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Abstract

The article introduces important aspects of the history and contemporary situation of
the Taiwanese new religious movement Yiguandao in Vietnam, where it is called Nhat
Quaén Dao. Fieldwork was conducted over four years between 2016 and 2020, chiefly
among members of the Fayl Chéngdé (Phat Nhit Sing Diic) sub-branch in H6 Chi
Minh City, which is the centre of Nhit Quén Pao activities. A particular focus is put on

the legal and socio-political environment in which Nhit Quan Dao operates.
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1 Introduction

On the motorcycle speedily following our guide — a close personal contact and
local member of Nhdt Quén Pao (Yiguandao —& i#; literally, Way of Pervading
Unity; henceforth: NQb ) — we drove through the meandering backstreets of Ho
Chi Minh City in early 2016 to reach the Phdt duong ( fotdng {#52; Buddha hall)
we were invited to visit. In Vietnam, the Buddha halls (i.e., Yiguandao temples
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and shrines) are usually located in ordinary residential homes without any sign
indicating their purpose as a meeting and worship place.! After many efforts,
this was our first opportunity to visit the Buddha hall and establish more con-
tacts and trust in our informants in order to explore facets of the history and
present-day activities of this new religious movement in Vietnam.

This research is largely based on what could be gleaned from some forty
semi-structured guided interviews and numerous personal conversations with
as well as participant observation among members of Phat Nhit Sting Dtic (Fay1
Chongdé #¢—42{#; Creating Unity and Venerating Virtue) in H6 Chi Minh City
between early 2016 and early 2020.2 Phat Nhit Sung Duic is currently by far the
biggest NQP group active in Vietnam, and H6 Chi Minh City is its chief site of
operation.? To the best of our knowledge, the scholarship on the Vietnamese
manifestation of Yiguandao is hitherto limited to one M.A. thesis, “Nhit Quan
Pao - Hién tugng ton gido mdi ¢ thanh phé H6 Chi Minh” (Nhat Quén Dao:
The Phenomenon of a New Religion in H6 Chi Minh City) by Pham Thi Bich
Ngoc (Pham 2013), a single sub-chapter published in the edited volume T6n
Gido Mdi. Nhdgn Thiic va Thuc T¢ (New Religions: Perception and Reality)
(Truong et al. 2016), a small section in Yiguandao historian Lin Wanchuan’s
&) 1] book Yiguandao gaiyao —E 6% % (An Outline of Yiguandao) (Mu Yu
2002:167-169),* and a few paragraphs in a 2016 article on “Religious Conversion
of the Ethnic Minorities in the South of Vietnam” (Truong 2016: 36—38). The
relevant sub-chapter (Truong et al. 2016: 450—524) is based on Pham 2013 and
a fellow M.A. thesis approved at the Vietnam National University-H6 Chi Minh
City — University of Social Sciences and Humanities (Pai Hoc Qudc Gia Tp. HO
Chi Minh — Trudng Pai Hoc Khoa Hoc Xd Hji va Nhdn Vin).® It very tentatively
outlines the history and activities of NQ® in Taiwan and in H6 Chi Minh City.

The present article adds to a wave of scholarly studies on the interna-
tional development and presence of Yiguandao published in the last some

1 NQP has no legal status in Vietnam and it has thus no right to perform any “religious” activi-
ties in the public space as will be briefly discussed in the next section.

2 This research was possible thanks to the assistance of NQ followers in H6 Chi Minh City and
Phnom Penh. In particular, we would like to express our gratitude to thdy (Master) Quach
(i.e., Gud didnchudnshi Z[EHET) for all the data he shared with us and for his sympathetic
support. Our on-site research was concluded due to the advent of the covip-19 pandemic.

3 Taiwanese Fayi Chongdé is a sub-branch of the Fayi cluster within Yiguandao and one of the
largest and internationally most active Yiguandao groups overall. It reportedly operates in
nearly forty countries (Billioud 2020:19).

