trained me to
interpret information from dreams and from clients’ chosen betel leaf (xem lá trầu).
Generally speaking, there are many courses but I have learnt just a few."
The focus on the religious dimension in the School’s activities is revealed in the
organisation of daily offerings and important rituals throughout the year. Another
disciple told me during our discussion that "We take it in turns to get up at 5am to
prepare offerings [fresh flowers and fruits] in the shrine. We must keep sticks of incense
burning all the time. If not, the Master will reprove us for being offensive towards
spirits." In this way, the shrine is the sacred place at which careless action can result in
punishment either from the master or from the spirits. The most important ritual of the
year is the anniversary of the death of Nguyễn Bỉnh Khiêm, on 28 November of the lunar
calendar. This is one of the most important dates for followers to gather at the shrine. On
this day, special offerings will be carefully prepared, but the ritual itself is quite simple
and takes less than 30 minutes to complete. In my observation, Master Thu spent a lot of
time assisting followers to better understand the Way of Nguyễn Bỉnh Khiêm through his
conversations with as many individuals and small groups as he could meet. He also
encourages followers to talk to each other and discuss what they had learned about
Nguyễn Bỉnh Khiêm. The way he organises these rituals reveals an emphasis on the
reconnection with ancestors. At the same time, the rituals are designed to foster
relationships among followers, and between them and the School.
Another ritual I witnessed was the Spring Opening (Lễ khai Xuân). In the past, this
traditional ritual of the Việt would be organised for village people in the first or second
week of the new lunar year to bring good fortune. Recently, it has been restored
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throughout the north of the country at spiritual places such as communal houses and
temples as well as private home shrines. For the School, this ritual is important because it
is where committed followers can seek blessings from Nguyễn Bỉnh Khiêm. It is an
opportunity to obtain the School’s amulets for luck and wealth. I came early one day to
see how the ritual was prepared. When I entered the School, disciples were busy working
in several groups at different tasks. Some were preparing dishes for offerings and for
feeding the attendants the next day; some were making votive money and objects and
decorating the site. Many guests living far away from the School had come one day
earlier and were received in a guest house near the entrance. I approached a group of
three who were making a large paper horse (as shown in the photo above). Miss Thanh,
one of the three, told me: “Vua Cha Bát Hải (the Father King of the Eight Seas – one of
the ancient kings of the Vietnamese ancestors for whom Nguyễn Bỉnh Khiêm currently
works) required us several days ago to offer him a royal suit and a horse, together with a
hat, boots and saddle.” I pointed out that these could all be ordered at a local market for a
reasonable price. “Yes you can”, I was told. “But by carefully making them ourselves we
can show our great gratitude to him. He needs a really good horse to travel the world.”
Later I joined a group setting up an extraordinarily large tent in which people would
gather the next day to witness the ritual then enjoy the feast. A man told me that the tent
was not large enough. “It can only cover some 300 people, whereas some 600 or 700 will
come.” Master Thu found me and showed me around his premises, which extended to
over 1,000 square meters. Besides the shrine and the guest house, there were five rooms
for disciples to stay overnight and for private study. When not serving clients, disciples
were required to read spirit poems and books of ancient knowledge chosen by their
Master.
There are commercial aspects to the School’s activities which can be observed in the
way it serves clients and from its accumulation of property. At the anniversary of
Nguyễn Bỉnh Khiêm’s death, each participant contributed a certain amount of money for
the ritual, at least VND 50,000 (AUD 3). Some paid VND 500,000 or more. At the
spring opening ritual, I saw a list of prices for different spiritual services, ranging from
VND 70,000 to 500,000. Two female disciples were assigned the task of collecting
money and noting down the specific services demanded by clients. The services would
be provided one by one in the following weeks. I was told that if the service could not be
rendered, then clients would be refunded. Normally, customers knew very well the
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specific services they could find at the School. I asked a woman in her mid-thirties about
her reasons for attending the ritual. She said she was a small trader and had come from
Hanoi. She came for a ritual to dispel her misfortune (giải hạn), and also for better
business and protection. “You can ask for the same things at many spiritual places in
Hanoi and would not have to travel this far,” I said. She replied: “Everybody knows that
Trạng Trình (the title that people have given to Nguyễn Bỉnh Khiêm) was a genius at
studying. People say that you come here and can ask to be enlightened (khai mở trí tuệ)
as well. Nowadays, how can you be successful in doing business if you do not become
smarter?”
Since establishing the School, thanks to donations from followers and the fees for
services to thousands of clients, Master Thu has accumulated quite a lot of money. He
has spent a large amount on decorating the main shrine, building new guest houses, study
rooms, a library and on expanding his garden. Although he has spent the money on the
School, he now also enjoys much more comfortable living conditions than he had in his
earlier mud-wall house. It should be noted here that the commercialisation of spiritual
services and wealth accumulation were definitely absent from Nguyễn Bỉnh Khiêm’s
traditional village school 500 years ago. At that time, whatever help the scholar-official
offered people was free of charge. But at this revived model of a village school, the
collection of money and material donations is considered as normal. To perform a ritual
for a spiritual service, the School must buy products such as votive paper, objects and
offerings. It cannot provide these free to the large number of clients who come every
day, particularly because the spirits or ancestors sometimes demand a lot of offerings.
Besides, as explained by a disciple, clients nowadays have doubts about the quality of
any spiritual service that is free. They even believe that good spiritual services are meant
to be costly. This suggests that the commercialisation of religious activities can come
from both sides, from the seekers and not only the providers of the service.
Reviving a Local Folk Belief
As Master Thu has provided followers with evidence of the return of Nguyễn Bỉnh
Khiêm, he has revived a local folk belief and further developed it into a religious
pathway. Because some of Nguyễn Bỉnh Khiêm’s predictions are widely believed to
have come true, for some people the prophecy of his return is also credible. This belief is
reinforced by another to the effect that if one lives wisely he or she will become very
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responsive after death (sống khôn thì chết thiêng). What Master Thu has done fits with
people’s growing interest in seizing opportunities to communicate with spiritual entities
from the other world. His life of ups and downs, his day-dreams, his astonishing ability
to do things similar to those done by the legendary scholar-official, have all fuelled
interest in the old folk belief, revitalising it and giving it fresh import.
When I asked Master Thu about how Nguyễn Bỉnh Khiêm’s thoughts are still
relevant today, he became very excited. He was moved, reading to me his poem which
re-told Nguyễn Bỉnh Khiêm’s words to him:
The beautiful dawn has come, so wake up now.
The people need you, the nation wants you.
You must take this opportunity, do not let it go.
The national situation has changed, so go and spread verses.
The implication here is that national leaders are becoming more positive towards religion
and belief, so it is time for Master Thu to stand up and make people understand the
importance of worshipping spirits of the Yin realm. He insists that in the past people had
deep connections with the Yin realm, but he now sees a serious break with past
traditions. The negation of the Yin element, according to him, is a mistake:
If one knows how to communicate with Yin forces, one gains
transcendent knowledge. At present, the knowledge of the Yang people
is incomplete because they have not recognised the Yin realm. The Yin
force is an important one. We must learn how to use it. It can support
or hinder Yang business. Life on earth will be better if the powers of
the Yin and Yang realms are combined.
At present, the Yang element is excessive while the Yin element is deficient (Dương
thịnh Âm suy). The excess of Yang causes today’s social problems, including moral
deterioration, crime, infidelity, destruction of the living environment, family break-down
and illness. The School is taking advantage of Yin power to control excessive Yang. Its
clear purpose is to fix current social problems.
In Master Thu’s talks, the problems of contemporary society are not very different
from those that Nguyễn Bỉnh Khiêm indicated and criticised. However, the problems
today are more serious:
By “the Way” we mean how a person will learn to lead a human life
that is decent and righteous. But most young people today are not
aware of it. Look at [state college] students. They play computer
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games (chơi điện tử) all day and night. So what can they learn then?
When they grow up, what will they be able to do?
He worries that young people have no good examples to learn from:
Generally speaking, the national economy is going up while people’s
morality is going deep, deep down. People crave money, social
position and power to the extent that they will use any schemes and
tricks to obtain them. Once you start to use scheme or trick, you are
acting malevolently. If the leaders can do that, who will refuse to do
the same? If the state listens to us, we can help by indicating exactly
which high officials are doing evil things. Only when those wrong
doers are caught will the country be stabilised.
How the School can tackle these entrenched problems is, according to Master Thu, a
big question. He affirms that the School aims to “patiently plant seeds of goodness under
the spirits’ guidance”:
The seeds will sprout and in the future the world will be as we are
dreaming of it today. We have no political aims, nor do we seek fame
or property, because the spirits say that if we agree to realise the Way,
then we must forget about those things. We believe that what we do
today will benefit future generations.
There are many things that can be done to scatter the benevolent seeds. For the School, it
lies in the encouragement of reconciliation and harmony between residents of the two
realms:
When people with misfortune come for help, once we know it is
caused by Yin entities, we will invite those Yin entities that are
causing troubles to meet the Yang people. In that way, we help to
reconcile the two parties. We patiently explain the rule of cause and
effect and persuade the Yin entities to stop doing harm to the living.
The two sides should not be in conflict; instead, they should reunite to
support each other for mutual benefit. We never apply amulets on
behalf of clients to strike back, or take revenge on the Yin entity, as
traditional magicians often do. His Way doesn’t teach us to do so.
In particular, Master Thu, following Nguyễn Bỉnh Khiêm, tries to inspire people, through
his poetry, to do good. He has already had two collections of poetry published by state
companies. In these poems, he reveals wrong life-styles, criticises bad habits and
behaviour and praises those who hold on to traditional moral values and lead a decent
life. Master Thu considers his verse as a “weapon” for fighting social problems. He told
me he was taught to write poetry to encourage people to behave well, directing them to
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Goodness, Truth and Beauty despite the state of current society, which seems to be in
chaos.
Utilising Ancestors’ Knowledge to Help People
Based on the philosophy of the Way and the application of ancient knowledge from
Yi-Ching, especially in predicting the future, the School provides clients and followers
with tips and advice for avoiding bad luck, maintaining good health, and ensuring good
fortune. Once when I visited the School, Master Thu and his disciples had gone to Hai
Duong province. I waited all day until they came back. Master Thu looked quite tired
and unhappy. He told me why. His client, a rich man, had wanted to build a new,
expensive house. The man had consulted several local spiritual masters before building
it. However, during the construction, terrible accidents happened both to the workers and
the owner. He had come to Master Thu and asked for solutions. Master Thu stated that
the local spiritual master had given bad advice. He pointed out many “deadly mistakes”
in the selection of the right hour to start building the house, the position of the main door,
and especially a failure to ask permission from the “local earth god and spirits” (thần linh
bản thổ). Master Thu then carried out a ritual involving dedicated offerings to the local
earth god and spirits, asking them for forgiveness. As well, he told the house owner to
make some major changes to the structure of the building so as to avoid the entry of bad
energy, which is often accompanied by unfortunate events.
On another occasion, I met a couple who brought their daughter to the shrine to
consult Master Thu. Because it was lunch time, we were all invited to have a meal
together. We heard from the couple that thanks to excellent university results, the young
girl had been offered a position as a lecturer. For her parents, this offer was like a dream.
But she had also been offered a scholarship for postgraduate study in Japan and she
wanted to take up that opportunity to advance her career. Although her parents were very
proud of their daughter, they felt that this was too adventurous a choice, whereas
working as a university lecturer was surely the dream job. As everybody finished the
meal, Master Thu pointed to all our used tooth picks left randomly on the table. They
seemed to form shapes like Yi-ching hexagrams. According to his reading, it was shown
that the girl could do nothing better than become a teacher, and if she chose to follow
any other way, she would face failure. The parents were happy to hear this as they left
the shrine and were pushing the idea of being a teacher on their daughters. They trusted
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Master Thu’s direction more than their own daughter’s decisions and desires even
though how the ancestors’ knowledge could be applied in such a case was a mystery to
all at the table. This is also evidence that Master Thu is able to flexibly and creatively
apply his knowledge and techniques in order to provide services that are not commonly
conducted at traditional private household shrines. For example, the type of prediction he
performs is absent from private shrines as typically at household shrines the owner
would consult the ancestor spirits for guidance and would do so through formal
procedures, such as burning incense and making prayers or performing a selected rituals,
most commonly through spirit-mediumship and tossing coins.
These stories illustrate just some of the many different things that happen daily at
the School. For some followers, ancestors’ knowledge, coming through Master Thu, is
more reliable than the modern knowledge they can gain, from the media, books, or state
schools and universities. Master Thu has not only provided services to his clients but also
tried to make them understand the reasons for their failures or unfortunate events.
Conclusion
The School of Teaching Goodness can be seen as an NRM that seeks to revitalise
past knowledge and indigenous folk beliefs and practices. It has its routine of rituals and
religious activities and has thereby achieved a steady state. Like many other NRMs, the
School of Teaching Goodness stresses traditional values and the historical legacy of
ancestors and teaches that a radical break with the past is sinful. In this aspect, the key
claim is that revitalisation of traditions is essential for both survival and future wellbeing – personal and national alike.
Led by a local man, the School has attempted to differentiate its culture from the
dominant one by exhibiting the ideology and actions of a historical scholar-official. The
restoration of rules indicated by the ancestors reveals this School’s attempt to restore and
enhance the nation’s culture in its own way. It imposes regulations and standards in order
to reconfigure members’ personal lives and worldviews. Master Thu teaches his
followers things they do not find at a state school. As long as they believe in the power
of using past knowledge and skills for solving daily-life problems and living a better life
in modern conditions, they maintain their affiliation with the School. The fact that the
number of followers and clients who seek services at the School is increasing suggests
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many people believe that it has much to offer and that the reconfiguration of personal
worldviews will work for them.
The creative idea of modifying an old-model school with a stress on spiritual
activities to re-balance the Yin and Yang realms is a notion similar to that of other
revitalisation movements, including those in Asia discussed by Reuter and Horstmann
(2012). They reflect local people’s quests for “greater autonomy from outside forces”
and their desire “to take charge of shaping their own future” (2012: 4). In revisiting
external forces that are this-worldly, they call on another kind, those that are otherworldly – but internal is the sense that they are already embedded in the culture. This is
one of the directions taken by religious creativity and innovation in Vietnam since
Renovation.
It only needs to be added here that, in the context of the market-driven economy, the
School of Teaching about Goodness can also be seen as a type of private enterprise, one
in which spiritual services are sold as commodities. In my time with the School, both
Master Thu and his disciples were busy working day and night with trans-local
customers. Master Thu continues to practise and popularise a range of spiritual services
that is far more diverse than the usual range of rituals and practices conducted at
traditional private household shrines. This he does with the purpose to impress his clients
and differentiate the activities of the School from those of private household shrines.
Over the years, because of the capital it has accumulated, the School has been able to
expand the size and scope of its activities.
This chapter has illustrated changes in relations between the local state authorities
and a local NRM. Master Thu and his disciples observed a noticeable shift in the attitude
of the local authorities. A more accommodating situation had emerged and the tension in
relations had been reduced over the time, as the two sides learnt how to positively accept
each other and to find ways to work together. These changes are indicative of the
evolving nature of interactions between the religious and the political spheres. In the next
chapter, I present a case in which an NRM finds ways to go beyond its local boundaries
to affect religious policies and cultural dynamics associated with Hồ Chí Minh’s legacy.
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CHAPTER 5: A “SPIRITUAL REVOLUTION” FOR NATIONAL
SALVATION: THE WAY OF THE JADE BUDDHA
“Long live President Hồ in our career”
(Hồ Chủ tịch sống mãi trong sự nghiệp của chúng ta)
A Vietnamese Communist Party motto
“Let me be with the Jade Buddha”
(Xin quy Ngọc Phật)

Introduction
In this chapter, I analyse the Way of Hồ Chí Minh as the Jade Buddha. I do so by
examining the case of the Peace Society of Heavenly Mediums (Đoàn đồng thiên Hòa
Bình) in the Chí Linh-Sao Đỏ district of Hải Dương province. This movement has been
widely known in the North for developing the notion of a jade Buddha as a new religious
object for its ritual practices and its search for legitimacy.
This movement was formed and developed as the deification of Hồ Chí Minh and
belief in his spirit became popular throughout the country. Hồ Chí Minh has been a
symbol of Vietnamese communism, which is based on an atheist worldview. Thus it was
once a “political taboo” to turn Hồ Chí Minh into a religious object of worship attracting
followers would get religious practitioners into trouble with the state authorities. Yet, the
belief in Hồ Chí Minh’s spirit has become stronger in the post-Renovation period. In an
early study of “the cult of Hồ Chí Minh” in northern Vietnam after Renovation, Shaun
Malarney (1996b) described a process of deification of the communist leader. He
foresaw that in the future the core of the “cult” would assume the form of ancestor
worship familiar to the Vietnamese (1996b: 129-130).
The deification of Hồ Chí Minh has now reached a high level (see Pham Quynh
Phuong 2009: 162-168). Numerous NRMs which worship Hồ Chí Minh not as a political
figure or national hero but as the Jade Buddha have been formed (Ban Dân vận Trung
ương 2007: 29-47; ). A variety of religious ideas and ritual practices surround this
increasingly popular object. In some groups, Hồ Chí Minh is worshipped as an
unprecedented, brave new Buddha. Lady Lang and her group, mentioned in the
Introduction, is an example. In other groups he is likened to the Maitreya Buddha (the
future Buddha). The Way of Hồ Chí Minh as the Jade Buddha (đạo Ngọc Phật Hồ Chí
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Minh) is the name that many NRMs have used to represent a variety of doctrines and
practices.
Although the Peace Society is not the first group to speak of Hồ Chí Minh as the
Jade Buddha, it is according to my own observations and records during my fieldwork
one of the largest in terms of popularity and the number of followers. The Society
provides a unique narrative of the return of Hồ Chí Minh’s spirit in the form of the Jade
Buddha. It spreads messages of his agenda to save the country from the threat of
destruction by evil forces and foreign religions. Interestingly, rather than trying to avoid
the notice of state authorities, the Society attempts to publicise its activities and seeks to
be registered as a legal religion. The Peace Society thus represents an attempt to expand
the religious sphere and to change the relationship between the state and NRMs.
In order to demonstrate these points, I first analyse the Way of Hồ Chí Minh Society
in terms of leadership, organisation, membership, doctrine and rituals. The focus of my
analysis is the main tenets that make this group new and appealing. These tenets focus on
the endorsement of Hồ Chí Minh’s spirit as “the Jade Buddha”; “spiritual revolution”,
“spiritual punishments” and “heavenly laws”; and the prophecy of national salvation.
Second, I investigate the Society’s attempts to legitimise the belief in Hồ Chí Minh as
the Jade Buddha. Thirdly, I analyses how this group’s activities of searching for
legitimacy find a foundation in current Party-state’s politics of Hồ Chí Minh. I indicate
that reconfiguring politics of Hồ Chí Minh is a strategy that this group employs to ensure
its continuation and influence. By doing these, this chapter depicts two aspect of
religious reconfiguration: changes in the religious sphere by a new religious factor and
changes in relationships between religion and the state.
“Jade Buddha”, “Spiritual Revolution” and Human Assistants
The Founder of the Peace Society
Lady Xoan founded the Way of Hồ Chí Minh as the Jade Buddha (Đạo Ngọc Phật
Hồ Chí Minh) also known as the Way of Uncle Hồ (Đạo Bác Hồ) at the Peace Temple
(đền Hòa Bình) on 1 January 2001. Starting in the early 1990s, the message of the return
of Hồ Chí Minh in the form of a Jade Buddha had been first spread by Lady Lang (see
Chapter 1). But Lady Xoan developed this idea into a new and different belief.
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Before reporting on my investigation into this religious belief, I present a short
biography of the real Hồ Chí Minh. Also known as Nguyễn Ái Quốc, he was born in
central Vietnam in 1890. He left the country in 1911 as a worker on a ship and came
back in 1941 as a Marxist communist revolutionary leader. He successfully led a popular
struggle that seized power in Vietnam in 1945 and became the prime minister (1945–
1955) of the Democratic Republic of Vietnam. Hồ Chí Minh then led a military fight
against the French when they tried to re-occupy Vietnam. By 1954, the French were
defeated and the Geneva Agreement was signed between France and the Democratic
Republic of Vietnam, resulting in the division of the country into North and South. Hồ
Chí Minh died in 1969 but his successors realised his vision when they proclaimed
victory against the United States and united the country in 1975. Since his death, Hồ Chí
Minh has been glorified and memorialised by the Party-state and by the majority of
Vietnamese for his great contribution to the achievement of Vietnam’s independence. I
return to this point later. My focus here is on the religious aspect of the popular
admiration of Hồ Chí Minh, typically represented by his deification in the form of the
Jade Buddha.
Jade Buddha (Ngọc Phật) is a new addition to popular language. This concept did
not exist before the 1990s. 26 Lady Xoan has her own explanation. She told me that
“jade” is the most precious and beautiful substance, while “Buddha” refers to a very kind
personality. She wanted to emphasise that there is no title more perfect and beautiful than
this one. My own interpretation of this new title is that it integrates the ultimate symbol
of Buddhism with the Four Palaces cult. In Buddhism, “Buddha” refers to the first
person who achieved enlightenment, while “jade” as in the “jade emperor”, is a familiar
title for the king of heaven in the pantheon of the indigenous Four Palaces cult (đạo Tứ
Phủ). 27