4 We would like to thank Nikolas Broy for the information on Lin Wanchuan (Mu Yii 7 85).

5 Pham 2013 aside, the sub-chapter draws on the M.A. thesis “Nh4t Quén Dao — M4t ton gido
mdi & Pai Loan” (Yiguandao: A New Religion in Taiwan) by Luong Gia Toan (Lucng 2014).
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twenty-five years.® With activities in more than eighty countries worldwide,
Yiguandao is one of the most sizeable East Asian new religious movements
today. In the following section, we briefly outline the legal and socio-political
environment of NQb. In Section 3, we trace the historical development of
NQP, addressing two accounts regarding the establishment of the first Buddha
hall in the country. In Section 4, we look into present-day NQb, its mode of
reception and instruction, as well as its (temporary) Cambodian rallying point.

2 Some Notes on the Legal and Socio-political Context

A turning point in the history of contemporary Vietnam has been d6i mdi (ren-
ovation), which was officially launched in 1986. The subsequent economic and
political reforms triggered comprehensive changes also regarding the socio-
cultural environment. In the realm of religion, most strikingly, the authorities’
attitude vis-a-vis so-called “superstitions” (mé tin di doan) of old, which were
meant to be removed from public life, became less fierce and occasionally even
sympathetic (see Bouquet 2010; Lewis 2013; Jammes and Sorrentino 2015).”
The generally positive developments notwithstanding, the approach pursued
by the government towards the majority of religious communities, especially
new religious movements (ton gido md), is still very unfavourable, if not to say
repressive. The present-day political discourse keeps branding a substantial
portion of (organised) religion as a potential risk to national/social security.
The latest legal document pertaining to religious management is “Decree
No. 162,” formally issued by the government on December 30, 2017, which

6 A panoply of Chinese-language scholarship aside (a range of which is listed in Broy, Reinke,
and Clart 2017: 22), see, for example, the English-language articles on Yiguandao in Austria
(Broy 2021; Shen 2021); Canada (Clart 2000); Malaysia (Soo 1997); Singapore (Lim 2012); South
Africa (Broy 2019); South Korea (Irons and Lee 2022); Thailand (Lin 2023; 2019); the United
Kingdom (Yang 2021); and the United States (Broy 2020). On Yiguandao’s transnationalism,
see Broy 2022 and Soo 2019.

7 A watershed was the Politburo Resolution No. 24-NQ/Tw “Enhancing Government Tasks
Related to Religions in the New Situation” (Nghi Quyét S6 24-NQ/Tw Tdng cuong cong tdc
ton gido trong tinh hinh mdi) of October 16, 1990, through which the Communist Party for-
mally redirected its approach to religion (ton gido), confirming the significance of beliefs (¢in
ngudng) and religion for the populace.

8 Regarding the presence of “new religious phenomena” (cdc hién tugng ton gido mdi) in
present-day Vietnam, see Nguyén and Nguyén 2021.

9 Nghi Dinh. Quy dinh chi tiét mot s6 diéu va bién phdp thi hanh ludt tin ngudng, ton gido. S6:
162/2017/NP-CcP (Regulations Detailing Some Issues and Implementation Measures of the
Law on Beliefs and Religion. No. 162/2017/ND-CP). See https://thuvienphapluat.vn/van-ban
/Van-hoa-Xa-hoi/Nghi-dinh-162-2017-ND-CP-huong-dan-Luat-tin-nguong-ton-giao-353702
.aspx. This and all other websites have been last retrieved on October 11, 2023.
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took effect from January 1, 2018, replacing the Decree No. 92/2012/ND-CP dated
November 8, 2012. It enforces “The Law on Beliefs and Religion. No. 02/2016/
QH14” (Ludt tin nguéng, ton gido. S6: 02/2016/QHI4) sanctioned by the
Vietnamese Parliament on November 18, 2016.1% According to this law, a reli-
gious group or community must first apply for a “religious activity registration
certificate” (chitng nhdn ddang ky hoat dong tén gido ddng ky). The certificate is
granted by the provincial People’s Committee for a community operating in a
province and by the Ministry of Home Affairs (Bg Ngivu) for a group operating
on a national scale (cf. Article 22.3 of the Law on Beliefs and Religion). After
at least five years of stable and continuous activity, the religious group can
apply for official and legal recognition as a religious organisation. During the
whole time period, the activities of the group, among others, must not violate
“national defence, security, and sovereignty, and order and safety of the social
environment” (qudc phong, an ninh, chii quyén qudc gia, trdt t, an toan xd hji,
moi truong); “harm social morality” and “offend the honour and dignity of oth-
ers” (xdm hai dao ditc xa hoi ... xiic pham danh dy, nhdn phdm ciia nguoi khdc);
and should not “prevent implementation of civic rights and duties (cdn tréviéc
thuc hién quyén va nghia vu cong déan)” (cf. Article 5 of the Law on Beliefs and
Religion). This vague wordings as well as other articles of this Law, for example:
related to nomination and registration of dignitaries (cf. Article 5, Section 2);
the requirement to notify and inform about any religious activities including
ceremonies, conferences, publications, educational events, etc. (cf. Article 6);
and additionally Article 62 pointing to the demand of “comprehensive/special-
ist scrutiny of beliefs and religions” (Thanh tra chuyén nganh vé tin nguédng,
ton gido), render explicit the authorities’ will to have full control over institu-
tionalised religion. Recently, new regulations were also issued regarding the
religious activity in cyberspace (cf. Decree No. 14/2022/ND-cP).!

According to our NQP informants, in 2008, Phat Nhit Sting Dic formally
contacted the Government Committee for Religious Affairs (Ban Ton Gido
Chinh Phii) in Ha Noi pertaining to the registration of their religious activities.
However, they reportedly did not receive any response and thus gave up on this
issue. Some ten years later, the group’s leadership decided to hand in an official
application for legal status, which was effectively submitted in December 2019
to the Ministry of Home Affairs. However, the group kept a low profile for the
followers were afraid that making this public could have a negative impact on

10 See https://thuvienphapluat.vn/van-ban/Van-hoa-Xa-hoi/Luat-tin-nguong-ton-giao-2016
-322934.aSpX.

11 Nghi dinh s6 14/2022/Nb-cp. See https://[vanban.chinhphu.vn/?pageid=27160&docid
=205256.

VIENNA JOURNAL OF EAST ASIAN STUDIES 15 (2023) 310—334



https://thuvienphapluat.vn/van-ban/Van-hoa-Xa-hoi/Luat-tin-nguong-ton-giao-2016-322934.aspx
https://thuvienphapluat.vn/van-ban/Van-hoa-Xa-hoi/Luat-tin-nguong-ton-giao-2016-322934.aspx
https://vanban.chinhphu.vn/?pageid=27160&docid=205256
https://vanban.chinhphu.vn/?pageid=27160&docid=205256
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

314 FRASZCZAK AND POKORNY

the consideration of their application.!? As of yet, NCb has not obtained legal
status as a religious organisation in Vietnam. Their 2019 application was either
silently rejected or is still under consideration.!3

Notably, at the regular press conference of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs
(Bd Ngoai Giao), on December 15, 2022, deputy spokesperson Pham Thu Héng
emphasised that Vietnam’s consistent policy is to ensure the citizens’ human
rights and freedom of belief and religion.!* Presently, there are sixteen “legally
recognised religions” and forty-two “religious organisations” (the branches of
religions being registered separately).!> No new group has been included since
2018. Official statements pronounced by government representatives associ-
ated with the state security, place NQP among religious groups “stained with
superstition, contrary to traditional culture, and not permitted by law” (rhudm
mau mé tin di doan, trdi vdi van héa truyén thong, khong dugc phdp ludt cho
phép) (Lé 2021), belonging to “evil cults’ [which] are primitive associations,
not qualified to establish a religious organisation” (“ta dao” la nhiing to chiic
s0 khai, khong di diéu kién dé hinh thanh té chitc ton gido).'® Similarly, the
ANTV — The People’s Police Television (Truyén hinh Céng an Nhén ddn) — a
channel specialised in providing information related to social order and secu-
rity, warned its viewers to be aware of illegal missionary activities, referring
to the case of an “intervention” made by the police in a private home where
NQP followers gathered in May 2023. The police recommended not to become
subject of “illegal preaching” (truyén dao trdi phép) which “may even lead to
manipulative actions that induce people to participate in activities violating
the law” (thdm chi sé ddn dén hanh vi l6i kéo, du db ngudi dan tham gia vao cdc
hoat dong vi pham phdp ludt).’” On occasion, the Vietnamese press also reports
on the “interventions” of government representatives in cases of NQb activi-
ties. For example, the electronic version of “Reporter” (Nguoi dua tin) reported

12 Personal communication with a Phat Nhit Sting Duc dignitary, April 2020.

13 According to the 2022 Report on International Religious Freedom: Vietnam, religious
groups complained that “government agencies sometimes did not respond to registration
applications or approval requests for religious activities within the stipulated time period,
if at all, and often did not specify reasons for refusals as required by law.” See https://
www.state.gov/reports/2022-report-on-international-religious-freedom/vietnam/.