26

. It should be noted here that there is another example of a “gem Buddha” orNgọc Phật in Vietnamese.
This refers to a rare large gem Buddha statue donated by an Australian Buddhist. The statue named Gem
Buddha for Universal Peace was created in Thailand in 2008 and has been exhibited in many countries
around the world since. Vietnam was the first country to welcome the statue.
27
. The Four Palaces cult refers to the indigenous belief in the Mother Goddess Liễu Hạnh and her spirits
who govern the four natural palaces of Heaven, Earth, Water, and Mountain/Forest. The prominent
features of this cult are rituals using music, costumes, and dance to engage with spirits (see Pham Quynh
Phuong 2005; Claire Chauvet 2012).
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According to the spirit texts 28 released from the Peace temple, the year 2000 marked
the beginning of a new era in which spirituality rises and a new world will be formed on
the basis of a perfect and dual combination of profane and spiritual elements. A Jade
Buddha appeared as the main invisible actor in the transformation. To complete his
mission, he chose a number of human assistants.
The story of the Peace Society begins with the Jade Buddha’s first chosen medium.
It took me several weeks to gather basic information about this female medium before I
made my journey to her private home temple. In the morning of a mid-summer’s day, my
mother and I set off from Hải Phòng city for Hải Dương province on a motorbike. Our
only clue about the destination was the address written on the back cover of a booklet
which my mother had obtained from one of her relatives in the village. It was a small,
self-published booklet named “Following Uncle’s Way to save the world”. We travelled
the national Highway number 5, one of the busiest roads that connect the most dynamic
economic zones in the northern region of Vietnam.
When we found the gate to the temple, we were met by an old man. We were invited
to come in, sit on plastic chairs and wait to talk to Lady Xoan, the owner of the temple.
With a quite limited view, we could observe parts of a large, colourful, and welldecorated altar and the platform of the main entrance to the temple. Some ten men and
women in dark red uniforms were busy silently working. Each sat before a small plastic
table on which pens and large sheets of paper covered in Chinese-like characters were
laid.
An hour or so passed, then a woman with fair complexion and especially bright eyes
walked out quite fast from a small room at the far side of the premises. She was dressed
in a plain white-silk costume. She looked around and asked loudly: “Who wants to see
me now?” I stood up, briefly introduced myself, and explained the reasons why I had
come. She stopped for a while, looked up, seemed to wait for some response from the
air, and then smiled in a friendly way. She invited us to her office and our conversation
began. She told me:
28

. Since the year 2001, hundreds of spiritual texts have been released by Lady Xoan. In this chapter, I
selectively quote from texts in the latest collection, No. 2, published in Hanoi, in May 2010 by the Peace
Society: Words of Spirits: Soul of the Heaven – Soul of the Nation (Lời Tâm linh: Hồn Trời – Hồn nước).
All of the translations are mine. It should be noted that these publications, all in the simple form of
computer-typed text with soft covers, were illegal because Lady Xoan did not obtain the state’s permission
to publish.
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If you had not said in your introduction that you came here for public
services (việc công) I would not have met you for sure. The reason I
have agreed to meet you is that we are busy doing “public services”
too. There is a training course here for old and new mediums (đồng).
In fact, we are involved in both training and public work, as guided by
our Uncle. We do no “private service” for people (việc dân) at this
time.
I asked, with hesitation, if she meant the late President Hồ Chí Minh. To demonstrate,
she pointed to her table, bookshelf, and photos on the wall, saying:
Yes [I do] Now he has become the Jade Buddha who is number one
(thứ nhất) in power in the heavenly realm. Look! All the books, CDs
are records of his [transmitted] words. He is back and teaching us to do
important missions to save the nation and the people. We take notes
and use cameras to record everything we do as hard evidence.
She then requested that I ask the Jade Buddha for permission before we continued our
conversation. I wrote about myself and my aims on a sheet of white paper. The paper
was put on top of the offerings that my mother and I wanted to make and brought to the
altar. We followed Lady Xoan but were required to keep a distance. She lighted a stick
of incense, went down on her knees and made three bows. We did the same and she
seemed to be pleased with that. After speaking a phrase in a strange language, she began
slowly and precisely to read all the words I had written. Finally, she asked Uncle Hồ for
permission to let her help me with my research:
Our Great Father has agreed that you can come and do your research
here. Let’s make an appointment first then have lunch together. Next
time when you come back, I will tell you anything you want to know.
In fact, I’ve been waiting a long time for state officials (người nhà
nước) like you to come and study this special phenomenon.
Lady Xoan kept her promise. On the last day of August 2010, I was informed via
mobile phone that she had managed to arrange a full day with me. In her small 9 squaremetre office, she told me all about her life and experiences with the Jade Buddha.
She was born in 1948, in the countryside of Nam Định province in the north. She
had an unfortunate and hard childhood. Her parents were poor and her father was often
away from home. When she was 14, her mother died of an illness. Soon after, her father
re-married a woman who treated Xoan and her younger sister badly. She sometimes
fought back and the relationship only got worse. She had to move out of the house and
live at a cousin’s place. To feed herself and her sister, she left school and when she was
115

A “Spiritual Revolution” for National Salvation
15 she began working. Feeling hardship and despair, she attempted suicide several times
but failed. At 16, she left her village to become a factory worker (đi công nhân) far from
home, in Hải Dương province. She married a co-worker at 19 and gave birth to four
children.
Things changed when she began experiencing health problems in her mid-20s. She
fell unconscious on numerous occasions. She even had intense pain in a finger, which
she asked to have amputated. None of the many doctors consulted could explain what
kind of disease she had. One day, while waiting for treatment at a hospital in Hanoi, she
heard a strange voice, not very clear at first, coming out of thin air. It said that she did
not have a disease and that what she had endured were challenges because she had been
chosen to undertake spiritual duties (hầu việc thánh). Upon being told that she had a
spirit root (căn), she decided to quit her factory job and became a small trader at the local
market, selling votive paper and other objects essential for spiritual rituals. Several years
later, guided by the voice that she could by then hear clearly, Lady Xoan gave up trading
to stay home in order to begin to learn the magic of spirits (học phép thánh).

Photograph 14: Lady Xoan as mistress of a ceremony
In 1989, to her surprise, the voice told her that she had been chosen by the Heavenly
Palace (Tòa Thiên) to perform spiritual duties in order to save the nation. At the time, the
Peace shrine (điện Hòa Bình) was being built by her. Over the next 10 years, Lady Xoan
devoted all her time to taking different spiritual courses with the Jade Buddha at ever
more advanced levels. In 2000, the Peace shrine was upgraded to the Peace temple (đền
Hòa Bình). This time, after 15 years of training, she could directly communicate with the
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Jade Buddha whenever she wanted. She was also required to recruit mediums to work
with her and she established the Peace Society of Heavenly Mediums in the same year.
In 2000, it was revealed to her through a received spirit text that Hồ Chí Minh’s
spirit had become the leader of the Heavenly Palace and he had been ordained as the
Jade Buddha. The Jade Buddha wanted to remake the whole world. He began his quest in
Vietnam first and he needed to choose people to help. Lady Xoan was nervous about
being the first to be chosen for these spiritual duties (see Photograph 14 above). She had
been asked by the voice to perform rituals at the most sacred temples and shrines
throughout the country. Before each trip, often at night, the Jade Buddha would recite
verses, which she was required to write down. Being shocked by the content of what was
written, she secretly burnt everything. But the voice encouraged her to bring them with
her and read at religious sites she would visit.
Since 2001, Lady Xoan has worked ceaselessly to boost the activities of the Way of
the Jade Buddha. Besides organising training sessions for selected mediums and
conducting sessions as required by the Jade Buddha, she has managed the work at the
Temple and of the Society. She has organised key ceremonies, received guests and
researchers, and provided services for followers and clients. She has also instructed her
assistants to select spirit texts and edit them into self-published collections.
A New Type of Medium
Lady Xoan sees herself as a medium, but always stresses her distinctiveness from
other types of mediumship in Vietnam. In particular, she differentiates herself from
“traditional mediums” seen in popular mediumship rituals. Lady Xoan neither loses
consciousness nor needs music or costumes to engage with the Jade Buddha and other
spirits. She explains this difference as characteristic of “a heavenly medium” (đồng
thiên) not a “saint’s medium” (đồng thánh) as seen in Four Palaces beliefs. During our
conversations, she sometimes talked in plain language like an ordinary person and
sometimes talked in verse for hours. Yet, she still responded normally to my questions.
This also occurred when she conducted ceremonies before a thousand followers. She is
regularly possessed by the Jade Buddha to transmit spirit messages but she could still
fully control the ceremony. In these ways Lady Xoan’s mediumship dffered from more
common forms of possession in Vietnam that use of music (chầu văn), and costumes (see
Norton 2002; Endres 2007; 2008). Hers is closer to Rouget (1985) definition of
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“mediumistic possession” as distinct from “spirit possession”. The first type refers to the
preference for receiving spirit messages, which requires a quiet atmosphere; the second
focuses on entertaining spirits, so music is an essential element (see Endres 2008a;
Nguyen Thi Hien 2008).
This ability adds greatly to the respect for, and confidence in, Lady Xoan. I often
witnessed followers solemnly addressing her as “my Uncle” (thưa Bác) or “my Jade
Buddha” (thưa Đức Ngọc Phật) rather than by name. They did not know whether it was
actually Lady Xoan or the Jade Buddha they were addressing. One aspect of this respect
lies in their expectations of the potential benefits to be obtained from Lady Xoan’s
guidance. I was told a story about one of her clients: the man had become very rich after
he had consulted the Jade Buddha about his business in the field of civil construction.
Out of gratitude, he asked Lady Xoan if he could contribute around 200 million VND
(AUD 10,000) to the planned upgrade of the Temple. Because that was a large amount of
money at the time, Lady Xoan wanted to pay him back a part of the sum. He insisted that
his contribution was given with sincerity (lòng thành) to thank Uncle Hồ. What we can
see here is that the rewards Lady Xoan obtains from being a “heavenly medium” are not
only respect, but also material. Impressions of her distinctive ability and stories of
prestige and donations to the Peace Temple motivate people to learn about the
revelations of the Jade Buddha and his religious pathway.

Photograph 15: Heavenly characters and Lady Xoan’s translation
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A “Spiritual Revolution”
The Way of the Jade Buddha at the Peace temple is most widely known through an
early (2001) self-published booklet entitled “Following Uncle’s Way to save life”, which
reveals the advent of the spirit of Hồ Chí Minh and his plan of a “spiritual revolution” to
save the nation from “evils and invaders” (giặc tà). In 2010, Lady Xoan compiled a
collection of spirit poems called “Words of Spirits: Soul of the Heaven – Soul of the
Nation” (hereafter referred to as the Collection - see Photograph 15 above). Why was
such a “spiritual revolution” needed and what did it seek to achieve in Vietnam? The
concept is repeated in many spirit texts disseminated by the Peace Temple. In brief, this
“spiritual revolution” was seen as representing a major change in religious practices
ushered in by the new millennium. The revolution was also designed to perfect
relationships among “residents” of different but interrelated realms.
The revolution was to be accompanied by a new order that would free people and
the nation from dependency. The following is extracted verses from a long spirit poem
printed in the 2010 Collection:
A spiritual revolution was initiated from Heaven.
Old things will be replaced by new things.
The nation and the people will no longer be servants.
From now on a new order has been established
according to the Heavenly laws
and the demands of primary ancestors.
The new order was needed because there is a crisis affecting all the realms of heaven and
earth. According to Lady Xoan and members of the Peace Society, the Way of the Jade
Buddha affirms the existence of parallel worlds that influence human affairs. There is the
world of human beings and the world of spiritual entities (cõi Tâm linh). In the world of
spiritual entities, ultimate power is found in the heavenly realm (cõi Thiên) which covers
and governs Buddha’s realm (cõi Phật), the Yin realm (cõi Âm), and the earthly realm
(cõi Trần). But there has been a crisis in the Yin realm because of the inappropriate
attitudes and behaviour of people in the earthly realm.
Firstly, the crisis has been caused by residents of the earthly realm destroying the
living environment. At the same time, people have become too materialistic and forgetful
of their true ancestors now living in the spiritual world. Specifically, spirit texts
emphasise the following eight problems: a mistaken understanding of the origins of the
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Vietnamese people and an inadequate recognition of the primary ancestors; the over-use
of votive paper and objects; incorrect performance of traditional rituals to the Mother
Goddess; a mistake in dating the anniversary of the death of Hồ Chí Minh; the invalidity
of rituals of spirit possession; the pervasive worship of foreign spirits and gods;
inappropriate behaviour towards heroic war-dead soldiers; and the wrong diagnosis and
treatment of illnesses caused by spiritual entities. Because of these entrenched problems,
the spirits, ancestors and heroic war-dead soldiers had become angry and were causing
personal and social problems as punishment. The current situation had become
unacceptable and something had to be changed before it was too late.
The spirit texts of the Peace Society indicated that the earthly realm was in chaos,
requiring total transformation to regain balance and harmony with the world of spiritual
entities. Because of great success in self-perfection after his physical death, Hồ Chí
Minh’s spirit had been elected by the Heavenly Palace to realise a “spiritual revolution”
in the earthly realm. Ultimately, the revolution was to impose the Way of the Jade
Buddha. The Way would indicate clearly what spiritual objects (Vietnamese Buddhas,
saints, immortals, national heroes, and spirits) the Vietnamese must worship and the
correct way of worshipping.
To implement such a spiritual revolution, the Jade Buddha needed human assistants,
thus the Peace Society of Heavenly Mediums was established. Headed by Lady Xoan,
many other mediums were also chosen by the Jade Buddha to perform the Society’s
spiritual tasks. It is an organised society within the broader community of worshippers of
the Jade Buddha, one that works closely with the leadership of Lady Xoan and under the
command of the Jade Buddha. Once a member agrees to join the Society, he or she must
commit time and labour as required by the Jade Buddha. This is to be performed on a
voluntary basis, as no member can expect income from working for the Society.
However, some members confirmed that they were paid some money in the form of
stipends by Lady Xoan for travelling and staying away from home when conducting
spiritual duties assigned by the Jade Buddha.
Who Follows the Jade Buddha?
This section addresses the key characteristics of the followers of the Jade Buddha
and analyses their relationship with the Peace Temple and their supposed role in the task
of saving the nation. The data were collected from my on-site observations and my
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conversations with many participants and clients. These observations and conversations
occurred throughout the year, and in particular, during the major ritual events conducted
at the Peace Temple. In addition, I also had in-depth interviews with the leader as well as
with several core members of the Society.
During my time with the Peace Society, there were occasions when I witnessed over
1,000 people gathered to attend a ceremony. From my observations, followers of the
Way of the Jade Buddha can be categorised into three groups. The first are core
members, including 19 “heavenly mediums” of the Society who regularly work at the
Temple and strongly support the leader. The second – also the majority – are regular
members who carry out rituals, read and practise the doctrines at home and attend every
main ceremony at the Temple. The third are “floating” spiritual seekers who have no
strong commitment to the Way of the Jade Buddha or are clients who come for services
at the Temple when in need. People in all three groups come from various walks of life.
They include university lecturers, students, school teachers, doctors, policewomen, small
traders (usually women), businessmen, military veterans, retired state cadres, and
farmers. This suggests that the idea of the advent of a Jade Buddha linked to Hồ Chí
Minh’s spirit is appealing to many different audiences.
Members of the Peace Society
At present, there are 19 mediums, members of the Society, who work under Lady
Xoan’s leadership. Whenever required by the Jade Buddha, they gather at the Temple to
carry out “public services”. A working session can last for a week or more. These
members work all day on sớ that are similar to traditional reports to spirits. They are
written down and drawn in such a way as to be incomprehensible to ordinary people.
Written in heavenly characters (chữ thiên), illustrated with mysterious figures, a
completed sớ is read, placed on the altar and finally burned (see Photograph 16). Mr
Cam, 50, MA, a doctor at a hospital in Hanoi, also a member of the Peace Society (see
Photograph 17), told me that at these sessions, each medium works under the strict
guidance of the spirit that seizes (bóng) him or her. All he has to do is to hold the pen to
the surface of the paper and his fingers will be moved and characters and figures created
automatically. In this way, he is controlled by a spirit, acting as a vehicle. This trance
state is similar to certain shamanic forms found in other cultures as well.
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Photograph 16: Mr Miên and his completed “report”
Members of the Peace Society testify to a kind of calling and a commitment to
working for the Jade Buddha in the form of a signed petition (đơn) similar to a “divine
contract” (see Ackerman 2001). After receiving information in dreams, spirit mediums
find their way to the Peace Temple where they are tested and received by Lady Xoan.
The medium then writes an application to the Jade Buddha. When accepted, he or she
takes training courses under the guidance and surveillance of Lady Xoan. On
“graduation”, each receives a certificate (cấp sắc), then he or she is qualified to carry out
“spiritual duties” (việc nhà thánh). If a medium makes serious mistakes or tries to
“mislead spirits” (qua mắt Thánh), then the sắc will be taken back and they will lose
their magical powers. Once signed in the contract, these spirit mediums must follow the
rules and do whatever is required by the Jade Buddha.
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Photograph 17: Doctor Cam chanting words by the Jade Buddha after
working hours at a State hospital
The certificate is a form of evidence for clients that the mediums are legitimate and
that their chosen profession and new social status have the blessing of the Jade Buddha.
Most Vietnamese mediums have some kind of contract with a specific spirit that has
intentionally chosen them. But not many are invited to sign a divine contract with the
Jade Buddha. In the case of the Peace Society, once they have signed such a contract, the
leader and members of the Peace Society have become confident of their religious
activities. They believe in the eventual success of their joint endeavours to change
current popular beliefs and pave the way for the conquest over the entire country of the
Way of Jade Buddha.
At present, the Peace Society is supposed to carry out six duties: receive spiritwritings about the new spiritual era; introduce and realise heavenly laws; declare the
selection of spirit mediums and religions in Vietnam; implement tasks as required by the
spirits to save the nation; provide spiritual services for the masses; and carry out major
ceremonies and spiritual rituals. Such duties are assigned by the Jade Buddha via Lady
Xoan in accordance with His great plan for revolutionary change. Most work and time at
the Temple is dedicated to these duties. According to Lady Xoan, what the Society
focuses on rests mainly on the idea that its members are fulfilling what is neglected by
the state: taking care of the spiritual dimension of the nation (lo liệu phần tâm linh của
nước nhà).
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Believers in the Jade Buddha
Believers believe in the advent of the Jade Buddha act according to his teachings
through reading tenets, and maintain a close relationship with the Society. A follower
believes that when a man dies, his soul will be sent to the Yin realm. If he was a good
person, then his soul will soon be re-incarnated, back to the Yang realm. If the person did
very good deeds when he or she was alive then they can get to the heavenly realm. The
souls of very bad people must stay in the lowest level of the Yin realm, Hell, to suffer
torture. Some such souls may be released after a long time, some stay in Hell forever. It
is believed that if a person tries hard for tu (self-cultivation, self-correction, selfperfection) 29 while alive, then he or she has a greater chance of being re-incarnated as a
human being in the next life. Then he or she can continue their self-perfection until they
qualify to enter the heavenly realm forever to enjoy ultimate happiness and absolute
freedom.
Followers have a flexible relationship with the Society at the Peace temple. A
follower is encouraged to attend important events but attendance is not a must. There is
no strict requirement of loyalty to the faith in the Jade Buddha, and the Society does not
care whether a follower practices several different faiths at a time. Thus, the relationship
between followers and the Society is open, loose and unstable.
Regular followers have many reasons to visit the Temple. Attendance at main events
is considered not only to be proof of their loyal affiliation with the Way but also as a
chance to be blessed by the Jade Buddha. The Temple is also the place where followers
conduct pilgrimages, no matter how far it is from home. A woman who arrived at the
Temple from over 400 kms away in Lào Cai province via different buses told me that
“travelling from afar on a pilgrimage is the best way to show one’s wholeheartedness
(thể hiện lòng thành) and to be recognised by the spirits” (được thánh chứng cho) – a
basic condition to be granted good fortune. Maintaining a close connection with the
Temple is the best way to have priority when requesting services. Mrs Huyên, 35, a state
cadre, told me that she could not figure out for some months why she and her husband
did not get along well with each other. Despite their efforts at work, they both missed
every chance of promotion and they lost a lot of money through bad investments in
business affairs. She decided to go the Temple to ask the Jade Buddha for the actual
29