14  See https://btgcp.gov.vn/hoat-dong-quan-he-quoc-te/chinh-sach-nhat-quan-cua-viet
-nam-la-bao-dam-quyen-con-nguoi-tu-do-tin-nguong-ton-giao-cua-nguoi-dan-post
wDqGE4NRglLhtml.

15 See General Statistics Office of Vietnam: https://datacollection.gso.gov.vn/Data/Sites/1
/media/huyvq/files/DanhMucTonGiao.pdf.

16 See https://sonvhungyen.gov.vn/portal/Pages/2023-7-28/Cac-hien-tuong-ton-giao-moi
--ta-dao-dang-co-xu-huoniqot4.aspx.

17  See https://antv.gov.vn/phap-luat-3/canh-giac-hoat-dong-truyen-dao-trai-phap-luat-374
DFAB9B.html. Video: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vagHxjQoATo.
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in June 2022: “Authorities of Thita Thién-Hué province have just found out and
prevented the illegal ‘Nhit Quan Dao’ group activities in the area” (Co' quan
chitc ndng tinh Thita Thién-Hué vita phdt hién, ngdn chdn 1 nhém doi tuong tu
tdp sinh hoat “Nhdt qudn dao” trdi phép trén dia ban). The intervention in the
private house resulted in the seizure of “all scriptures and documents as well
as metal oil lamps, among them one with the character ‘Buddha’ written in
Chinese” (thu gt toan bj kinh sdch, tai liéw; dén ddu bang kim logi trong dé cé
1 ¢y cd biéu tugng chit “Phdt” viét bang chit Han).'® Actually, according to law,
religious activities at home are legal. They become illegal when they “disturb”
the public or, when they extend into the public space, if the religious group
carrying out such activities is not formally recognised. That this is so, one can
see, for example, by a calm recent report about the visit of functionaries of
the Government Committee for Religious Affairs and local authorities to an
NQP Buddha hall in Tién Giang province (Nhat 2023). In general, this reflects
the oft-times erratic behaviour one observes by the authorities pertaining to
religious matters.

Also worth mentioning are especially the views vis-a-vis NQb by the (State-
supervised) Buddhist Sangha of Vietnam (Gido Hoi Phdt Gido Viét Nam) since
it wields particular (religious) discursive authority in present-day Vietnam.
According to the eminent monk Venerable Thich Nhat Tu (b. 1969), deputy
director of the Vietnam Buddhist University (Hoc Vién Phdt Gido Viét Nam) in
Ho Chi Minh City, NQP is a movement spreading mostly “superstitions” and
lacking right faith. Monks and nuns, and all who follow the true Buddhist
teaching, should not let NQb influence Vietnamese society. He expressed
these views on his official YouTube channel in the video series “Questions and
Answers: What is Nhit Quan Pao?” (Vdn ddp: Nhdt Qudn Dao la gi?)."® In an
article on the popular Vietnamese Buddhist website Thw Vién Hoa Sen (Lotus
Library), the question whether N@QP is Buddhist or not is answered by two
monks as follows: “Nhit Quéan Dao is an evil sect [ta phdi] that uses the name
of Buddhism [... It] is not orthodox Buddhism and can never be integrated into
Buddhism because of its qualities, mode of practice, and especially its purpose
are all different from Buddhism” (Thich and Thich 2018).20

Other religious communities commenting on NQP — especially those within
the tam gido (sanjico —#; Three Teachings) spectrum — usually do not explic-
itly distance themselves from, let alone openly polemise against NQb. Their

18  See https://www.nguoiduatin.vn/ngan-chan-nhom-doi-tuong-tu-tap-sinh-hoat-dao-la
-trai-phep-a554997.html.

19  See https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SpJfPBkUBao.

20 Nhdt Qudn Pao la mot ta phdi mugn danh nghia Phdt gido [...] khdng phdi la Phdt gido
chinh théng v vinh vién khéng thé hoa nhdp vao Phat gido vi tinh chdt, thit bdc tu hanh, va
nhdt la muc dich cia ching déu khdc vdi Phdt gido.
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attitude may be described in the words of the late leader of Minh Ly Pao (The
Path of Enlightened Reason/Perception),?! Lam Ly Hung (1939—2021): “We con-
sider Nhat Quén Pao followers and believers of other religions as brothers,
real and precious Dharma brothers [Huynh Dé trong tinh Linh Son cdt nhuc]
because our common goals are universal brotherhood and peace on earth
achievable by self-cultivation and liberation.”?? An interesting interreligious
episode with an abrupt end involved a 2013 meeting in Tay Ninh city between
followers of Cao Dai’s Tay Ninh denomination and representatives of NQb. The
meeting was supposedly quite amical, yet it was not repeated, since the Cao
bai dignitaries were subsequently “advised” by government officials to cease
contacts with NQb.23

3 Nhat Quan Pao in Vietnam

One day, while skimming the library of Minh Ly Dao at Tam Tong Miéu (Temple
of the Three Teachings), rather unexpectedly we came across a bound collec-
tion of twenty-three short texts in typescript relating to NQb. The volume —
entitled 76 thudt Nho Thich Pao Nhdt-Qudn Diéu-Phdp Khai Ph6-Dg. Su chudng
Ly Khi Tugng Tam-Thién Pai-Nhdm Ban Thu-Vién (see Figure 1)?* — introduces
the life and activities of the Yiguandao founders, namely, Lit Zhongy1 #&H—
(1849-1925; L) Trung Nhét, emically the seventeenth patriarch) and his succes-
sors Zhang Tianran 55K 7R (1889—1947; Truong Thién Nhién) and Stn Suzhén
4Z H (1895-1975; Ton Tué Minh). They contain some texts of spirit messages
along with the explanation of the Chinese characters in a dictionary style as
well as in the form of a Chinese-Vietnamese interlinear text. This is followed by
the clarification of various doctrinal tenets, such as the idea of tam tao phd dé
(sancdo puidu =B J%; literally, all-embracing salvation of the Three Realms).
Unfortunately, no one in the Minh Ly Pao community knew about the origins
of the texts, their authorship, and how they ended up in the library collection.
The abundant use of Sino-Vietnamese expressions and the writing style sug-
gest that at least some of the writings were originally composed before 1975

21 A new religious community founded in 1924 in Sai Gon with an estimated present-day
membership of some one thousand individuals. Their doctrine and life praxis are based
on the Three Teachings with a focus on meditation (cf. Jammes 2010).

22 Personal conversation with Lim Ly Hung, February 2020.

23 Personal conversation with Hoi Thanh Cao Dai Toa Thanh Téy Ninh officials, May 2015.

24  English title: “The Patriarchs Say: Confucianism, Buddhism, Daoism are Consistent,
Marvellous Dharma Paves the Way for All-Embracing Salvation. The Masters Add: True
Nature, Vital Energy, Essence, the Three Components, Great Gestation Conducting to Full
Fruit”
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and then typed again. The texts represent most likely a basic introduction to
NQb compiled for a Vietnamese audience. Presumably, these texts originated
among the Hoa (i.e., Chinese-Vietnamese) community that started to settle
in Vietnam since the eighteenth century, with larger numbers arriving espe-
cially after 1860 and up to the first decades of the twentieth century. Notably,
among them were many followers of Xiantiandao 4:X#& (The Way of Former
Heaven; Tién Thién Dao) currents, of which Yiguandao (along with Cao Pai
and Minh Ly Dao, among others) is a distinct later expression (Billioud 2020:
3—4). Taken from this perspective, a wider doctrinal milieu — also giving rise to
Yiguandao - already took roots in the Vietnamese social space quite early.2
Other than these texts, we could not find any specific traces of NQb in Vietnam
prior to the late 1980s.