. For more discussion of these terms see Thien Do (2003), pp. 15-16.
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reasons, and for solutions. But she also knew that if you become a familiar face at the
Temple, you might “get priority when asking for direction from the Jade Buddha”,
mentioning unfamiliar clients who had come many times but were refused service.
Followers also come to the Temple for guide books on self-perfection and the organising
of home rituals. The closeness of a follower’s relationship with the Peace Society can be
seen in the frequency of his or her visits to the Temple.
When a follower visits the Temple, there are many reasons to spend money. For
attending ceremonies, one is supposed to donate money, though no specific amount is
demanded. Most people give 50,000VND (AUD 2.50). Some make it 500,000 VND
(AUD 25) or even much more. For spiritual services, such as fortune telling, treatment of
illness, exorcism, or the ritual of stabilising of ancestors’ graves, one can spend from
200,000 VND (AUD 10) to 9,00,000 VND (up to AUD 50). People who come for
ceremonies or services are advised to buy the latest booklets of spiritual texts or VCDs of
spiritual tasks carried out at the Temple. Miss Hà, one of Lady Xoan’s sisters, now
works as her secretary, assistant and cashier. A simple form of business has been
established by the Society to help manage the money. The relationship between the
Society and followers has thus become more like one between clients and the provider of
spiritual services.
Devoted followers are advised to worship Hồ Chí Minh at home. They should set up
an altar with two shelves. On the first shelf, there must be a national flag under which
there is placed a picture of Hồ Chí Minh and an incense burner (bát hương). This level is
for Uncle Hồ and the earth god (thổ công). The lower shelf, with another incense burner,
is for the family’s ancestors. On important days people should prepare offerings to
heaven and earth, to the national Buddha, immortals, saints, deities, the earth god and to
home ancestors. Offerings in the form of fresh flowers, cake or fruits should be prepared
on a daily basis for the home earth god and ancestors. There are no requirements for
dieting or burning of votive paper.
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Photograph 18: Praying: “Please let me follow the Jade Buddha”
The revolutionary changes that the Jade Buddha seeks to create need strong support
from his followers. The spirit texts can be seen as an appeal to followers to act for the
interests and future of the nation. Followers appear to be much inspired by the ideal that
they could, together with their Uncle Hồ, do something meaningful for the country (see
Photograph 18). Most followers relate to the idea of the advent of Hồ Chí Minh – a
familiar person they once believed in, and still respect. For Miss Thời, 47, a small trader
from Hưng Yên province, this simple logic helps to explain her decision to join the Way.
She argued that “a normal person who lives as a wise man will die as an efficacious
spirit” (sống khôn chết thiêng). Such a person as Uncle Hồ is a thousand times more
efficacious when he is dead. Now he is back and following him is surely the right thing
to do.” Mr Danh, 72, from Gia Lâm, Hanoi, shared with me that when he was young,
following Uncle Hồ’s appeal, he joined the army and took up a gun to librate the
homeland: “Now because I am told that he is back, I must follow his Way to save the
nation once again from falling into evil hands. If this is truly Uncle Hồ, why would I not
follow him?” People like Mr Danh see themselves as having been faithful to Hồ Chí
Minh in the past as acting responsibly under his spirit’s appeal for the country in the
present. Joining the army and celebrating victory was what truly made life meaningful. It
is again reflected in their present commitment to follow the Jade Buddha and contribute
to “saving the nation”. This nationalist inspiration is further discussed in the next section.
The Prophecy of National Salvation
The Way of the Jade Buddha at the Peace Society has pushed further its ambition to
win over its peers and attract the attention of a wider audience by sending out messages
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about the fate of the nation. It stresses the nation’s opportunity to be blessed by the Jade
Buddha, heavenly spirits and Vietnamese ancestors. At the same time, it makes many
threats of destruction if messages demanding change and correction to religious practice
are not heeded. Nationalism is evoked from a religious perspective and national salvation
is seen to respond to both the spirits’ will and followers’ efforts. Common concerns here
are the position of Vietnam as a nation-state on the world map, Vietnamese’s selfrepresentation, and the changes and sacrifices needed for the future prosperity of the
nation. Tenets of the Way of the Jade Buddha feature these themes.
A Sense of Religious Nationalism
As indicated in Chapter 2, pre-1975 and post-1986 new religious groups have
different ways of expressing nationalism. The Way of the Jade Buddha attempts to alter
popular awareness of nationalism. Its leader stresses that her agenda for change has
practical purposes. It spreads its own narrative of national origins, justification of the
current situation, and future of the nation. It tends to emphasise the exclusion of foreign
elements, in this case, imported religions. Such ideas are revealed in self-published
materials and rituals.
The teachings of the Jade Buddha at the Peace Temple strongly negate current state
explanations of the origins of the Vietnamese and their nation. New narratives revealed
in spirit texts – with titles such as “The History of Heaven” and “The History of the
Nation” – reaffirm, with minor changes, popular legends stating that the primary
ancestors of the Vietnamese were Lạc Long Quân (the Dragon) and Âu Cơ (the Fairy). In
the legend, the couple gave birth to a large egg which hatched 100 children. These
children are the ancestors of all the different ethnicities in Vietnam. These truths are said
to be written in a “heavenly book” (sử Trời), not simply legends. In such narratives, the
Jade Buddha talks about the privileged position of Vietnam and its people among
nations. For example, in one of the spirit poems in the 2010 Collection, there are
sentences which read:
The Vietnamese are the first children of the Heavenly Emperor.
They were born in the Yang realm before all other races.
Therefore, when the Way has become universal, all human beings will undertake
pilgrimages to Vietnam. The Jade Buddha teaches that there exists a unique “heavenly
soul” that will come down to Vietnam in the form of a real person whenever the country
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faces a challenge. The first incarnation of this soul was the first Father of the Viet,
followed by the Hùng kings, Trần Hưng Đạo, and most recently Hồ Chí Minh. To join
the Way of Uncle Hồ is to join a huge family, sharing not only a common ancestor, but
also one history, an earthly and Yin territory, and a bright future as the first chosen
nation and people. Such ideologies are strengthened through the performance of five
main ceremonies: the anniversary of the death of the Great Mother (March); the
anniversary of Hồ Chí Minh’s birth (May); the commemoration of the Heroic War-Dead
Soldiers (July); the anniversary of Hồ Chí Minh’s death (September); and the
anniversary of the death of Hồ Chí Minh’s mother (December). In addition, the feeling
of belonging to the “first family” of Vietnam is reaffirmed through a number of annual
rituals organised by the Society as required by the Jade Buddha.
Along with messages about the nation’s history and its current situation, the Way of
the Jade Buddha spreads prophecies of its promising future. Importantly, it prophesises a
future in which all nations are in a state of absolute independence:
There are heavenly laws for each specific people.
Which each country will apply for its own situation.
Each country will take care of its own Yin territory, 30
its own sovereignty and affairs.
Because of this independence, each nation is supposed to worship its own spirits and
gods. This also implies that no country will interfere in another’s internal affairs. Such
tenets insist that when the Jade Buddha completes his mission, there will be no foreign
invasions or wars.
Teachings of the Jade Buddha emphasise the idea of excluding all foreign religions.
This is expressed in verses of spirit poem, for example, “Let’s not worship foreign
Buddhas or gods. Let’s worship our own true Buddhas and spirits (Không thờ Phật chúa
ngoại bang. Mà thờ Phật Thánh rõ ràng nước ta)”. At a group meeting, I asked why
worshipping foreign Buddhas or gods mattered. The answer I was given by Lady Xoan:
“People who follow foreign religions must listen to the leaders of those churches. If
those leaders act against the [Vietnamese] state, then their believers will have to follow
them. More foreign religions are entering the country, thus the nation becomes more
exposed to danger.” Such a view reflects a xenophobic tendency amongst a section of the
30

. Each nation will have parallel earthly and Yin territories. Complete national sovereignty means
independence of both territories.
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population which does not support the government’s policies of reintegrating with the
world. By stressing a somewhat radical nationalistic ideology, the Way of the Jade
Buddha reveals its clear intention to transform the whole religious system and how
Vietnamese religion will look in the future.
Millennial threats
As revealed in the spirit texts, the Jade Buddha promises that when the “spiritual
revolution” is completed, people will enjoy good relationships with spirits and with the
dead. They will be freed from illness, worry and unfortunate events. No one from the
Peace Society believes that the revolution can fail because it is led by the spirit of Hồ Chí
Minh – the person who made the great revolution to free the nation in 1945. The progress
of the revolution has been much slower than expected. Recently, there have appeared
warnings in spirit texts published by the Society about heavier “spiritual punishments”
by the spirits and ancestors (hình phạt tâm linh) in the form of illnesses and natural
catastrophes. These “spiritual punishments” are strongly connected with the Jade
Buddha’s message of a “selection process” (lọc sàng) as a result of which only a small
percentage of human beings, mainly those who follow the Way of the Jade Buddha, will
survive.
The teachings of the Jade Buddha (kinh) are still being revealed, in the form of
spirit-writing at the Temple. Lady Xoan has made some 60 notebooks full of verses 31
that are easy to read and to remember, especially for the elders (see Photograph 19). The
first spirit poems were typed and complied in a collection in 2001 and many additional
collections have since been released. The spiritual texts convey criticism of the country’s
current situation. Basically, they state that the nation is in an alarming situation because
major problems have not been solved; saving the nation becomes an urgent duty.
Saving the nation means saving its people from “spiritual punishment” (hình phạt
tâm linh) and the burden of “spiritual debts”. It is believed that any trouble a person has
is related to spiritual punishment. According to a summary by Trần Văn in his

31

. Most of Society’s spirit poems are written in form of thơ lục bát. This is the traditional Vietnamese way
of writing poetry. Such a poem consists of pairs of six and eight-word sentences. The rule is simple. A
poem begins with the six-word sentence. The sound of the sixth word of the next eight-word sentence must
be similar to the sound of the last word of the first sentence. The next six-word sentence must end with a
word that has a similar sound to the last word of the previous eight-word sentence. To the Vietnamese, thơ
lục bát are simple to write, and easy to read and remember.
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introduction to the Collection, 32 there are three levels of punishment: global, national,
and kin. The reason for “spiritual punishment” is that all nations and people have done
bad things in the past and now do not act according to newly-released heavenly laws.
Recent terrible storms in the U.S, floods in China, and the tsunami in Japan have been
referred to as examples. A strong warning from the Society has emphasised that such
disasters will keep happening at a global level if human beings continue to act against the
teachings of the Jade Buddha. Each country will endure specific punishments, including
social disorder, civil and other wars, terrible crime, etc. depending upon the level of
wrongdoing against the spiritual world.

Photograph 19: Reading newly-released Jade Buddha’s teachings
At the kin level, if a person does wrong, the punishment will fall not on that person
alone but on other family members and in the next generation. The one who is guilty and
is punished by secular state laws when alive must also take punishment when dead.
Anyone who commits a serious crime will have his or her soul sent to hell:
Then you will suffer for long.
Because of karma you carry on your shoulders.
When you die, you will be put into Hell’s prison.
Money and the good position of your tomb cannot help.
Your soul is tortured anyway
according to the degree of evil you have done.
32

. Trần Văn, MA wrote the Introduction to Words of Spirits: Heavenly soul - National soul. He is
currently working for a government department, but in his free time, he is interested in the Way of the Jade
Buddha and any spiritual groups that claims to be able contact Hồ Chí Minh’s spirit. He is a member of the
Friends of the Peace Society.
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Living members in the family of the one whose soul is punished in hell will be punished
in the forms of madness, by being born an invalid or by having to endure a terrible
illness for the whole of his or her life. This is often interpreted as Yin illness. Mr Khu, a
follower from Thái Nguyên province, told me his story:
I have a child who was born an invalid. Spirits at the Temple revealed
that the reason is that in the past my grandfather had a blood debt to
the people (có nợ máu với nhân dân). He worked for the colonial
regime. Many communist revolutionaries died because he provided
information about their hidden plans. Unfortunately, it is my second
child who must endure the pain of paying this debt for the whole
family. To lessen my child’s burden and for our next life as well, I will
do everything required at spiritual places. It is written in the spirit
poems that such a debt can last for 10 generations.
Thus to avoid punishments, it is not only essential for followers to learn and practice but
also push the nation to accommodate the “heavenly laws”.

Photograph 20: Lady Xoan performing an exorcism on a woman
The ill-will of the malignant souls of foreign invaders is said to be destroying the
nation’s strength and its people’s well-being. At a personal level, the evil spirits try to get
into a person’s body, to control it or to cause violence against others. This is why the
Society focuses much of its activity on exorcism (see Photograph 20).
On the national scale, what evil spirits are doing is even more dangerous. Yin illness
is caused by the displeasure or anger of ancestors, or by malevolent acts of evil spirits.
Dr Phạm Khiêm, PhD in Marxist philosophy, is currently working on the editorial board
of a journal of the Ministry of Health in Hanoi, involved in the research of the Centre for
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Research of Special Phenomena and Human Potential, a researcher of faith in Hồ Chí
Minh’s spirit, and a member of the Friends of the Peace Society. He explained to me that
evil spirits are malevolent souls of the dead, especially the souls of foreign soldiers who
died on Viet soil in the last thousand years. When alive, they wanted to destroy the
country and kill the Vietnamese. Now that they are dead, they continue to seek the same
results. Evil spirits not only cause difficult-to-treat diseases, they also cause social
disorder, deterioration of morality, and family crises. In his explanation, evil spirits are
also trying to get inside the minds of national leaders in order to control them. “If evil
spirits get stronger, the Vietnamese can lose the nation”, he said. Therefore, exorcising
evil through collective ritual is not only a matter of personal health but also of national
security.
In the old days, the treatment of Yin illness was performed by a spiritual master who
could only work with one “patient” at a time. However, the Society assures its audiences
that it can free everyone of all forms of Yin illness via new kinds of collective ritual.
This is a measure of its power and importance. It is the spiritual sphere that will save the
nation.
Such warnings of spiritual punishment and related threats are found in many
religious doctrines. In Vietnam, older NRMs in the south, such as the Way of the Strange
Scent from the Precious Mountain (đạo Bửu Sơn Kỳ Hương) and Caodaism disseminated
general and vague threats of destruction in the lead-up to a new era. The tenets of the
Peace Society have been developed in a comparable manner. In this era, it provides new
interpretations of ancestors’ punishments which are linked with contemporary events that
people can observe and experience for themselves in everyday life.
Introducing “Heavenly laws”
In pushing major change through the publication of the Jade Buddha’s wishes,
advice and demands, the Peace Society has also introduced many sets of “heavenly laws”
(luật Thiên). The laws are said to apply universally. For example:
These are laws to adjust human behaviour.
The Heavenly Palace wants all peoples of the Yang realm
to strictly follow the heavenly laws.
No suppression and no killing.
Each nation must take charge of its sovereignty
and protect its own people.
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Generally speaking, such laws emphasise first the sovereignty of the Yang nation in
parallel with its related spiritual nation; the termination of the activities of foreign
religions and beliefs; and the recognition of Hồ Chí Minh as the ultimate object of
spiritual worship. Many “articles” from the heavenly laws have been introduced such as
the prohibition of votive paper notes and of vegetarian offerings to the Great Mother of
the nation; recognition of the correct date of the anniversary of Hồ Chí Minh’s death; and
the prohibition on worshipping foreign spiritual objects.
At the Temple, many people told me that major changes can only be realised by
imposing “strong measures” (biện pháp mạnh), meaning the “heavenly laws”, on society
and many have acted as models by applying such laws in their daily lives. They argue
that the state’s rule is weak and that many people nowadays do not respect it, but if they
were afraid of the spirits, then they would follow the “heavenly laws”. Lady Xoan told
me that “the secular laws are always incomplete so there are always bad people who
break them. Then corruption keeps arising.” By contrast, the “heavenly laws” she
mentioned are straightforward, detailed, and coherent.
In summary, the Way of the Jade Buddha’s emphasis on national salvation and
nationalism with a religious perspective has two implications. In stressing national
salvation, the Way of the Jade Buddha puts its followers at the centre of the task of
“saving the nation”. This can be considered one of its creative strategies to inspire and
mobilise supporters. Meanwhile, the expression of a radical form of religious nationalism
can be seen as an attempt to reconfigure the notion of nationalism by provoking the
interest of the audience, including the authorities.
Legitimating the Belief in Hồ Chí Minh’s Spirit
In this section I highlight efforts that the Society has made to legitimise the belief in
Hồ Chí Minh’s spirit and to seek a secure place for itself in the religious sphere. There
are two main types of activities that the Society has pursued to directly and indirectly
affect the state authorities’ view of the Way of the Jade Buddha. On the one hand, it has
continued to seek an opportunity to obtain a form of recognition from the state. On the
other hand, it has tried to mobilise support from its audience by demonstrating that what
it is doing is of benefit to the nation.
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Persistent Requests for Acceptance
Lady Xoan has tried to register the Society’s activities several times with the local
authorities over many years without success. The common answer received was that
local authorities could not decide but had to “wait for precise instructions from the
government” (chờ Nhà nước quyết). Sometimes, she has wanted to create a high profile
for her Society’s activities. When I attended a ritual she organised with thousands of
attendees, I asked what would happen if the local authorities came. She confidently
answered that it would be good if they came since she looked for any opportunity to
better inform them. She insisted that one of the priorities for the Society was to gain
legitimation for the Way of the Jade Buddha, one way or another. Despite failing to be
granted registration of its religious activities by the local authorities, the Society
continues to seek acceptance and recognition from state authorities.
Lady Xoan looks for support from state officials whom she believes could speak to
people in power. In 2011, she established a club of people who were interested in Hồ Chí
Minh’s spirit. About 30 people were invited to join, including scientists, state officials,
and intellectuals whom she knew supported the legitimation of the faith in Hồ Chí Minh
as a Jade Buddha. Active members of the Society known to me hold important positions
in government ministries and departments. One, Dr Phạm Khiêm (see above), because of
his interest in extra-sensory perception and spirit world has done research with the
Centre for Research of Special Phenomena and Human Potential in Hanoi. He sees
himself as not only a researcher of the Way of the Jade Buddha but also as an activist
promoting state recognition of the Vietnamese Way of Spirits (đạo tâm linh dân tộc). At
the Peace Temple, Phạm Khiêm is always warmly welcomed not only as a representative
of the state apparatus but also as a researcher who is expected to “scientifically” explain
the logic of the Way of the Jade Buddha and the importance of tasks to save the nation.
By encouraging such connections, the Society has sought to mobilise support from
intellectuals who are better placed and able to influence state’s regulation of the new
belief in Hồ Chí Minh’s spirit (see Photograph 21).
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Photograph 21: A Society group discussion with a state researcher
In May 2011, Lady Xoan published two major collections of spirit-writing after ten
years, in the form of a desk-top generated booklet. She also established a Friends of the
Peace Society club. Two members of the club were drawn into the distribution of the
booklet. Trần Văn (see above) was required to write the introduction to the Collection
while Phạm Khiêm was assigned the task of sending the documents directly to the
highest leaders of the Communist Party, and relevant ministries of the government, as
well as local authorities. The documents continued repeated messages directly asking the
government to recognise the Way of the Jade Buddha as the official and only religion of
Vietnam. Lady Xoan’s persistent requests for acceptance exhibit no fear of being
suppressed by the authorities.
“We do Public Services, too!”
The Society stresses its contribution to the nation in its investments of time, labour,
and resources. By calling what it does “public services” (việc công), the Society
distances itself from other types of spiritual practice that only aim at providing services
to clients. The performance of public services itself attracts followers.
Two days before the National Day for Heroic War-Invalids and War-Dead Soldiers
(ngày tưởng nhớ Thương binh Liệt sĩ) 27 July, I received a phone call from an informant
about the anniversary of all Vietnamese heroic war-dead soldiers to be held by the
Society of Heavenly Mediums. It would take place on the 25 July. By 9.30am, many
private buses were parked outside and the crowd of participants occupied all ways into
the temple. All six neighbouring premises were mobilised for participants to attend the
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event. In the front yard of the temple, hundreds of people were talking noisily while
watching a large screen. On the screen, Lady Xoan was performing an exorcism (giải tà)
on a woman in her mid-30s. Centre stage before the Temple, she was surrounded by all
members of the Society. Beside the screen, there was a large altar beneath the picture of
Hồ Chí Minh in the pose of greeting people with his right hand raised. Above the altar
hung two large red banners: “Towards the National Anniversary of Heroic War-Dead
soldiers”; “We forever show gratitude to Vietnamese heroic war-dead soldiers”.
I was told that there had been “a sudden increase in the number of joiners this time”.
My informant lowered his voice. “We did not expect the over 1,300 that have come.
Sorry, I have to quickly prepare food for offerings to spirits and for all the participants.”
Lady Xoan came and showed me to her central stage. “You see, so many people came
today. I did not invite all these followers. Heads of local branches are required to
organise the same ceremony at their home bases as here.”
With, the screen turned off, old ladies stood up and sang songs. The lyrics were from
Jade Buddha spirit-poem, but the melody came from folk songs or from popular modern
songs about Hồ Chí Minh. The crowd clapped each time a song was finished. After 30
minutes of this entertainment, Lady Xoan appeared before the crowd. She said into the
microphone: “Thank you people for coming and attending the anniversary. Today I know
that there are people who come here with evil souls (tà) inside their bodies. They [evil
souls] like feasting because they are hungry all the time. I won’t do any exorcism today
because of the importance of the anniversary. But listen well, evils, you must not cause
any disturbance or I will punish you.”
The anniversary celebrations then began with simultaneous loud sounds from a
drum and a bell. The crowd fell silent. Lady Xoan, sitting in the Temple chamber,
dressed in a bright yellow costume, read a votive report (sớ) and then the Jade Buddha’s
spirit poems especially written for this event. A cameraman captured her actions and
voice and everything was transmitted to the outside screen so that the crowd could
clearly see and hear. In the middle of the ritual, Lady Xoan’ voice suddenly changed. It
now sounded similar to the voice of Hồ Chí Minh, with its familiar accent and rhythm.
“Here comes Uncle Hồ” (Bác về đấy), whispered someone joyfully. Everyone bowed
deeply at the end of each couplet read by Lady Xoan, and the crowd chanted, “Please let
me follow the Jade Buddha!” “Please let me follow the Jade Buddha!”
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This ceremony is performed annually and is considered an important “public
service” (see Photograph 22). In the Society’s view, the Vietnamese heroic war-dead
soldiers deserve more than what the Party-state at present does for them. It is not
satisfied with the secular way of commemorating the heroic war-dead soldiers. What the
Society emphasises is that spirits of these soldiers exist and thus must be worshipped
with dedication. Lady Xoan and members of the Society continue to petition the state to
build a national temple for the war-dead soldiers.

Photograph 22: A working session of members of the Society
The paring of notions of “spiritual revolution” with “heavenly laws” reflects the
Way of the Jade Buddha’s efforts to fundamentally transform the society so as to
legitimise itself. Its aim is the reconfiguration of much of the current social order, norms,
popular beliefs, and the state’s attitude to religion; its growth is taken to be a vindication
of its chosen path and methods.
Reconfiguring the Politics of Hồ Chí Minh
As can be seen in the previous section, the Peace Society is straightforward in
asking for legitimacy of the belief in Hồ Chí Minh as the Jade Buddha without fear of
suppression. This section seeks to explain why suppression has not occurred to groups
that worship Hồ Chí Minh and what these groups are actually doing to influence the
Party-state’s politics of Hồ Chí Minh.
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Photograph 23: Motivational billboard in Hanoi in 2010
The Party-state’s politics of Hồ Chí Minh should be examined through agenda of
commemoration and nation-wide campaigns to perpetuate the memory of this national
leader. Since his death in 1969, the Party-state has created many ways to commemorate
Hồ Chí Minh (e.g. as seen in Photograph 23). A large stone mausoleum was built in 1975
in the centre of Hanoi to preserve his corpse. The mausoleum now attracts over 15,000
visitors weekly. Saigon, was renamed Hồ Chí Minh City in 1975. Recently a memorial
complex was built at Nghệ An in central Vietnam, with a very large statue of Hồ Chí
Minh standing in a well-designed square. Statues and pictures, in fact, can be found in
almost every central and local state office. Commemoration of Hồ Chí Minh also appears
in the arts, literature, education and music (see Hue-Tam Ho Tai 1995; Norton 2002;
Pham Quynh Phuong 2009).
Although the Party-state seeks to take the lead in social commemoration of the
national leader, people also choose to memorialise him in their own ways. They make
home altars, home museums, build village shrines (see Malarney 1996b; Hoàng Thùy
2010; Hoàng Kiệt 2012), and integrating him into the altars of indigenous spirits at
Buddhist temples. At the Hà Tiên Buddhist temple in Vĩnh Phúc province, in the last
building of the complex, which is used for worshipping indigenous mother goddesses, I
saw a chamber where an altar was specially set up for Hồ Chí Minh. A large national
flag was hung upon the wall behind his statue. The monk in charge explained that
bringing Uncle Hồ into places for the worship of mother goddesses and national heroes
at Buddhist temples had become common.
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The Party-state still runs many campaigns, strongly supported by the mass media, to
make Hồ Chí Minh a powerful symbol of national solidarity and of social morality – a
perfect example of personal sacrifice for the nation’s interests. His thoughts and morality
are said to be still valuable, still relevant to the current situation. There have been
numerous initiatives called “social movements” encouraging state cadres and people to
learn from his example. In 2007, the Politburo of the Central Committee of the
Communist Party of Vietnam issued the Directive No. 06 - CT/TW of a nation-wide
campaign for “Learning and following Hồ Chí Minh’s moral example.” 33 Throughout
the country, contests were organised to support the campaign, attracting millions of
participants. As the Directive emphasised, the main purpose of the campaign was to raise
public awareness of the great value of Hồ Chí Minh’s moral thoughts for the entire
political and social system. The campaign hoped to encourage Party members and others
to learn and creatively apply Hồ Chí Minh’s ideology into the current task of nationbuilding.
According to Pham Quynh Phuong (2009), the Party-state wants to promote the
veneration of Hồ Chí Minh among people in a modern way which is “less religious” and
thus “less superstitious”. She indicates that worshiping Ho Chi Minh is considered as
“synonymous with worshipping an ancestor rather than a spirit” (2009: 166). Clearly, the
Party-state wants to emphasise the secular dimension in its promotion for veneration of
Hồ Chí Minh. The secular deification of Hồ Chí Minh therefore remains an on-going
process.
Yet the Party-state’s political agenda can have some unexpected outcomes. People
do venerate Hồ Chí Minh in public spaces but much like how they worship spirits and
gods, and this is hard for the Party-state to control (see Malarney 1996b, 1997; Pham
Quynh Phuong 2009). As can be seen in the lower part of Photograph 24 below, taken in
the front court of the People’s Committee of the Kiến An District, fresh flowers and
sticks of incense have been placed under Hồ Chí Minh’s statue. Similar offerings can be
seen in many public spaces where his statue or image is placed.

33

. See the full text in Vietnamese at http://www.xaydungdang.org.vn/Home/vankientulieu/2007/270/Chithi-so-06CTTW-cua-Bo-Chinh-tri-ngay-07-thang-11.aspx
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Photograph 24: Inside the People Committee of the Kiến An District
These side-effects of the Party’s effort to create a “personality cult” around Hồ Chí
Minh have been described by by Malarney (1997) as follows:
People did respond to the image of Hồ, but for reasons sometimes
different from those articulated by the Party. In Hồ they saw a leader
who epitomised local ideas about the modest, sympathetic,
incorruptible, and effective leader who brought benefits to his
community. In Hồ they also saw a standard by which political leaders
and Party members could be legitimately judged (1997: 918).
Strong criticism of state officials and Party members who fail to fulfil their duties often
has a parallel in the absolute idealisation of Hồ Chí Minh’s personality and
achievements. Many NRMs seek to develop the religious aspect of this idealisation. The
Peace Society is an example of an NRM which proclaims that Uncle Hồ was from birth a
heaven-sent hero, not an ordinary person. The side-effects I discuss here can be seen as
catalyst for NMRs to reinvent and develop the deification of Hồ Chí Minh.
To sum up, two important points emerge from discussions of NRMs and the Partystate’s politics of Hồ Chí Minh. First, the Party-state faces a dilemma in dealing with
what it unintentionally creates in regard to its promotion of veneration of Hồ Chí Minh.
The line is blurred between the form of veneration of Hồ Chí Minh that is likely to be
endorsed by the Party-state and those that will be suppressed because they are considered
being superstitious. Thus, groups that worship Hồ Chí Minh are currently enjoying more
freedom than groups that worship different religious objects. This leads to the
authorities’ inconsistency and confusion in dealing with the worship of Hồ Chí Minh.
Second, inconsistency and confusion reflect the authorities’ weakness in controlling the
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worship of Hồ Chí Minh. NRMs are taking advantage of this through reconfiguring the
politics of Hồ Chí Minh. They have sought to embed more, not less, the spiritual and
religious aspects in the veneration of this national leader.
Conclusion
The case of the Peace Society of Heavenly Mediums reveals that the worship of Hồ
Chí Minh has now gone further than was indicated by Malarney (1996b). It has also gone
beyond the familiar and beyond the traditional veneration of ancestors or national heroes
to meet the basic criteria of a new religion on a nation-wide scale.
In this case, we can speak of attempts and experiments by influential segments of
the population to foster change. Hồ Chí Minh remains a powerful symbol in the politics
of Vietnamese nation-building. His deification and veneration reflect how he has been
made to become a similarly powerful symbol in the religious sphere. The Peace Society
has bought new symbol of “the Jade Buddha”, new vocabularies, a new dynamism and a
greater diversity of Hồ Chí Minh worship to Vietnam. The Society’s success in
developing the idea of the advent of a Jade Buddha has contributed to the expansion of
religious notions and practices associated with national heroes.
The invention and insertion of a new figure into the popular religious pantheon, as
demonstrated by the Peace Society, has a number of implications. The propagation of
nationalism from a religious perspective an ambitious agenda to foster the idea of “one
religion for the Vietnamese” is integral to a strategy aimed at gaining authority and
legitimacy. It is a form of religious development that advocates indigenous values and
radically excludes foreign elements. A corollary is the criticism of key cultural-religious
agendas and policies, and strong demands for change. From this perspective, these
NRMs represent people’s efforts to influence the Party-state’s regulation of religion and
its religious ideology as well as its control of emerging minority religious groups. This
demonstrates how emerging actors within the religious sphere have sought to reconfigure
the political sphere. They have sought to advance their alternative worldview over that of
the atheism imposed upon them. They have sought to pursue not only autonomy but also
spiritual solace and to realise their aspirations for the future.
In the next chapter, I introduce my third case study, the Tố Dương’s Field of Extrasensory Perception. It represents a trend that seeks to combine various elements of
spiritual and religious practices and modern knowledge.
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CHAPTER 6: AN ATTEMPT TO RECONFIGURE BUDDHISM:
THE GREAT MOTHER’S FIELD OF ESP
Truths are light. Why must they be hidden?
(Sự thật là ánh sáng. Sao phải che giấu?)
Master Bang, founder/leader

Introduction
In this chapter, I examine the Great Mother’s Field (Trường Mẫu), also known as
the Tố Dương’s Field of Extra-sensory Perception (Trường ngoại cảm Tố Dương)
located in Hanoi and founded over 20 years by Dr Bang, a former university lecturer.
This NRM, though it re-uses parts of Buddhist doctrine, asserts that its “new genuine
Buddhist doctrine” is a replacement of the original Buddhist doctrines. The new doctrine
it introduces to its audience reveals an interesting combination of religious ideas and
modern science. Followers are trained in extra-sensory perception practice in order to
directly receive information and support from spiritual entities so as to create a
breakthrough in the process of self-perfection.
Across Asia, we find many NRMs based on Buddhist philosophy and practices.
Despite their diversity, these movements share key features. For example, most re-use
and modify elements of Buddhist doctrines and self-cultivation practices; they provide
audiences with new interpretations of original Buddhist doctrines and adapt these to the
contemporary social context; and they are interested in personal experiences of the other
world. Because only selected elements from Buddhism are re-used, with modification,
these movements should be seen as Buddhist-based NRMs rather than Buddhist sects.
In East and Southeast Asia, there are many Buddhist-based NRMs, exhibiting a
diversity of religious creativity in their efforts to reform Buddhism. Susumu Shimazono
(2004) has found a diversity of religious movements in Japan which are strongly
Buddhist in their orientation or have roots in traditional Buddhism. Among others, some
groups are described as Lotus-Sutra based NRMs (Soka Gakai) or Buddhist-based lay
religious movements (Reiyukai). In China and Korea, there are religious movements that
emphasise a belief in the coming of Maitreya. Maitreya, one of the Buddhas found in
Buddhist scripture, is the future Buddha, who will end the current world of inequality
and suffering and create a promising new one (see Sang Taek Lee 1996). According to
Christopher S. Queen (1996), many Buddhist liberation movements in Asia are led by
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charismatic leaders who provide new readings of ancient Dharma (Queen 1996: 8-9).
These movements focus on Buddhists’ engagement with the society’s this-worldly
issues, reforming Buddhist doctrines and institutions while emphasising the
“rationalisation of religious life” and mental and moral development (Queen 1996: 7).
In Vietnam, Hòa Hảo Buddhism, formed in 1939 in the South, is an example of such
engaged Buddhism. This religion saw itself as belonging to Buddhism but encouraged
followers to engage with the social world and act responsibly towards compatriots and
the nation. One of its main innovations was a preference for the practice of selfcultivation (tu thân) and study of the Buddha (học Phật) in private home spaces over an
attachment to an isolated Buddhist monastery (see Thien Do 2003; Bourdeaux 2005). In
this aspect, it was this-worldly rather than other-worldly in orientation.
In contemporary Cambodia, Marston and Guthrie (2004: 1) have discovered that
many “small, unusual religious movements” which emerged basing on Buddhist
doctrines and practices. In Hong Kong and Taiwan, the True Buddha School, is
considered by Tam Wai Lun (2001) as an NRM whose success is based on a
combination of selected elements from Taoism and Tantric Buddhism such as the
framework of self-cultivation. From popular religion, it has taken on magical techniques
such as charm writing and divination (2001:146-150). In this movement, extra-sensory
perceptions and mystical religious experiences are said to be achievable via selfcultivation and training (2001: 150). Although these movements develop different
aspects of Buddhism, they represent a recognition and appreciation of Buddhist legacies
and exhibit a broad faith that certain parts of those legacies continue to be essential for
people living a modern life.
In certain aspects, NRMs such as these have something in common with New Age
movements in Western countries. Thomas Reuter (2009) argues that New Age
movements do not see religious traditions as providing the path to the world beyond this
one. To reach the supernatural world, prominent New Age movements encourage
followers to focus inwards, on the self, to learn about their true nature and potential. A
New Ager believes that human potential is greater than we might think. By discovering
and utilising inner capacity, anyone can heal his or her self in both mental and physical
aspects. Some New Age movements go so far as to see sickness as resulting from
“incorrect ways of understanding, most commonly those which are disconnected from
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the spiritual realm” (Peter Clarke 2006: 30). The only way to get to know such a realm is
through self-practice to gain personal experience (Reuter 2009: 858). The focus of such
movements is their individual efforts of self-actualisation (Paul Heelas 1999) or selfcultivation (Clarke 2006).
NRMs have found fertile soil in mankind’s quest for psychic, mystical, and religious
experiences (see Geoffrey Nelson 1987: 38; Saliba 1995: 23-24). Many New Age
movements and some NRMs are interested in certain forms of extra-sensory perception
practice. NRMs of this type stress experiments to assess divine knowledge and wisdom.
In many ways, to talk about ESP is to talk about the quest for hidden human powers and
for assessing superhuman wisdom and supernatural experience.
In this quest, New Age movements and NRMs also utilise certain aspects of modern
science. Discussing new religions, William Sim Bainbridge (1997) predicts that they will
emerge constantly and “some will rest on assumptions more in tune with science and
providing comfort more satisfactory for inhabitants of advanced industrial societies”
(1997: 417). Similar spiritual movements of this sort combine knowledge from ancient
religious traditions - both Western and Eastern - and new discoveries of modern natural
science, especially physics. Fritjof Capra, author of The Tao of Physics is listed among
the most influential authors to have inspired the rise of New Age movements in Europe
and in the USA in the 1980s (see Hanegraaff 1988).
In Vietnam, some forms of extra-sensory perception practice appeared in the early
20th century in connection with the emergence of local NRMs. In the South during the
French colonial period, a number of intellectuals were interested in “French spiritualism”
and the possibility of making contact with the souls of the dead and gaining guidance
from spiritual entities of the other world (see Đào Duy Anh 2007). The most prominent
example is Caodaism, an NRM founded by a Vietnamese intellectual in 1925 (see Đỗ
Quang Hưng 2000, 2009). At present, one fashionable practice called ngoại cảm aims to
trace the lost graves of war-dead soldiers via communication with their souls. The word
“ngoại cảm” is tossed about freely in Vietnam today. People tend to use it as a
translation of “extra-sensory perception” to refer to a wide range of practices which aim
to communicate with souls of the dead and with spiritual entities, without using ordinary
human senses. Some founders of contemporary NRMs, including the two discussed in
previous chapters, see themselves as ESP practitioners who can directly communicate
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with non-human sources of prophecy, information and energy. ESP practice, from this
perspective, is one of the foundations for the formation and development of Vietnamese
NRMs.
In this chapter, the Great Mother’s Field is examined as evidence of a tendency of
NRM formation through a reconfiguration of Buddhism. Attention is paid to how a new
religious doctrine has been built based on the combination of established Buddhist
doctrine, knowledge that is said to be scientific and philosophical as well as emphasising
ESP practices that draw on indigenous Vietnamese concepts of spirit mediumship. To
demonstrate these points, I first analyse the role of the founder in the process of
formation and development of the Field. I then consider the key contents of its doctrine
of revelations by a new Grand Buddha and the World of Truth, and how the followers
experience that world through participation in rituals and through ESP practices. Where
possible, I highlight features of the doctrine and practices that make this NRM similar to
New Age movements outside of Vietnam. I next examine attempts to reconfigure
traditional Buddhism through modification of core concepts of Buddhist doctrine and
integration of alternative doctrines derived from selected modern-scientific concepts. I
then explore the possibility that the Field’s ambition to bring about a new form of
Buddhism may reflect a desire to maintain Buddhism’s significance in a modernising
society.
The World of Truth
The Great Mother’s Field began with message-receiving via family spirit medium
sessions that revealed privileges that the World of Truth grants to the Vietnamese. In
Vietnam, spirit mediumship does not often lead to the formation of a new religion. It
mostly refers to a process whereby a person is seized by spirits and acts as a medium for
spiritual messages (see DiGregorio and Salemink 2007; Nguyen Thi Hien 2008; Endres
2008a). However, in this section, I demonstrate that the Great Mother’s Field began with
attributes of traditional spirit mediumship but then developed into an NRM with a
highly-educated leader, a complete doctrine, permanent followers, and rituals.
The Spiritual Master with a PhD
Master Bang founded the “Trường Ngoại cảm Tố Dương” (Tố Dương’s Field of
Extra-sensory perception, also the Great Mother’s Field) in Hanoi in 1991 and is
currently its leader. “Tố Dương” is explained as instruction to the Truth. It is also the
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title of the new Buddha who is going to be in power for the new circle of time. “Trường
Ngoại cảm” means the field where Tố Dương’s information and energy is received and it
is also a school where students are trained to be ESP-capable. Seeing itself as the unique
point of contact with spiritual entities of the turning century, the Field has emphasised its
mission in promulgating the “new genuine Buddhist doctrine” (Chính kinh mới) and in
guiding its members to practise self-perfection to be ready for the coming of a new circle
of time (chu kỳ mới). Unlike most contemporary spiritual masters, Master Bang keeps a
low profile. It is not easy for a stranger to be received by him. When I had opportunities
to meet him, he asked more questions than I did. The following account was constructed
from various sources: information from our conversations; written materials (journalistic
reports, copies of his petitions and exchanged letters), and stories I collected from his
followers.