3.1 The First Buddha Hall in Vietnam

According to the standard narrative of the Phat Nhét Sung Puc followers,
NQP was introduced to Vietnam almost simultaneously by several Vietnamese
individuals at the turn of the 1980s and 1990s, who returned as students or
workers from Taiwan.?6 The first Buddha hall in Vietnam was founded by thdy
Chu biic Hung (Zha Déxidng KfE/#; 1950—2016). Although born of Chinese
parents in 1950 in Vietnam, during his childhood he had no chance to learn
the Chinese language. Later, he learned it autodidactically and, during his first
year at the university, he received a scholarship to study agriculture in Taiwan.
While in Taiwan, he came into contact with Yiguandao teachings through
the Fayl Chongdé branch. He graduated in 1976, and on November 29 of the
same year, he was reportedly initiated by the eminent Yiguandao (female)
master and Fayi Chongdé founder Elder (gidnrén Fij \) Chén Hongzhén [575
£ (1923—2008). In 1989, thdy Chu eventually returned to Vietnam. He set up
the first Buddha hall in a rented apartment in H6 Chi Minh City, and immedi-
ately started spreading the teachings. A few years later, he purchased a house
and established a Buddha hall there. He named it Hop Ditc Phdt Duong (Hédé
fotdng &1EMFE; Accruing Virtue Buddha Hall). He also began to translate

25  The scholarship on the Vietnamese Tién Thién Dao is scarce and foremostly presented
in relation to Minh Su (Enlightened Master) — the Vietnamese religious movement most
visibly preserving Xiantiandao/Tién Thién Dao ideas today (e.g., Ngai 2015: 494-516;
Nguyén 2018). Comprising an estimated 13,000 followers today, Minh Su is the oldest of
the Minh redemptive societies. Being transplanted from China in the mid-nineteenth
century it subsequently spawned the other four Minh groups — Minh Ly Dao, Minh Dudng
(Temple of Light), Minh Thién (Enlightened Goodness), and Minh Tan (Enlightened
Renewal) (Blagov 2018: 551; Jammes 2010). Additional research exists on the influence
of Xiantiandao on the teachings of Cao Dai (Jammes and Palmer 2020; on Cao Dai, see
Jammes 2014).

26 See also https://nhatquandaovn.com/gioi-thieu/.
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NQP texts into Vietnamese but died prematurely in 2016 during a sojourn in
Taiwan. In the Buddha hall founded by him, the Cdm An Pudng (gdneén ting
J&8 5; Gratitude Hall) has been established and dedicated to his memory
(see Figure 2). According to our informants, the Hop Duc Phdt Duong is the
very first Buddha hall opened in Vietnam.2? Over time, Taiwanese Yiguandao
masters (some also from different branches) came to Vietnam to engage
in proselytising.

3.2 The Eternal Virtue Buddha Hall

Growing closer to our informants of the H6 Chi Minh City Phat Nhit Siing Ptic
branch, we were told an alternative story about the first origins of Yiguandao
in Vietnam connected to the establishment of Vinh Dic Phdt Duong (Yongdé
fotdng 7k {E{855), one of the Phat Nhét Sing Diic Buddha halls in Vietnam. As
mentioned earlier, among the early Chinese immigrants arriving in Vietnam
there were followers of various Xiantiandao branches.?® In 1920, a group of
immigrants from Guéngzhou 5[ settled down in the present-day area of
Ho Chi Minh City. The group consisted of Xiantiandao followers belonging
to its current connected to the “element” metal (jin 4:).2° In 1965, a family
connected to this group constructed a residential building in the present-day
district 5 of H6 Chi Minh City and, on the top of it, built a temple called Vink
bic Puong (Yongdétdng 7k {85 ; Eternal Virtue Hall; see Figure 3). Queen
Mother Goddess (Vuong Mau Nuong Nuong; Wangmti Nidngnidng F-RFHEHH)
was worshipped at this location. The community gathering there was suppos-
edly rather small and led by female thdy Tran Két Trinh (Chén Jiézhén [H4E ).
Before 1975, around one hundred people used to participate in the ceremonies
and community activities. After the unification of Vietnam in 1975, all activi-
ties officially ceased. The temple survived as a Buddhist pagoda registered with
the Buddhist Sangha of Vietnam. In 2010, the status was withdrawn and now
this worshipping place is just considered as private property belonging to the
adopted daughter of thdy Trén.

27  Incontrast, Pham states that the first Buddha hall was established by an unnamed woman
who married a Taiwanese man and moved to Taiwan. After returning to H6 Chi Minh City,
she set up a Buddha hall in district 6 in 1990, from where she enthusiastically spread
the teachings among her family and relatives (Pham 2013: 43; cf. Truong et al. 2016: 452).
According to Lin Wanchuén, Haordn Haodé J&52R7: {5 and Wénhua SZ{E were the first
Yiguandao branches to establish Buddha halls in Vietnam in 1988 (Mu Yl 2002: 167-169).