Photograph 25: Master Bang (in the white hat) at Hương Pagoda
Master Bang was born in 1943 (see Photograph 25), in Hải Phòng, a coastal city in
the North. His father was one of the founders of the Revolutionary Association of
Vietnamese Youth (Việt Nam Thanh niên cách mạng đồng chí hội) – a group founded by
Hồ Chí Minh in 1925 to fight the French colonists and to promulgate Marxism in
Vietnam. This group was the early form of the Vietnamese Communist Party. After
graduation from the Hanoi University of Science and Technology (Đại học Bách Khoa
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Hà Nội) as a top-ranking student, he was granted a scholarship for postgraduate
education in East Germany. Back home with a PhD in environmental protection, he
became a full-time lecturer in the Faculty of Chemical Engineering of his university. His
wife, Mrs Ngân, also worked as a lecturer, in industrial technology at the National
Economics University (Đại học Kinh tế Quốc dân). They had two daughters and lived in
a small house located in the university’s residential area.
It was said that all family members, especially Master Bang and his two daughters,
were suddenly possessed by many Buddhas and spirits in 1989. He described the
incident as “falling into the preserved field of the World of Truth” (Thế giới Chân lý). At
this time, spiritual entities from that world frequently visited the family and left
numerous spirit messages. When a spirit entered a family member, that person would
speak the spirit’s words while others would quickly note them down. All messages were
carefully recorded with the titles of the messengers and the specific time (see Photograph
26). Most importantly, it was said that a “new genuine Buddhist doctrine” was released
by Tố Dương – a new Buddha. ESP-based techniques in communicating with Buddhas
and spirits, and in curing illnesses, were also introduced.

Photograph 26: Copies of the Field’s hand-written booklets
Messages from the World of Truth vary in terms of content and form. These are not
limited to the new Buddhist doctrine transmitted from Tố Dương. According to Master
Bang, the main reason is that many messengers, including world-renowned Western and
Eastern philosophers, kings, scientists, poets, writers, educators, spirits, deities, saints,
heroes, and medicinal masters are trying to tell humanity something important about the
new circle of time that is about to come. Master Bang explained that all these entities
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once were human beings but they had practiced self-perfection. After completing that
process, they entered the World of Truth, then managed to transfer to human beings
wisdom and essential information to assist them to self-perfect as well.
At the Great Mother’s Field, Master Bang has an extraordinary method for curing
illness. He uses no medicine or herbs. When a patient comes, he uses his ESP ability to
learn about the patient’s state of health, analyse the reasons for the illness, and guide the
patient to cure the illness themselves. In many cases, he transmits his endowed energy to
the patient to assist in the healing process. Very often, patients are advised to avoid
getting 13 specific kinds of spiritual illness. 34 Although no fee was required, patients
would be cured as long as they committed to listening seriously to dharma talks, and to
reading and practising the new doctrine. Since it was believed that his method was very
effective, many patients came seeking treatment.
Master Bang does not see himself as a “living Buddha”, as claimed by journalists
and by some followers. He considers himself a pathfinder or a guide, from whom
followers can find the right way to escape suffering. He also considers what happened to
him and his family members as “ESP practice” which is scientifically explicable.
Whenever he needs to verify something, he will ask spiritual entities for information.
With the authority of linking to supernatural knowledge in “real time”, his judgment of
daily events has a great influence on his audience.
In 1992, as the number of visitors increased dramatically, the peaceful space of the
residential area was lost and the family got into troubles with the authorities. Master
Bang and his wife were summoned by the leaders of their universities. It was suggested
that they resign from their positions as lecturers. After a report in the Tiền Phong (the
Pioneer) newspaper in June 1992 that “the whole family has turned into Buddhas” (cả
nhà hóa Phật), the National University of Economics decided that Mrs. Ngân had to
retire shortly before she would have been eligible to receive a pension. Two years later,
Master Bang submitted a letter of resignation, which was accepted. It was said that too
many patients came looking for treatment at Master Bang’s residence. The local
authorities insisted that they were forced to intervene in order to solve traffic problems,
34

. The 13 types of spirit illness are: 1) Showing no filial piety to parents; 2) Being stupid, thus creating
malevolence; 3) Telling lies; 4) Using untruthful words to do harm to others; 5) Criticising others all the
time; 6) Taking life (killing); 7) Showing no shame; 8) Craving material goods; 9) Being too proud of
oneself; 10) Being guilty but showing no remorse; 11) Praising one’s own morality while criticizing
another’s; 12) Being unable to judge what is beneficial and what is harmful; and 13) Having a lazy mind.
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noise issues and general disorder. The local district’s People’s Committee wrote an
official letter the family, informing them that they were required to: 1) Stop all activities
until they could obtain the Hanoi People’s Committee’s License to operate the Field; and
2) stop the treatment of illnesses until they obtained a Ministry of Health license. These
required documents were impossible for Master Bang to obtain. Finally, the two
daughters decided to quit secondary school to stay at home and support their parents.
Facing these difficulties, Master Bang and his family had to find other ways to
continue to help followers to practise self-perfection while refusing to receive new
patients. Without sufficient income, the family had to minimise daily expenditure. For
meals, they ate thin, plain rice soup. Master Bang was confident that the World of
Truth’s messages he received and spread only benefited people, so he did not hesitate to
share the spirit texts with anyone who was interested in listening, including state
officials. His standpoint was always clear, as he once wrote: “Truths are light. Why must
they be hidden?”
For Master Bang, it seemed that the atheist worldview that he was taught at his
socialist school and university did not work for him. Life without a spiritual dimension
was unacceptable. In his religious pantheon, one finds most kinds of spirits, gods, and
Buddhas known to human beings. He had gone from having no religion to the worship of
multiple spiritual entities. The spirit messages revealed to him were so powerful that he
decided to leave his career as a university science lecturer in order to promote this new
religious worldview. What, then, was content of these spirit messages?
The World of Truth’s Revelations
Members of Bang’s family have noted down some 50 volumes of words of various
agents from the World of Truth plus some 60 other types of documents, ranging from
letters, public talks, speeches, guidelines, and audio files. Among the volumes of spirit
writing, the first five are considered the most important, especially the fifth booklet
entitled “Lotus”, which contains the new Buddhist doctrine.
Master Bang does not claim credit for himself or his family when speaking of the
formulation of these doctrines. They are not his, but the Field’s doctrine. The Great
Mother speaks through him. He is not her medium, but her messenger. Although his
followers were able to identify when he was speaking as the Great Mother and when he
was speaking as an interpreter, I was not always able to do so. It is important to Master
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Bang that he is seen as a representative of the Field, not its arbiter. For these reasons, I
have chosen to speak as if the doctrines and cosmology I discuss below belong not to
Master Bang, but the Field. This seems appropriate given the pluralistic nature of the
movement Master Bang has sought to create. It has become a collective endeavour in
which he leads but does not dictate. That said, the Great Mother speaking through him,
can and does rebuke followers when they misinterpret fundamental tenets. He and his
daughters are the only ones through whom the Great Mother speaks. 35
From my study of the spirit texts and my conversations with Master Bang, the main
content of the spirit writings at the Great Mother’s Field can be briefly summarised as
follows: The evolution of mankind follows a spiral. The end of a circle is the beginning
of the next one. During each circle, mankind can receive only limited information from
the outer universe. This is because of the innate structure of the five human senses and
the natural rules that govern them. Knowing the universe through the senses is to have a
relative point of view which only provides results in certain experiences and basic
information. At the completion of the previous circle, human society was almost
destroyed. Only a few survived thanks to conditional karma and to the protection of the
World of Truth. These survivors entered the current circle with almost nothing. Under
the protection and assistance of the World of Truth, they have gradually perfected
themselves. But as mankind’s knowledge and experiences of the relative world have
increased dramatically, their desires have also become unlimited. The only way that
human beings can solve this paradox is to link with each other in forms of kinship, in
tribes, nations, and a league of nations. It is the rule of “the deterioration of doctrines”
that forces all cultures and nations finally to integrate. Everything is merely the
preparation for the end of the current circle of time.
It is 38,000 years since the beginning of the current circle, and favourable conditions
for the introduction of a religious doctrine from the World of Truth have been created.
The Grand Buddha descended to the earth in form of Shakyamuni in India 2000 years
ago with the original Buddhist doctrine. But that original doctrine has been distorted and
changed so much over 2000 years that it is now unable to shed light for mankind to find
the right pathway. The present is of transition time, when the old circle is ending and the
new circle (with new time and space) is about to arrive. If people keep viewing the world
35

. According to Master Bang, the Great Mother should be seen as an entity that is neither male nor female.
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through their physical senses, and keep relying on old pathways to pursue selfperfection, they will be abandoned via a process of filtering (lọc sàng). Only those who
are aware of the Truth can take this great opportunity to escape sufferings and to achieve
enlightenment.
To prepare for the new circle of time, the World of Truth has sent many
Bodhisattvas and human agents with ESP capacity. These ESP-enabled persons continue
their self-perfection under the direct guidance of the new Grand Buddha - Đức Chân lý
Toàn năng Tố Dương Di lạc Tôn Phật (Tố Dương as the Grand Maitreya Buddha). They
realise their self-perfection in fulfilling assigned duties. The duties are: to promulgate the
“new genuine doctrine” and to bring the light of the Truth and central here are the means
to eable humans to climb over “the wall of the unknowable”.
The new circle is about to be initiated. It is also a period of building the eternally
happy world on earth where people will evolve equally. The new Grand Buddha will be
both the great Creator and the Great Saviour. In the new circle, Vietnam is the nation that
is preserved by the Grand Buddha (Việt Nam quốc độ Phật), an ideal communism will
soon be realised, first in the country and then in the whole world. At the same time,
Vietnamese will be perfected and become a universal language.

Photograph 27: Recording Master Bang’s words
The Great Mother’s Field has almost a complete doctrine. It provides followers with
a wide range of spirits and deities, and rituals throughout the year. Master Bang’s
recorded texts and dharma talks are still delivering spiritual messages that add more
dimensions to the doctrine (see Photograph 27). Bang now confidently interprets
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everything about society and human actions through the lens of the new Buddhist
doctrine and its central concepts.
The new religious doctrine has been built up using existing resources. It makes a
permanent demand upon the Vietnamese to connect with or reach the spiritual world and,
in one way or another, to continuously reaffirm its existence. A new religious doctrine
becomes necessary when old or alternative worldviews fail to interpret what is going on
in contemporary society. We here also see the integration of various sources of religious
ideas, philosophies, and knowledge that make the Field an NRM that is syncretic and
inclusive. This characteristic makes it much like the New Age movements discussed
earlier.
Believers of the World of Truth
The Great Mother’s Field attracts only a small number of people. This section
analyses particular characteristics of the followers, including their motives for joining the
new faith, their experiences in the World of Truth, the social strata they belong to, and
their relationship with the Field.
The majority of followers joined the Field because they value its key tenets, which
provide them with ground-breaking information about a spiritual world and what they
should do to make the most of their relationship with spirits. The following story is of
my first encounter with followers of the Field.
On the last day of 2010, I was invited to join a group pilgrimage to Hương pagoda,
one of the most famous Buddhist sites in the country. At 5.45 am when I arrived at the
meeting point, in front of a supermarket, it was still dark and cold. The new year
according to the lunar calendar was nearly two months off and it was mid-winter. I found
some middle-aged and old women standing in a group, holding fresh flowers and
bundles of incense. They were all shaking themselves to warm up. I approached an old
woman and asked if she was waiting for Master Bang.
“Yes,” she said, smiling warmly at me, and asked. “You are a new joiner?”
“Well, yes I am. Are we going to Hương pagoda today?”
“That’s right. Master Bang just informed us two days ago. Today is the second day
of the first month of 2011. This is an exciting coincidence of these numbers. You see
that? This must be the idea of our spirits.”
152

Reconfiguring Buddhism
“Going this early on a cold day may be no good for your health,” I commented.
“Not really. When the spirits want us to do something, they will grant us enough
energy.”
At 6.10 am, a bus came. Master Bang leaned out of the window and signalled to us.
He was distinguishable by his white hair and red face. We got on the bus and it moved
off immediately. When we arrived at the entrance to the pilgrimage site, another bus
came, from Thanh Hóa province, with some 45 followers. Altogether, we set off in a
group of nearly 100. Master Bang wore a Western-styled hat which set him apart from
the others, who were in ordinary dress.
We boarded a rowboat on the peaceful Yến River and I sat next to Ca, 39. He had
just come back to Vietnam after several years working in South Korea. Although he had
a college degree, he worked full time as a driver for a private company. I suggested he
could have found a job related to his education. He said: “Maybe in the previous life I
had a similar job to being a driver, and in this life I have to be a driver to pay the karma
debt (trả nợ nghiệp).” Hearing that he used one of the common concepts from the Field’s
teachings, I asked him how he knew about the Great Mother’s Field. “I first came to the
Field out of curiosity. I had been searching around for anyone who could connect to the
spiritual world. I found many, but still was unconvinced. When I found Master Bang, I
knew that he was the one I needed. I have stayed with the Field since then.” I wondered
whether he had read and understood all the tenets. He looked at me with some surprise
and laughed. “It is almost impossible.”
“So if it is so difficult to understand and practise, how can we achieve enlightenment
(giác ngộ)?” I asked.
“There must be ‘conditionality’ first, so that you can get to know the Field and its
doctrine. Master said that in reading the ‘new genuine doctrine’, what we find difficult to
understand in it must be one of the most interesting parts. Mastering the content and
meaning of the doctrine is a real challenge, but if we try our best then we can get to
enlightenment. What is more, self-perfection (hoàn thiện bản thân) is not a story of a
short life. One may have to spend many lives in continuous self-perfection so as to
become enlightened.”
“So it must be a really long way to go”, I commented.
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“Yeah, but it is always better than doing no self-perfection at all,” he stressed with
confidence. “Spirits’ teachings are extremely rich in information. We cannot learn them
all and we do not need to. Because it depends on each person’s capacity and
conditionality, the level of enlightenment will be different.”
In this story, Ca was a “spiritual seeker” before he came to know the Great Mother’s
Field. He was convinced by the values he learned from the tenets and from Master
Bang’s teaching. This new faith had some convincing answers for his pre-existing
spiritual quest. It reinforced his personal belief.
A similar story was told by Nam, 41, one of the disciples closest to Master Bang.
After spending many days with him attending dharma talks, we became friends and he
agreed to be my informant. One day, I went to visit him. I was warmly welcomed into
his 8-metre-square, rented room in a narrow and busy street close to the railway line. He
had in his room only the essentials of daily life. Born in Hải Dương, near Hanoi, he had
earned degrees from the Hanoi University of Technology and the Hanoi University of
Foreign Languages. In 2009, he received his MA from the National University of
Economics. When I met him, he was working at the Hồ Chí Minh Academy of Politics
and Public Administration (Học viện Chính trị Hành chính quốc gia Hồ Chí Minh) as a
network administrator. Nam had known Master Bang when he was a student at the Hanoi
University of Technology. Nam practised self-cultivation patiently and strictly. He is
single, a vegetarian and lives a modest life. He is gentle and truthful in his dealings with
people. Beyond the working hours, he spends his time reading the “new genuine
doctrine”.
Many people decided to join the Field when they witnessed Master Bang’s power to
cure illnesses. During my time with the Field, I knew many joiners who told me that they
had been very impressed to witness the extraordinary way in which Master Bang cured
people. Tiên was one of these. The 22-year-old student at the National University of
Economics was born with legs so weak that she could not walk by herself. Her mother
had to take her to university every day and pick her up. They sought treatment from
Master Bang, who analysed her case and showed her how to cure herself. After several
weeks, one day he said to her “stand up and walk”. Surprisingly, she could do it, though
very awkwardly. Since then, out of university time, she has practised self-cultivation
under the Master’s guidance and attended all the dharma talks.
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In the case of Thúy, 26, a professional accountant, the story is a little different. She
was living with her mother in the South. Her mother got breast cancer and the family had
spent a lot of money on hospital treatment in Singapore. But the cancer only got worse.
Thinking that any method should be tried, Thúy decided to take her mother to Master
Bang’s place. After a short period of treatment, the cancer seemed to stop growing and
her mother made a dramatic recovery. The family decided to move to the North so as to
be nearer to Master Bang. Thúy told me that as she helped her mother to cure her illness,
she became interested in studying the doctrine. She was not only impressed by Bang’s
healing powers but also found the doctrine crucial to leading a good life in this world.
Followers of Master Bang come from a wide range of professions. I met writers,
musicians, bank staff, teachers, private school managers, and retired public servants.
Most followers of the Field come from the middle-class, live in urban areas, and have
tertiary qualifications (see Photograph 28). All maintain a close but flexible relationship
with the Field. Some attend every dharma talk and group meeting while some, because
of work commitments, join in only when it is possible. Above all, the most important
requirement is to practice self-cultivation anytime and anywhere, even without the
Master being present.
In all these cases, curiosity and primary experiences of supernatural powers were the
driving forces behind the followers joining the Field.

Photograph 28: Permanent students of the Field
Although the ultimate purpose is to achieve enlightenment and escape the relative
world, there are many milestones students must pass. They are supposed to strictly study
and practise the rules of the relative and absolute worlds; to read and spread the genuine
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doctrine; to help their peers overcome the challenges posed by the process of selfperfection; and to self-train to be capable of ESP in order to directly receive information
and guidance from the World of Truth. Each milestone is a challenge, yet most followers
I spoke to said it was worth trying.
According to his followers, Master Bang pays no attention to the organisation of the
Field. “However big or small, a religion depends on the spirits’ will”, he once said to his
students. Thus, besides the Master, there is no hierarchy among followers. All are treated
the same. Throughout the year, there are many days dedicated to a specific spirit, yet
followers need only conduct a simple ritual at home. Master Bang’s home is not
considered a place for followers to come and worship the Great Buddha in common.
Thus there is virtually no “church” to attend. The lack of a sacred place, the absence of
regular key rituals, and a weak organisation has resulted in followers having only loose
ties to the Field. Unlike those in many other indigenous NRMs, then, followers of the
Great Mother’s Field are quite independent of the spiritual master. They have
considerable freedom to do their self-correction and self-perfection in ways that suit
them. The self of each follower is highlighted and empowered and liberated from the
strict rules found in established religions. In this way, the conventional view of the
capacity of the follower is transformed. At the Field, the followers are at the forefront of
the process of self-transformation for enlightenment.
These organisational characteristics reflect creativity in making religious belief and
practice more compact, autonomous, and flexible. It is quite congenial for practitioners
who live and work in a populated, confined and fast-changing city such as Hanoi, and to
those who consider that the time devoted to work commitments and social relationships
is as important as that devoted to spiritual activities.
Reconfiguring Buddhism
The Great Mother Field’s doctrine, illustrated in Bang’s dharma talks, shows clearly
his aim to reconfigure Buddhism. Some aspects of Buddhist doctrine and self-cultivation
continue to be used, but new perspectives have also been included.
NRMs can function as a means to inspire people to re-consider their belief systems
and moral standards (Saliba 1995: 56). Many NRMs argue that those systems and
standards are up for question, and to bring about a better world, things should be changed
(Barker 1989: 29-35; Saliba 1995: 123). Like many other indigenous NRMs, the Great
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Mother’s Field is alarmed by many popular beliefs and practices. Traditional moral
standards have been weakened. If nothing is done, the situation will only get worse. So
the Field provides its own solutions. It began to do this by redefining fundamental
concepts.
Regularly-discussed concepts at the Field include “karma” (nghiệp);
“conditionality” (duyên); and “self-perfection” (tu; hoàn thiện bản thân). Master Bang
pays a lot of attention to key concepts. A good student at the Field is required to
understand them deeply. Much time in Master Bang’s dharma talks is devoted to
interpreting the concepts of greatest concern. The first is karma. In traditional Buddhist
doctrine, karma is defined as the chain of cause and effect in the ethical realm.
Intentional action, good or bad, constitutes karma. Once karma is created, there is no
way to escape it (see more at Keyes 1983: 1-26). For the Vietnamese, an understanding
of karma is important because, as Endres (2008b: 50) points out, it is linked with the
“notion of fate”. The Great Mother’s Field maintains this meaning but focuses more on
differentiating between good karma and bad karma in each person’s actions. Illness is
caused by bad karma and to cure illness is to pay the “karma debt”. If one does many
good deeds, one gets more energy and shortens the process of paying back the karma
debt. The essence of the method of curing illness is to engage in self-perfection. There is
common karma for all members of the family while each member has his or her own
karma. If a person repents before agents from the World of Truth every day, he or she
erases a part or even all their bad karma. In this interpretation, karma is not something
unchangeable. Instead, followers are encouraged to actively try to change it and thus
make a leap forward to salvation.
The Buddhist concept of pratītyasamutpāda is translated into English as
“conditionality” or “dependent origination”, which justifies the universal law that all
phenomena arise together in a mutually interdependent net of cause and effect. It is
translated as “duyên khởi” in Vietnamese, but most of the time, as just “duyên” is used.
Basically, Master Bang interprets everything through this traditional Buddhist concept,
but gives added meaning to it. When a student attends a dharma talk, it is because of his
or her conditionality with the Field. If he or she leaves the Field after a short time, it
means the two sides do not have enough conditionality. If a person stays with the Field,
it means he or she has been practising self-cultivation for many previous lives and
conditionality is thus adequate. Conditionality, according to Nam, one of the students
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closest to Master Bang, is not something beyond a person’s ability. For example, the
good job he secured did not result from his own efforts but rather from an arrangement
made with the assistance of the Great Mother as a reward for his loyalty to the Field and
for his dedicated practice:
There is no judgment about who you are or where you come from. If
you come, then sit down and listen to dharma talks. How much you
will understand depends on your own conditionality. The most
important thing is truyền tâm (transferring of the doctrine from mind to
mind). Only when you attend the dharma talks regularly do you have a
chance of receiving the doctrine directly into your mind without
needing to use your five senses.
Nam explained that conditionality was what led him to the gate of the World of
Truth. “When I discovered the highness of the doctrine, I knew that I had been a special
person, with special conditionality.” He recalled that “the basic rule of the Field teaches
that one must identify a purpose for any action; create and maintain our conditionality so
as to always receive assistance from the World of Truth”. This new aspect of the concept
encourages followers of the Great Mother’s Field to continue studying the new doctrine,
practising self-cultivation and mastering the ESP technique. There will be no failure if a
person tries hard to obtain information from the World of Truth. If he or she has not
enough conditionality, it will be granted so long as patience, a hardworking attitude and
enthusiasm have been witnessed.
Self-cultivation is a popular concept in Vietnamese’s religious practices, but its
meaning and patterns vary. For many Vietnamese, the practice of self-cultivation can be
more important than studying complicated religious doctrines, regularly attending church
or temple, and enthusiastically participating in rituals. Practising self-cultivation is often
a case of adopting a traditional notion to accommodate modern circumstances. It can
reflect a person’s decision to live a life that emphasises the importance of maintaining
certain moral values and principles of behaviour in a fast-changing society. It is a means
to seek relaxation of tensions and to achieving balance between the mind and the
physical body. Enlightenment is always important but may not be the prime concern.
Self-cultivation, generally and traditionally understood by Vietnamese as tu, does
not, however, involve retrieving information from the other world. Tu can refer to selfcultivation, self-correction, or self-perfection. In Vietnamese religious traditions, selfcultivation, as explained by Thien Do, is “an individually based project pervaded with
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supernatural manifestations” (Thien Do 2003: 15). In Southern Vietnam, Thien Do says
that tu can be understood as meaning of perfecting the self; of cultivating wisdom; of
correcting mistakes; of curing illness; or of saving the soul and saving the country (2003:
16). It is not only the mind but also the body that is meant to be trained. Traditionally, tu
required strong affiliation with Buddhism, and practitioners sought to detach themselves
from the mundane world.
Often referred to as tu niệm, self-cultivation in Buddhism meant “perfecting
thoughts and imagination” (2003: 133.) But in pre-1975 NRMs in the South the new
concept of tu nhà (to practise self-cultivation at home), which differed from tu chùa (to
practise self-cultivation at a Buddhist monastery), came to prominence. Tu nhà is still
popular today. Someone can practise both self-cultivation and fulfil mundane duties.
Thien Do (2003) also indicates that a distinct element in the Buddhist method of selfcultivation is the process of accumulating “morality” (đức) and happiness (phước) which
“will ensure a better life for the practitioner in the foreseeable future, if not a better
rebirth” (2003: 135).
At the Great Mother’s Field, the concept of tu is defined as self-correction (tu sửa
bản thân) and sometimes as self-cultivation which differs from self-perfection (hoàn
thiện bản thân). If a follower wants to reach self-perfection, he or she must first gain
self-correction and practise sufficient self-cultivation. In the Field’s self-published
booklet “Prayers for home rituals” (Văn lễ) it reads:
Self-correction includes the study of the nature of rules [revealed by
spiritual entities] and how to practise them correctly. Self-correction
now does not take its old form as set out in the original Buddhist
doctrine. Anyone, in any place, doing any type of job can self-correct
well as long as that person can identify the purpose of their action,
follow the purpose of the rule, and create and maintain conditionality
within the World of Truth’s reserved space.
Nam told me that self-correction corrects “wrong awareness and actions according to
standards set out in the ‘new genuine doctrine’”. He assured me that if one understands
the doctrine properly, one can autonomously practice it at any time and in any place,
without the master. “It is stated clearly in the ‘new genuine doctrine’ that when you
understand it deeply, you do not need to follow any strict regulations. Everything
depends on your level of understanding and self-consciousness.” Basically, in his words,
followers can choose the way of practice that works for them. Further, the “new genuine
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doctrine” emphasises that people are always at some level of perfection. From this
perspective, the Great Mother’s Field creatively establishes certain independence for its
followers. The importance of the self and its ability are highlighted.
In short, the modification of fundamental concepts tends to emphasise believers’
autonomy and pro-activeness in the effort to change karma and fate and thus achieve
salvation. This lessens followers’ dependence on the master, which is a particular
characteristic of this NRM.
The Great Mother’s Field adds to its doctrine concepts borrowed from modern
natural science. These include “energy”, “space and time”, “point of view”, “relative
absolute worlds”. These concepts are interrelated in spirit texts, dharma talks, and
prayers as I discovered when I made the journey with the group to Hương pagoda. When
we reached Trình temple, women quickly prepared for the first ritual. They arranged
offerings made of vegetable cakes, fresh flowers and fruits, and votive paper. Others
surrounded Master Bang and asked about his progress in the treatment of Phùng – the
oldest and one of the core followers. Phùng was said to have had a heart attack the
previous day. Master Bang told his followers not to worry too much because even though
he was far from Phùng at the moment, he was still transferring energy to assist her to
recover, and explained how this could help. He then performed the first offering. At
Thiên Trù, the main temple, he commenced a long prayer. As offering of the Great
Mother’s Field, he said, we were there to give offerings to the “Mother Bodhisattva”:
You have always gifted sophiological love to the whole living beings.
[...] You are helping Upper Heaven to implement the causal program in
the Yang realm. We, on behalf of all living beings, especially all
people who are doing self-perfection at the Field, would like to express
our deepest gratitude for your great assistance and preservation.
The Buddhist-preserved Nation of Vietnam must represent two main
characteristics: a love with altruism and humanity, and a sophiological
love 36 (tình thương minh triết). However, in the current situation, a
Buddhist-protected nation must have a whole infrastructure that is
relevant to its superstructure. Thus, this is the transitional period.
Those who are paying karma debts have to build the infrastructure for
a future Buddhist-protected nation. The coming generations will be the
ones who are reincarnated with the seeds for self-perfection. The
infrastructure built today will be a better foundation for those future
generations to self-perfect. All who are doing self-correction at the
36

. Sophia can be understood as wisdom shaped by experience. At the Field, “sophiological love” refers not
to unconditional love for somebody but a love that results from deep understanding, logical thinking, and
mutual relationships.
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Great Mother’s Field, according to conditionality with the Truth, are
taught in and given sophiological thinking (minh triết) and a true heart.
Therefore, they will always reveal their love, altruism and humanity
for others [...] Self-correction needs support from persons with
sophiological love. Those with greater awareness must help those with
limited understanding. Those with faith must help the ones that lack
faith.
After the prayers had finished, we kept on walking, up hundreds of stone steps to other
destinations. Master Bang while walking or resting continued to give dharma talks.
Sometimes, he would suddenly asked followers questions, mostly to verify their
understanding of the teaching, to hear about their personal experience or to progress the
process of self-correction. People tried to walk close to him in order to hear or record his
every word.
The group arrived at the Hương Tích cave where the legendary Third Princess is
said to have found enlightenment and turned into a Bodhisattva. Here, the biggest
offering was prepared. Master Bang began by reciting the lengthy titles of the spiritual
entities and of the Bodhisattva. After the long prayer was completed, he told followers
that it was time to receive kinh không lời (wordless teachings - see Photograph 29).
Everyone was asked to keep absolute silent and to stay focused, so that the teachings
would enter one’s mind automatically. From this it can be seen that wisdom and
enlightenment can be imported in different ways and each is important to selfcultivation.

Photograph 29: Waiting to receive wordless teachings
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One of the new concepts that students at the Field often discussed was “energy”
(năng lượng). This is not understood simply as biological energy. Rather, it refers to the
degree of self-perfection and awareness of the rules that govern the cosmos and all types
of living entities. The cosmology of the Great Mother’s Field has it that there are two
separate worlds. One is the relative world belonging to the relative space governed by
relative rules and it is imperfect (human beings live in this space). The other is the
absolute world, governed by absolute rules and it is perfect. The Buddhas who reside in
the absolute world have unlimited energy, whereas entities of other worlds, including the
human world, have limited energy. Upon reaching self-perfection, a person will escape
the control of all kinds of relative rules and be transferred to the first of the ten Buddhist
layers. Truth is the root of all rules that govern each world. In the relative world, it is the
creator of human beings and the earth. The absolute Truth has enormous energy. In
addition, energy is said to be the bridge connecting the relative and the absolute worlds.

Photograph 30: Dharma talks given during a break
In Master Bang’s dharma talks (see Photograph 30), concepts of modern physics are
used regularly, including “space and time” and “point of view”. For example, he said:
The universe is the combination of space and time. (Albert) Einstein
was also a person with ESP capacity. He received certain valuable
information from the World of Truth, but not all. The rest of the truth
is completely received at the Great Mother’s Field. Science cannot
describe the universe exactly and completely. Sciences can only serve
the task of explaining this earthly world and its relative phenomena.
ESP is the only reliable way to realise the absolute truth.
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Such concepts are taken from books he often cites and which he encourages his
followers to read for themselves. The most discussed book is The Tao of Physics by
Fritjof Capra. This is because it points out striking similarities between ancient Eastern
philosophical/religious notions and the findings of modern physics.
While the Great Mother’s Field often stresses the incompleteness of the relative
world, it does not deny the role of that world in the progress of human self-perfection.
Indeed, spirit messages repeat that the earth is the ideal place for self-perfection because
it is full of challenges. Without challenges, there would be no efforts to achieve
enlightenment.
Master Bang pays a lot of attention to clarifying the differences between superstition
and religion. His conception of superstition is broader than the popular definition that
refers to an unconditional, false belief in something. He told me that “in the relative
world, if you are too certain about anything, you are ‘superstitious’”. For him, human
beings, while not yet enlightened, are still superstitious, regardless of how far the
sciences have reached. The reason is that they employ a single point of view (cách nhìn
dị biệt) which sees the world from separate dimensions. By contrast, only the unified
point of view (cách nhìn thống nhất) or zero point of view (cách nhìn không chiều), can
help learn the true nature of things. The option for human beings becomes clear when he
says:
All modern theories must be tested by human senses. But can we use
our human senses to learn ‘truths’? At the moment, humankind is
falling into a crisis of philosophy, so everyone develops their own
individualism. If you focus your thinking and emotion inwards in order
to satisfy your individualism, you are following evil. If you direct your
thinking outwards, to the centre of the Great Universe (đại vũ trụ), you
are with the Grand Buddha (Phật tổ). The Great Mother’s Field is the
space for human beings to approach the Truth of the Great Universe.
Such arguments are an unprecedented and unique expression of religious ideas in
contemporary Vietnam thus distinguishing the Great Mother’s Field from all other
domestic NRMs.
The Great Mother’s Field partly grounds its doctrine on criticisms of Buddhism in
Vietnam. Buddhism has become commercialised and trivialised, and Buddha’s teachings
have been incorrectly interpreted. Mr An, 50, has followed the Great Mother’s Field for
over 15 years and has copies of most all types of spirit texts. He also voluntarily allowed
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his home become a permanent place where Master Bang could give dharma talks to
followers. His house shares a narrow alley with Liên Hoa, a well-known Buddhist temple
in the city centre (see Photograph 31). Seeing numerous pictures and statues of Buddha
in his house, I asked whether he, as a believer of Tố Dương as the new Buddha,
sometimes visits the temple. He said that since he joined the Great Mother’s Field, he has
not set foot in the front yard of the temple. He told me that today Buddhism is very
different from what he knew when he was younger:
If you visit Buddhist temples now, you can see that many (monks) do
not follow Buddha’s teachings. They are turning Buddhist temples into
places of trading spirits. To a certain extent, there is even a difference
in their treatment of visitors depending on whether they offer big or
small donations. In the past, I did not see offerings with meat prepared
at Buddhist temples. Nowadays, you see it quite often. There are
sessions for spirit possession there as well. Generally speaking, they
(monks) are more and more inclined to assist in affairs of the mundane
life.
These criticisms are often repeated at meetings, when followers express their
disappointment with contemporary Buddhists and discuss the challenges of selfcorrection. In their opinion, the popular Buddhist self-cultivation and practices in the
country no longer follow the true Shakyamuni direction. Master Bang and some core
members asserted to me that the “new genuine doctrine” is the most up-to-date, perfect
version of Buddhist scriptures for mankind. As such, it is more suitable for perfecting
both the current age and the future.

Photograph 31: Altar at Mr An’s home
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From its beginnings, the Great Mother’s Field has claimed that the original Buddhist
doctrine did its job in the previous circle of time. But is has now lost its power. Master
Bang told me that it has been distorted and changed so much it can no longer shed a light
for mankind to find its “path to enlightenment in the new spaces brought by the new
circle of time.” Further, misunderstandings and wrong interpretations of the original
doctrine confuse and hinder current Buddhist practitioners because the new circle of time
has already arrived. A doctrine of immediate relevance to the current situation is what
they require.
The new Buddhist doctrine does not negate the original one. The Field claims that
aspects of the original doctrine are still valuable. But the new texts received at the Field
in the form of spirit writings, talks, poems, and wordless teachings, are more important.
These are abstract, difficult to understand, full of new ideas, and written in modern
language, thus followers need to attend dharma talks and rely on Master Bang’s
interpretations to properly comprehend them. In his talks, he not only re-uses
fundamental Buddhist concepts, but also explains familiar Buddha teachings by casting
in a new light. The “new genuine doctrine” is said to provide practitioners with the
direction they need to achieve self-perfection and enlightenment. It also speaks of a new
method that holds out the promise of a break through.
The introduction of the “new genuine doctrine” reflects a personal attempt to
reconfigure Buddhism. Most importantly, the Great Mother’s Field argues that the
deterioration of Buddhism, which undermines its prestige and value, is based on false
interpretations. Such false interpretations lead to the trivialisation of Buddhism which
has negative effects on society. Therefore, it is time for Buddhism to be renovated. This
conviction provides the motivation for this NRM to maintain its standpoint and to
continue its activities.
Buddhist revivals have been taking place in Vietnam for a long time, reflecting
efforts to maintain the vitality of Buddhism (see Chapter 2). Vietnamese Buddhism by
now faces growing problems and these furnish the basis for criticisms of the religion by
both Buddhists and non-Buddhists. As already mentioned, critics focus on an increasing
number of professional Buddhist monks who neglect the serious study of doctrine and
practice (Bạch Thanh Bình 2007: 34) and the trend of turning Buddhist temples into
places with commercial purposes (Nguyễn Duy Hinh 2008: 17). Another criticism is
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tolerance of superstition and various practices associated with it (Lê Tâm Đắc 2011).
Finally, there is the non-stop competition to build record numbers of new Buddhist
temples, which is considered a waste of social resources (Quang Chiến 2012). These
criticisms link Buddhism’s problems with the pervasive effects of the market economy,
which is understood as always giving priority to material interests.
Buddhism continues to be seen as a part of the country’s foundations in terms of
morality and culture. Thus it needs to be revived to be relevant to contemporary social
and religious conditions. If Buddhism fails in its basic functions, then popular worries
about national well-being seem to be understandable and demands to revive the religion
will be widely supported.
Those wishing to reconfigure the religion have two options. They can support the
revival initiated by the Buddhist Sangha, or they can reconfigure the religion in their own
way. A person with deep understanding of Buddhist doctrine and its influence on the
Vietnamese may see it as his or her mission to renew the religion. In such a case,
personal understanding of Buddhism will be integral to the nature and extent of the
modification of traditional Buddhism. The Great Mother’s Field is a particularly
interesting example of this phenomenon and indicative of its importance in Vietnam.
Conclusion
The Great Mother’s Field has grown from a mythical phenomenon in the urban
setting of Hanoi into an NRM. It is the highly-educated founder/leader who has created
the unique features of this movement, including the application of forms of ESP practice,
the integration of modern concepts of sciences into its doctrine and its view of the
cosmic order. It can therefore be seen as a creative innovation combining science and
religion, or as an example of the “scientification” of religion.
As I have indicated, the Great Mother’s Field represents a personal attempt to
reconfigure Buddhism. Along with introducing what it considers the “new genuine
doctrine” and new practices of self-perfection, the Field’s approach to changing this most
influential religion focuses on first changing each individual. This has only been possible
because some segments of the population have lost faith or interest in the established
religions and think that the original Buddhist doctrine requires renewal in today’s
situation.
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From a global perspective, Clarke (2006) views NRMs as offering “new kinds of
spirituality” which include “subjective spirituality in the West and applied and engaged
spirituality in the Middle East, the East and elsewhere” (2006: 3). He indicates that all
are “about world transformation as self-transformation”. In his explanation, the reasons
for the “widespread desire for world transformation” can
include existential longing, which many believe cannot be attained in
the world as it is and which may consist of improved selfunderstanding and understanding of others, and freedom from
limitation and fragmentation. Following this line of thinking, NRMs
can best be understood if seen as world transforming movements that
express the human desire for betterment (2006: 15).
In Vietnam, the Great Mother’s Field reflects this trend. This group believes that “one
good religion for all” is the key to solve contemporary Vietnam’s social problems. It
might be said that the Great Mother’s Field offers people an overarching framework
within which they can pursue their own pathway to self-perfection.
As an urban movement, the Great Mother’s Field is revealing of the desire of
intellectuals to re-establish traditional Vietnamese values of morality and self-discipline
and their belief in the importance of wisdom and virtue as compared to material goals
and aspirations.
This chapter has demonstrated that Vietnamese NRMs do not rely solely on
indigenous elements. Some NRMs are flexible and open to foreign elements. Ideas and
practices are borrowed and modified to establish a new religious pathway. It remain to be
seen whether a more educated segment of the population is more likely to be attracted to
NRMs that incorporate such elements.
Even more than the previous case studies, this one shows the depth and complexity
of religious innovations being adopted in Vietnam. It will be obvious that in key aspects
I have only been able to skim the surface of the phenomenon. For example, space has not
permitted me to explore in details the precise meanings and practices associated with
ESP beliefs. The following are among the issues of particular importance that deserve
more detailed consideration. ESP, as it is understood in Vietnam, overlaps with, but is
also different from its meaning in the West. This is because it employs idea borrowed
from the West but applies them in ways that are distinctively Vietnamese. It does this by
associating western notions with traditional Vietnamese notions of spiritual
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communication. As used by the Field, ESP involves reception of information not
available to the senses. This is consistent with western notions. Master Bang claims
psychic ability that includes clairaudience, clairvoyance but not telepathy, sixth sense,
and precognition. He speaks of clairaudience and clairvoyance but the ways these are
done may seem quite exotic to the ordinary western observer either because these
meanings and practices occur in a radically different context or because they are
associated with Vietnamese folk meanings that are unfamiliar. In this phenomenon, we
have yet another example of Vietnamese syncretism, one that may not be a startling to
the western observer as Caodaism, but appears to have certain underlying similarities as
far as its sources of inspiration are concerned.
Of no less significance is the attention that needs to be given to the relationship
between ESP and mediumship in the worldview of the Great Mother’s Field. Master
Bang and his followers engage in both practices but make a point of drawing the
distinction between the two. Master Bang would deny what he is doing to have anything
in common with spirit mediumship but it is difficult to identify what really distinguish
the two. He would say this is evidence of my need for further education in the doctrine of
the Great Mother’s Field. This may be true from the religious standpoint but I may also
have to admit that it is true from the standpoint of the secular sociological researcher
whose time in the Field was limited. In any case, if more leaders of NRMs are
discovered to be making similar claims, this phenomenon will certainly warrant further
investigation.
In the following chapter, I return to the three case studies NRMs to analyse their role
in the processes of religious innovation and religious reconfiguration. Such analyses will
facilitate final discussions of the thesis.
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CHAPTER 7: THE REINVENTION AND RECONFIGURATION OF
NRMS
Introduction
This thesis seeks to understand the re-emergence of spiritual beliefs and practices,
albeit with modification and creative borrowings from existing religious resources, in
Vietnam’s post-Renovation era. It does so by examining three new religious groups that
warrant consideration as New Religious Movements, currently active in northern
Vietnam: the School of Teaching Goodness; the Way of Hồ Chí Minh as the Jade
Buddha; and the Tố Dương’s Field of Extrasensory Perception. Long-term fieldwork was
conducted to better understand how established religious organisations and state
authorities respond to the presence of these new groups. Participant-observation and indepth interviews were used to analyse the key characteristics of these groups and to
identify common processes involved in their emergence and development.
Each NRM represents a story of religious innovation and development, one that
each claimed was unique, distinctive and more authentic than other NRMs and
established religions. The previous chapters detailed the specific type of religious
creativity involved in the rise of each of the NRMs, including the range of actors, kinds
of activities, cosmological constructions and organisational initiatives involved in their
formation and development. Despite their differences, there are also some striking
similarities between the NRMs. In this concluding discussion, I want to consider features
and processes common to the three NRMS. Such an analysis is important for building a
fuller understanding of these NRMs, and their similarities and differences; it also
provides a foundation from which to evaluate the central argument of the thesis, which
states that NRMs of this sort are best seen as exemplifying a process of religious
reconfiguration associated with the intensified interactions of functionally differentiated
spheres in post-Renovation Vietnam.
The chapter addresses this argument in two ways. Firstly, it contends that the
reinvention of religious ideas and associated practices characterising these NRMs
represent a form of religious reconfiguration in the religious sphere. This reinvention has
played an important role in their formation and longevity. The reinvention has involved a
necessary and timely innovation of religious ideas and practices allowing the NRMs to
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create and maintain their vitality and validity over time. This continuous reinvention and
development has also enabled the NRMs to adapt to changing socio-cultural and political
conditions. This leads us to the second contention made in this chapter, namely that the
interactions between these NRMs and non-religious spheres have resulted in further
processes of religious reconfiguration. In the case of Vietnamese NRMs, one of the most
fraught but complex interactions has been between new religious groups and the political
sphere.
Generalisations such as these, as I have indicated, need to be sensitive to NRM’s
differences and similarities alike. Many differences are in fact best seen as distinctive
responses to a common problem or a typical need experienced by all NRMs. James
Hunter (1981), for example, points out that differences between NRMs can be seen from
at least two angles: their assertion of a “monopoly of truth in doctrine” and of “validity”
in ritual practice (1981: v-vi). Here, the way in which an NRM seeks to legitimise its
religious ideas and associated practices determines its distinctiveness. Similarly, NRMs
are a type of social group, in which it is not only the founder/leader who actively seeks to
formulate and legitimise the new belief, but one in which the followers also play a key
role. Yet the particular nature of leadership and the leaders’ relationship with members
provides scope for NRMs to develop distinctive features. A further point of similarity is
that we can expect different NRMs to share some commonalities when they emerge from
the same socio-cultural context, as is the case in this study. Their explanations and
solutions may differ, yet we can identify the analogous social problems they seek to
address and the same political situation to have conditioned their existence.
Table 1 provides an overview of the common basic elements characterising these
NRMs. All of them had to address issues of leadership, membership, and the formulation
of religious tenets. All had to find methods for the dissemination of doctrine while
devising meaningful and credible rituals and practices. The creativity and distinctiveness
of each NRM can be seen in the manner in which they have fulfilled these basic
requirements. As shown by my analysis of the three groups in previous chapters, the
founder/leader’s capacity for creativity and innovation in relation to religious ideas and
practices has been central to their foundation and appeal. Of significance here is the fact
that the biography of each of the founders was shown to affect the way they interpreted
the problems of contemporary society and sought spiritual solutions to these.
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Table 1: Comparison of basic elements
Name

Leader

Members

Religious Ideas

/founder

The School
of
Teaching
Goodness.

Male; Primary
education;
Former casual
worker.

Female; Primary
education;
Former casual
worker/small
trader.

Rituals and

dissemination

Practices

of doctrine
Middle-aged
and elderly;
Female; Lower
class; Local
farmers and
small traders;
Primary
education;
Some urban
intellectuals and
retired state
officials.

The Way
of Hồ Chí
Minh as
the Jade
Buddha.

Modes of

Middle-aged
and old;
Female; Lower
class; Local
farmers and
small traders;
Primary
education;

Nationalistic;

Face-to-face;

Worship of a
local sage;

In-group
conversations;

Rebalancing of
Yang and Yin
elements;

Home display
of spirit texts.

Revitalisation of
local cultural
legacies.

Male; Postgraduate
education;
Former
university
lecturer.

Self-perfection;
Establish a
training school;
Provision of
services
(exorcism;
healing;
consultation;
future
prediction) with
fees.

Nationalistic;

Face-to-face;

Worship spirit of
Hồ Chí Minh;

In-group
conversations;

Worship
ancestors and
indigenous heroes
and deities.

Self-published
spirit texts.

Mediumistic
communication
with spirits;
Ancestor rituals;
War-dead
soldier ritual;
Self-perfection
Establishment
of a society;

Some urban
intellectuals,
retired and
working state
officials.

The Great
Mother’s
Field of
ESP

Mediumistic
communication
with spirits;
Ancestor rituals;

Provision of
services
(exorcism;
healing;
consultation;
future
prediction) with
fees.

Youth and
middle-aged;
Female; Middle
to upper class;

Nationalistic;
Worship of
universal spiritual
entities;

High
educational
background;

Reconfiguration
of Buddhism.

Urban
intellectuals and
state officials;
University
students.

Face-to-face;
Dharma talks;
In-group
conversations;
Self-published
spirit texts.

Extrasensory
Perception;
Self-perfection;
Rituals for
spiritual entities
Establishment
of a training
school.
Free services.
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In my discussion of the three NRMs in the preceding chapters, I focussed on
describing their main features and the processes responsible for their formation. These
chapters not only addressed the “what” questions, they also provided information on the
“how” question. Here I want to extend my discussion of “how” to draw out the processes
by means of which these NRMs have maintained themselves. From this perspective, all
three have been successful. Their ability to survive, grow and thrive is in itself
noteworthy (see Zablocki and Looney 2004: 314).
In Burke Rochford ’s assessment, the factors that impact upon the development of
new religions is an “important” but “underdeveloped” topic in research on NRMs (2007:
269). He identifies two typical research models. One focuses on identifying factors
which cause a new religions’ success, decline, or failure. The other is interested in
“describing social processes that promote accommodation between NRMs and their host
societies” (2007: 270). As I have stressed throughout, creative reinvention processes
have been central to the success of these NRMs both in terms of their appeal to followers
and their mollification of state authorities.
By taking a comparative approach to these reinvention processes, it becomes
possible to see four types of processes as key, namely, remaking, transforming,
legitimating, and accommodating. These processes are intimately connected to the two
areas of religious configuration noted above, that of reconfiguration within the religious
sphere and reconfiguration between the religious and political spheres. Before I proceed
to this discussion, however, I must first provide a fuller account of the creative response
of the three NRMs to these four processes of reinvention.
Processes of Reinvention
Remaking
The first area of religious creativity is the making and remaking of religious ideas
and practices. These activities are important because they bring innovations to life. These
creative activities have two sides, on the one hand, the remaking of traditional religious
ideas and practices i.e., those taken from existing religious resources and, on the other
hand the experimental introduction of new elements of whole cosmologies. The three
NRM’s starting point was the founder’s creation of a new religious idea or a novel fusion
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of existing ideas. The founder attempted to remake existing religious ideas and to
creatively integrate them with some personal inventions. In the case of the School of
Teaching Goodness, the belief in the return of Nguyễn Bỉnh Khiêm and his method of
teaching about the Way by establishing a village school was not new. Beliefs about the
responsiveness of local sages are popular throughout the country. The newness inheres in
Master Thu’s interpretations of Nguyễn Bỉnh Khiêm’s life and teachings and what
people today can learn from these to help them cope with the challenges of living in a
modernising society. Creativity can also be seen in the re-establishment of a village
school which explores and utilises the power of the spiritual world. In the story of the
Way of Jade Buddha, the deification of Hồ Chí Minh was not new, but the combination
of this political symbol with a Buddhist figure was in notable respects unprecedented.
Lady Xoan was not the first or only one person to have talked about the spirit of Hồ Chí
Minh in the form of the Jade Buddha. Belief of the advent of a new Buddha, often
referred to as Maitreya, has been popular in East and Southeast Asia for over a century
(see Sang Taek Lee 1996). The novel elements are the content of spirit messages which
provide details of the Jade Buddha’s plan to save the nation, the distinctive features that
characterise the Jade Buddha’s spirit medium, and the restatement of the origin of the
nation and its people. The key innovation of the Great Mother’s Field has been the
introduction of an alternative, modernised version of the original Buddhist doctrine.
Following the invention of new religious ideas, ritual practices are also recreated.
Two types of action important to the NRMs I studied have been the way they sought to
redefine self-perfection and the way they set about providing training courses to enable
followers to receive spirit information. The Way of the Jade Buddha and the Great
Mother’s Field both emphasise newness in the fostering of self-perfection. Spirit texts
from the Peace Society ask followers to seek self-perfection in “a new way”. For
example, followers should only address an indigenous Buddha and spirits in their prayers
and they are not allowed to use votive paper as offerings. “Self-perfection”, according to
the Great Mother’s Field, requires practitioners to correct “wrong awareness” often
found in popular forms of self-perfection. They are encouraged to adhere to the “new
genuine doctrine”. The three NRMs provide training courses so that trainees can directly
receive spirit teachings. At the School of Teaching Goodness, Master Thu wants to train
his disciples until they can, like him, read spirit messages by looking at random
arrangements of things. At the Peace Society, Lady Xoan presents evidence to training
173

Reinvention and Reconfiguration of NRMs
sessions at which her followers directly receive Jade Buddha’s poems or guidance to
make amulets and write reports. Successful students at the Great Mother’s Field are
expected to receive wordless teachings from the Great Mother through ESP training.
The emphasis on getting information from the spiritual world illustrates that the
three NRMs focus their inventions on satisfying the enduring Vietnamese interest in
spiritualism. They perpetuate the long-lasting belief in the existence of souls of the dead
and in a supernatural world inhabited by spirits, deities and Buddha. Yet they go further
than this to widen the imaginary borders of that world by introducing new spiritual figure
to worship, new vocabularies; they update their prophecies and devise “new myths”
about the nation and its people. At the same time, attention is paid to utilising spiritual
power to solve this-worldly matters. The three NRMs provide followers with solutions
for everyday troubles they face, such as illnesses, risks in running businesses, and family
problems.
The remaking of religious ideas and practices can be seen as experimental
innovation. These experiments vary greatly, but they tend to be socio-cultural or political
in orientation. Socio-cultural oriented activities tend to reflect personal attempts to test
how an innovative idea may work and not be in conflict with religious and moral values
endorsed by the society. The differing combination of notions of the Buddha and the
Jade Emperor, and the fusion of scientific knowledge and religious doctrine can be seen
as examples of those experiments. Master Thu and Master Bang are talented men who
see themselves as having mastered knowledge and techniques transmitted from notable
ancestors. They then apply what they have learnt to make new interpretations. The
“scientific” quality of their approach to the spiritual world is one of the experimental
innovations emphasised by these NRMs. Master Thu often asserts that the ancient book
named Thái Ất Thần kinh (Study of the Northern star’s influence), which Nguyễn Bỉnh
Khiêm used to make his famous anticipations of the future, was “scientific in nature”.
Based on Y-Ching, it equips readers with techniques to observe the movement of stars
and so anticipate their influence on the earth and on human beings. Observation of the
position of the Northern star can help observers to forecast the weather, natural disasters,
war, poverty, illness, and national politics, including a king’s fate or a politicians’ career.
He insists that the book was based on thousands of years of experience and observation
of the relevance of the movement of stars to the fate of a nation or a person. Master Bang
has his own way of making his doctrine “scientific”. He borrows arguments and concepts
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from modern physics. Experiments can also be seen as tests that seek to explore how far
the liberation of religious expression can be pushed. All three NRMs have sought to test
boundaries of religious practices as defined by state authorities. Given the socio-cultural
and political conditions continue to change, experimental innovation must necessarily
remain an on-going project.
Action aimed at remaking existing resources has resulted in the creation of new
religious ideas. What follows are analyses of the activities by means of which these
groups have sought to attract and convert audiences to new beliefs and to maintain their
affiliation with the group. These can be described as activities oriented to transforming
the group, its individual members and the nation.
Transforming
All three NRMs have to rely on followers to conduct religious activities and to
realise their vision. The recruitment of new followers is essential to the expansion of a
new religious group. Similarly, the maintenance of their loyalty and commitment to the
group is also important. To achieve this, there must be a transformation of the previous
beliefs and understanding of new followers. Activities designed to effect such
transformation operate in at least two areas. Firstly, activities are designed to
demonstrate the authenticity of the truth and validity of the NRM; and secondly, to
support and facilitate followers to experience their own transformed self. All three
NRMs attempted to reveal the authenticity of their teachings using a number of similar
mechanisms, including texts, objects of worship and most importantly, through ritual
practice. These mechanisms provide followers with opportunities to read and interpret
spirit messages, to experience the sacred and to participate in rituals.
Adherents of new religious groups are requested to remodel their existing religious
beliefs and worldviews in order to qualify for membership. To support such selftransformation, these NRMs provide a range of assurances and promises. Some of the
most common address question of good fortune and health, as well as offering guidance
in relation to personal problems and dilemmas. Many members of the Peace Society
were still working at different state organisations such as the police, hospitals, post
offices and schools. Lady Xoan always assured followers that once chosen by the Jade
Buddha, they would not have any problems with the authorities. Their ancestors would

175

Reinvention and Reconfiguration of NRMs
be also taken care of. They themselves and their family would be protected from illness,
road accidents and financial problems.
To further assist followers with their transformation, these NRMs offered them
avenues for directly experiencing their spiritual world themselves. Do-it-yourself illness
treatments, training courses, group prayers and wordless teachings are typical of the
daily activities provided so that followers can “empirically” experience and verify the
spiritual legitimacy of the NRM. Master Bang often stressed that a true follower could
cure his or her own illness by following his exact instructions in the practice of selfperfection. Such instructions come with the installation of a new set of rules which
enable a new follower to view the world of human beings and the world of spirits from a
fresh perspective. He always challenges his followers to get rid of their belongings,
ambitions, and political careers and give priority to self-perfection. In the case of the
School of Teaching Goodness, stories of a local police and a state official who became
supporters and followers of Master Thu have been used to illustrate total personal
transformation and to underwrite the legitimacy of it.
The most devout and trusted adherents are those who have completely rejected or at
least reframed their previous religious beliefs and practices in order to become full
members of the chosen religious pathway. The extent and depth of these personal
adjustments is not to be underestimated. Their very visibility makes them emblematic of
what can be achieved. For this level of disciple, additional benefits are on offer as a
consequence of their personal commitment and devotion. They come to possess a special
status to secure followers of their own. This constitutes tangible evidence that signifies to
themselves and others alike that self-improvement is possible and of benefit not only to
the individual but the community of the committed as well. Despite being the youngest
disciple, Miss Hoa at the School of Teaching Goodness was assigned the task of
management of the School’s activities when Master Thu went away from home. Her
devotion to Nguyễn Bỉnh Khiêm was rewarded when she acquired the ability to read his
instructions in the manner of her master. In our conversations at the Great Mother’s
Field, Master Bang often mentioned Nam as a true disciple who closely followed his
instructions, enabling him to transmit information and guidance from the World of Truth.
Nam’s success in writing a MA thesis and in obtaining a full-time government job was
explained as a reward received from the Great Mother. Here, personal transformation
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was considered a prerequisite for obtaining rewards of a secular as well as a religious
nature.
Personal transformation is integral to many kinds of conversion experience. The
Born Again Christian is perhaps the most dramatic example of this in the West. It is
based upon the revitalisation of an old belief, whereas Vietnamese NRMs are less
constrained. Consequently, they are more inclined to experiment with the invention of
new religious ideas (cf. Christian groups such as the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day
Saints and the Jehovah Witness). Even more than Western NRMs, those in Vietnam must
confront activities that require on-going efforts to secure success and obtain legitimacy.
This means that kind of activities undertaken to legitimise new doctrines and rituals
assume special significance.
Legitimating
In order to find a permanent place in the host society, the three NRMs have had to
attend to activities that make their innovation not only plausible but persuasive. They
have had to win public acceptance for them and to seek endorsement from state
authorities.
Winning public acceptance from the host society requires NRMs to overcome social
prejudices. On the one hand, NRMs have to combat pre-existing stereotypes and charges
of superstition, particularly in the face of the media’s attack on “unusual” beliefs.
Arguments have to be made in order to redefine what is superstitious, what is irrational
and what is valuable and reliable. From this perspective, it can be seen why rituals
performed to benefit the nation are emphasised. The same can be said of efforts made to
demonstrate to the public that there is much of more general cultural value that these
NRMs promote. Thus, Master Thu manages to prove the return of Nguyễn Bỉnh Khiêm
by composing new poems written in an old style and by speaking in the name of this
scholar-official to re-introduce the wisdom of what he taught in a form appropriate for
addressing modern conditions. He considers obtaining local people’s support as the first
step in a plan to legitimise the Way of Nguyễn Bỉnh Khiêm. Lady Xoan speaks in Hồ
Chí Minh’s accent thereby appropriating his secular adulation for spiritual purposes.
Spirit texts released by the Peace Society stress the need to show gratitude to ancestors,
national heroes, and heroic war-dead soldiers, to foster patriotism. Master Bang
encourages his followers to help the poor and unfortunate, showing the way by leading a
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simple, modest and righteous life. Obtaining social acceptance includes this-worldly
strategic thinking and actions that go beyond but is not incompatible with an immersion
in devotional activities that are other-worldly. In many ways, this is traditionally true of
Vietnamese patterns of devotion. The reinvention of tradition by these NRMs has been
successful because it adapts what is ancient rather than discarding its entirety. A
metaphor for what is on offer here is recycled religious furniture. Part of the appeal of
the new is the polish applied to its antique finish.
Considerable ingenuity is employed by the three NRMs to change the attitude of the
authorities and the way they go about controlling new religious initiatives. Two types of
strategy can be observed: drawing state officials’ support and seeking a legal status.
Regarding the first type, Master Thu and Lady Xoan are leaders who are open to
investigation and research conducted by state officials. They always invite state officials
to attend their rituals and working sessions. Establishing good relationships with the
authorities is the first step to seeking a form of endorsement. The next step, that of
creating opportunities to obtain a legal status necessarily a rather more fraught long term
goal. Lady Xoan has her members of the Society send collections of spirit texts directly
to national leaders and departments of the Party and the State. The strong and explicit is
that the Way of Hồ Chí Minh as a Jade Buddha needs to be officially recognised. She
also contacts local authorities to learn about the procedures required for registration of
her Society as a new religion. Although each NRM has different ways of making contact
with the authorities, they have all sought acknowledgement by the authorities rather than
chosen to operate underground.
These efforts at legitimation are notable in that they are so pro-active. The NRMs
have seized every opportunity to influence external factors to their advantage. They have
not been content to appease the authorities; they have even gone so far as to co-opt them
wherever they can. External factors are not static; therefore NRMs have to flexibly
reconfigure themselves in an on-going way in order to survive. We can better understand
how they do this by examining the way they go about themselves to changing sociopolitical conditions even as they seek to re-shape them.
Accommodating
The three NRMs’ internal adjustments to accommodate themselves to external
socio-political and religious changes can best be observed through the two micro
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processes of appropriation and adaptation. The three NRMs make it easy for followers to
join and to leave. Followers are neither required to hold strong loyalty to the group nor
responsible for recruiting new members. Every follower can perform a home ritual, even
without offerings. Master Bang organises mobile dharma talks to fit with followers’
availability and for their convenience. Lady Xoan only requires her followers to display
a picture of Hồ Chí Minh and a national flag for the altar. This even enables some to
arrange these symbols on their office’s wall. These innovations tend to reduce the
followers’ investment in terms of time, material resources and labour. Religious practices
are re-made to be portable, compact and flexible, and so amendable to being embrace by
people living in a society that is being industrialised and modernised.
In addition, NRMs tend to diversify their services to meet people’s demand for
access to the spiritual world. Although each group emphasises its own unique capacity,
there is some commonality to the type of spiritual service they offer, including
communication with ancestors, spirits and the dead; healing; exorcism; rituals of good
fortune; and self-perfection for enlightenment. Whatever questions regarding the
spiritual world and its agents a follower may have, an NRM can always provide an
answer. Whatever problem they have, there is always a solution offered. In this respect,
these NRMs resemble those international NRMs studied by Thomas Robbins (1988: 168)
which are “multifunctional” and “address multiple needs”.
The process of adaptation means that NRMs must constantly update their doctrines
and domestic activities to appeal to supporters and to please the authorities. They
constantly provide their audience with new spirit texts and prophecies and with religious
interpretations of current events. The Peace Society spirit texts explain changes in
religious policies as a result of the Jade Buddha’s plan. The Great Mother’s Field
generated texts foretold that major changes throughout the world destined to happen at
the turn of the 21st century when the new circle of time was due to begin. When the year
2000 came and went without any visible changes, the texts subsequently released
explained that the new circle came but it had not affected everything or everybody
evenly. In addition, there was a delay in changes between the millennia. Followers were
advised to continue self-perfection until the great changes had happened throughout the
whole world. Such adjustments may depend upon cognitive dissonance to be effective,
but they also demonstrate the NRMs’ ability to flexibly renovate themselves when
needed.
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NRMs must be vigilant adjusting their observable activities so as to make a good
impression on the authorities. The Way of the Jade Buddha’s repudiation of votive
money and objects came shortly after the rise of heated debate about the wasteful
expenditure involved in buying and burning this kind of “money” for the dead. In
response to those debates, the Vietnamese Government in July 2011 issued a Decree
banning the burning of votive paper at festivals and in public places. Master Bang no
longer held dharma talks, group meetings and healing sessions at home once the local
authorities interfered. He organised activities elsewhere and kept a low profile. Master
Thu made a point of keeping the local authorities informed about his School’s major
activities. Over the 20 years since their original establishment, none of these groups has
caused political incident that had directly challenged the state authority. Flexibility in the
face of state regulation of religious activities can be seen as a strategy adopted to allow
an NRM to do what it actually wants to do behind the scenes.
To sum up, the four areas of activity described here as remaking, legitimating,
transforming and accommodating represent an on-going dynamic essential to the
emergence and evolution of these NRMs. If remaking and transforming processes tell us
about their internal creative innovations and actions, legitimating and accommodating
processes are indicative of outward activities designed to affect external factors.
Different NRMs have different priorities when seeking to foster changes. This helps
them to differentiate themselves, which is vital to their survival. An NRM enhances its
appeal by being distinctive. Its capacity to compete with its peers and with the
established religions is greatly augmented if it has “brand recognition”.
The four processes of reinvention discussed here suggest constant change and
adjustment within NRMs as they seek to navigate their relationships with other NRMs,
established religions, wider society and the state. Remaking, legitimating, transforming
and accommodating processes need to be seen not merely as strategies of adaptation, but
part of a broader dynamic of interaction and infusion. Indeed, as I have already indicated
and argue below, the four processes of reinvention need to be understood as elements of
a far more encompassing process of religious reconfiguration.
Reinvention and Reconfiguration
The thesis rests on the argument that new religious groups are central players in a
process of religious reconfiguration taking place in contemporary Vietnam. This
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religious reconfiguration is caused by intensified interactions among functionally
differentiated spheres in response to broad social transformations occurring in postRenovation Vietnam. The intensified interactions facilitate changes in relations between
the religious and non-religious spheres. The framework of religious reconfiguration, as I
use it, describes changes within a particular religion, changes in relations between old
and new religions, as well as changes in relations with non-religious spheres, both public
and private.
The framework of religious reconfiguration can be usefully applied to further our
understanding of the wider impact of the four processes of reinvention discussed above.
In the first instance, we can see the ways in which the three NRMs studied set about to
recreate, renovate and reconfigure their doctrines and associated rituals and practices.
Their remaking and transforming of themselves has both drawn upon and diverged from
elements already available under the Vietnamese spiritual canopy.
Within the religious sphere, we can see how established religions have responded to
the emergence and popularity of NRMs. Buddhism and Catholicism are still dominant,
and relatively unchallenged. They have not shown much interest in learning from new
religious groups. Their response to NRMs can be characterised as the distancing and
differentiating, rather than re-examining. Most Venerable Thích Bảo Nghi represents the
Buddhist Sangha’s approach to NRMs that have borrowed from Buddhism doctrine. He
stresses the legitimacy of the Sangha and true Buddhism and denied it to quasi-Buddhist
groups. He and his peers suggested ways for the Sangha to act to maintain the devotion
of the population and to protect the Buddhist doctrine’s integrity. The Catholic Church
refused recognition to groups that re-used the Christian doctrine. However, Father Thiện
Cẩm saw in the popularity of NRMs a chance for the Catholic Church to re-examine and
renew itself if it did not want to see a decline in membership. Religious reconfiguration
thus becomes a two-way process. New religions emerge by mobilising resources lying
dormant in established religions, the established religions then feel impelled to respond
to the challenge and revitalise themselves.
The extent of religious pluralism found in Vietnam makes it difficult for a new
religion to attract and maintain members. At the same time, it licenses religious novelty,
especially that which is syncretic in characters. The issue of public opinion, in particular
public approval, becomes critical here. In the religious ecology of Vietnam, hybridisation
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encourages diversity but many of the seeds planted fail to spout. Since Renovation, many
NRMs have arisen, but most have been weeded out by the state and the media, both of
which inflame suspicion of cults. Stereotyping, one-sided reporting and accusations of
corruption and the fomenting of social disorder are among the main problems that NRM
have encountered. The successful ones have had to patiently nullify the propaganda
directed against them to gain followers and supporters. Some have created blogs and
websites to spread their messages and to correct misunderstandings. They have
attempted to make their presence more generally acceptable to people and less
questionable in the eyes of Party cadres.
Arguably, the most significant challenge facing NRMs in Vietnam is interference
from and by the state. In order to represent themselves favourably to the authorities and
to present themselves as credible, genuine religions, they have sought to demonstrate that
they champion values that are rooted in indigenous cultural traditions, have good not
subversive intentions, and can potentially contribute to nation- building by promoting
independence, nationalism and patriotism. The Way of the Jade Buddha even published
poems complimenting the great achievements of the Party, Hồ Chí Minh and Võ Nguyên
Giáp. The School of Teaching Goodness assiduously obeyed all administrative
regulations applicable to citizens at the local level. Meanwhile, the Great Mother’s Field
began all its self-published spirit booklets by stating: “The earth belongs to the heavenly
realm of religion so too the Socialist Republic of Vietnam”. The Field also predicted the
perfection of communism in Vietnam in the new circle of time.
In short, discussions of processes in this section have shown both internal and
external aspects of the changes inside NRMs during reinvention processes. The common
points found in these two sets of processes suggest that religious reconfiguration is
creative and innovative. It is a major process which can give rise to new factors and
create and energise macro processes.
CONCLUSION
In this thesis, I have sought to understand the re-emergence of spiritual beliefs and
practices in Vietnam’s post-Renovation era. I have done so by examining three currently
active NRMs in northern Vietnam: the School of Teaching Goodness; the Way of Hồ
Chí Minh as the Jade Buddha; and the Tố Dương’s Field of Extrasensory Perception.
The framework of religious reconfiguration was employed to explore how new religious
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groups have created changes within and without the religious sphere, and to document
intersections between the religious and political spheres. Further, the thesis attempted to
demonstrate how certain aspects of religious revival and renovation as well as emerging
social processes can be represented through a study of NRMs in contemporary Vietnam.
The research found that these NRMs changed the shape of the religious sphere in
Vietnam, redefined the relationship between new religions and state-recognised religious
organisation, affected the State policies of regulating new forms of spiritual and religious
practices, reconfigured the economic sphere, penetrated into the public sphere, and
offered options for the Vietnamese to continuously adapt religion to modernity.
My analyses of the three case studies indicated that NRMs have created changes
within and without the religious spheres. Within the religious sphere, these NRMs have
developed new syncretic forms of worship that re-combine the familiar vocabularies of
Buddhism, folk spiritual practices and spiritualism in innovative ways. They have
reconfigured the religious sphere by revitalising local legacies and by contributing to the
popular deification of Hồ Chí Minh as a symbol of the nation, one that is simultaneously
secular and religious pluralism.
Outsider the religious sphere, the NRMs I discuss sought to engage with the political
sphere in order to affect state regulation of religious minorities and to gain legitimacy by
making reference to familiar figures, such as Hồ Chí Minh. They have made incursions
also into the public sphere. Despite their illegal status – none of these NRMs is officially
recognised as a religion – they were by no means underground or low profile groups.
Their doors were wide open to the public and they were increasingly visible in a range of
public spaces. A relaxation in their regulation suggests that the presence of NRMs in the
public sphere has to a certain extent been accepted. Though to a lesser extent, the
research also indicated how these NRMs created changes in the economic sphere. The
re-enchantment and expansion of the religious market place is indicative of changes
brought by NRMs. NRMs have established themselves as merchants of luck and spiritual
protection. The so-called rational pursuit of profit is now undertaken with the protection
and guidance of spiritual entities. In addition, NRMs are vendors of merchandise, selling
their religious products in forms of booklets, CDs and DVDs, amulets, and spiritual
services. These activities have contributed to the rapid expansion of the religious
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economy in Vietnam, a phenomenon that deserves deeper consideration than I have been
able to give it.
This study into the emergence and success of post-1986 NRMs despite the lack of
State sanction reveals the strength of two important and closely related processes of
religious revival and religious innovation in Vietnam. In terms of religious revival, these
NRMs have arisen against a backdrop of religious vitality that has been characterised by
the revival of earlier . But this revival is not with revision of traditional practices, and
the NRMs in this study are further characterised by their religious innovation,
particularly in the selective and creative ways in tradition has been recuperated. This
framework of reinvention is, however, not limited to NRMs but can be found also in the
wider field of religious and spiritual practices nowadays in Vietnam. For this reason, the
situation of NRMs must be located within the larger picture of post-1986 religious
renovation . Religious renovation is open to many possibilities, but what can be seen in
this research is that it enables practitioners to creatively modify religion and secure its
existence in a modernizing society. This is not simply a matter that relates to the
religious field, however. Rather, the implications of the processes of religious vitality
and innovation point to a larger set of processes at work in the constitution of the place
of the religious field within modern Vietnam – that is, broader social processes of
religious reconfiguration.
The evidence of religious reconfiguration observed in this thesis concerned the
changing relationships and interactions between the political and religious spheres.
Specifically, there was evidence of the interpenetration of these supposedly functionally
differentiated spheres as discussed in detail in the final chapter. This research
demonstrated that the religious reconfiguration associated with religious reinvention is
not simply a process internal to a religion or to the religious sphere, but is a process that
impacts on, and in turn impacted by, other social spheres. There are many questions that
this thesis raised, which deserve further exploration. For example, there is scope to
examine in detail patterns of interaction between state and non-state actors in order to
enhance our understanding of the varying interests of the different actors whose
interactions together create the dynamics of religious reconfiguration. In the context of
Vietnam, we can learn more about such processes by considering how the state actors
seek to incorporate religion into the politics of nation-building or to embed political
attributes into emerging religious issues. This is part of a broader investigation into the
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ways the state seeks to penetrate and exert control within the religious sphere. At the
same time, it is important to recognise how religious practitioners and followers may
seek their own form of reconfiguration, one that enables them to nurture religious vitality
and religious innovation. This can be seen in the actions of non-state actors who promote
the integration of religious dimensions into the politics of nation-building, or who seek to
expand the autonomy and the expansion of the religious sphere. Here is also appropriate
to consider how the political sphere may be inflected by the religious.
This thesis has focussed on interactions of this religious reconfiguration between the
religious and state spheres. The decision to focus on this particular relationship cannot be
understood outside the particular constitution of modern Vietnam’s social formation, and
in particular, the pre-eminence of the political sphere in understanding the constitution of
the religious sphere. This acknowledgement of the specific nature of the state-religion
relationship in Vietnam returns us to the importance of locating the discussion of
religious reconfiguration within a discussion of the theory of multiple modernities. Once
again, there is a lot more that could be done to enrich the framework of religious
reconfiguration by situating it within the broader and comparative study of multiple
modernities. A particular society will articulate unique experiences in dealing with such
multi-dimensional interactions because of its own socio-political, cultural and historical
conditions. Religious reconfiguration therefore can be included in the theoretical
discussions of multiple modernities because it provides researchers an additional tool to
demonstrate experiences and orientations of a particular society, one that takes seriously
the influence and contribution of religious dynamics in the constitution of modernity.
The concept of religious reconfiguration developed in this thesis provides a
framework for the study of religion in Vietnam which opens the way to further analysis
from a comparative perspective. Meanwhile, an emphasis upon religious reinvention
which addresses processes of remaking, transforming, legitimating and accomodating
can be useful for research into other NRMs not only in Vietnam but elsewere in Asia.
My hope is that research along these lines could act as a catalyst for interdisciplinary
research based on detailed empirical study of new religious phenomena by other
Vietnamese scholars. I would also hope that my thesis might help to give a voice to
religious minorities that are often the victim of stereotyping, misunderstanding, and
punitive treatment.
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Future studies of NRMs will need to be sensitive to patterns of interaction between
functionally differentiated spheres, to be alert to the interplay between major and minor
processes of changes. It will be necessary to clarify the causal dynamics connecting
actors in the religious and non-religious spheres. Researchers will need to bear in mind
that there are not always clear boundaries between these spheres and that some
components of a sphere may have both religious and non-religious attributes. A fuller
investigation into new religious phenomena would also need to take into account
economic and legal factors that extend beyond the scope of this thesis.
As the Vietnamese case shows, religion retains its significance in modernising
societies. Timothy Crippen (1998) has pointed out that
the rise of the modern world has been accompanied by an evolving
commitment to new sacred beliefs and rituals that symbolise the
sovereignty of the nation-state and the moral integrity of the
individual” (1998: 331)
He indicates religion is “not vanishing”. But its form and content continues to be
transformed (1998: 332). Crippen argues that if the old gods are dying then new gods
will be born. Tạ Chí Đại Trường (2006 [orig. 1989]) claims that the Vietnamese have
been constant in their desire to reach the supernatural world. Spirits and deities have not
been eradicated but they have been changed by the creativity of the people (2006 [orig.
1989]: 176-177). If the old objects of worship are seen to be less responsive than before,
then in the absence of satisfactory alternatives, new ones must fill the vacuum. Religious
revival and innovation would seem to suggest the Vietnamese continue to invoke
supernatural power to assist them in their quest for existential security in a world that is
not only modernising now but renovating modernity itself.
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