28 Ramses Amer indicates that by 1908, 138,284 ethnic Chinese were living in Vietnam. The
number reportedly surged to 732,459 in 1951 (2011: 146).

29  After the death of the thirteenth patriarch Yang Shouyi #55F— (1796-1828; Duong Thu
Nhat), five leaders were appointed in relation to the five “elements” or phases (ngii hanh;
wilxing j_’{f‘fr), viz. water, metal, earth, fire, and wood — the Chinese ancient symbols
describing dynamic processes and phenomena of existence (Mozina 2019: 35).
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By the end of 1980, and due to deteriorating health, thdy Tran started
through spiritual inspiration looking for a new thdy who could continue the
service and revive the community. However, all the female names she pre-
sented to Queen Mother Goddess were rejected. After some time, the name
of a thdy unknown to her by the name of Quach was revealed.?° Thdy Quéch
(Guo 5I) is a Taiwanese, now in his seventies, who, before coming to Vietnam,
for many years reportedly served as the secretary of Chén Héngzhén. Quach
came to Vietnam for the first time in 1989. It was allegedly planned as a busi-
ness trip only in order to find some commerce opportunities. During his stay
in H6 Chi Minh City, he was looking for a vegetarian restaurant and he entered
the one run by thdy Tran. Subsequently, Quach visited it many times, but while
the two knew each other by sight, they had not engaged in conversation. After
Quéch’s return to Taiwan, Trin learned his full name by a mutual acquain-
tance. She reportedly recognised it as the name earlier revealed to her spiri-
tually while praying to Queen Mother Goddess. She immediately contacted
Quach and tried to convince him to come back as soon as possible. Due to
many obligations, he could not respond to her request immediately. However,
by the end of 1990, Quach returned to Vietnam and began spreading NQb
teachings joined by Tran and her community. Tran’s temple was assigned a
new name — Vinh Duc Phdt Duong.

The story continues that within the first five days after the Tét 1991 (the New
Lunar Calendar Year celebrations), around five hundred cdu dao (giidao 3K
78) initiations (diém dao; didndao B5#E) performed by thdy Quach alone qua
diém truyén su were conducted.?! Ultimately, the Vinh Bic Puong community
was successfully revived becoming the NQb Vinh Dilc Phdt Pudng. Moreover,
thdy Quéch, while having a vegetarian meal with some disciples at the time,
received a spirit message from T Cong (Jigong J75/% )32 addressed to thdy Tran.
According to thdy Quéch’s testimony: first, he started to feel warmth in his body,
then a sensation of light, while a relaxing energy was running through his body.
He moved away from the dining table and sat down at another table, picked up
a pen and started (spirit) writing. He was not aware of the content of his callig-
raphy until he finished and looked at the characters he had written down. The
message was to confirm that the blessing of the gods and spirits remains on the
community of this lineage, that it is a right time for the Buddha’s blessing, and
that a community of people living morally is itself a holy blessing. According to

30  Personal communication with master Trin’s daughter in December 2019.

31 Atthe initiation ceremony, the adept ritually “requests the dao” (gitidao). The diém truyén
su (didnchudnshi BL{HF; transmitting master) is a master who received the Mandate of
Heaven (thién ménh; tianming “K-17) to continue the assignment of déo transmission.

32 A Chinese Chan f monk (1130-1209) worshipped by Yiguandao followers. For his role in
the movement and identification as Zhang Tianran, see Billioud 2020: 106-113.
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thdy Qudch, an impressive number of over 10,000 initiations have taken place
in Vinh Ditc Phdt Duong up until 2019,32 a number probably well overstated. By
the beginning of 2020, the Buddha hall comprised some 300 active practitio-
ners (see Figure 4). Notably, in this community, the number of women greatly
exceeds the number of male practitioners with a ratio of up to eighty per cent
versus twenty per cent (the average ratio among other NQ® groups is an esti-
mated sixty versus forty per cent), so the members jokingly say that the group
has a very strong dm (yin [&) tendency.

4 Nhit Quén Pao in Contemporary Vietnam

Historically, Vietnam was always profoundly influenced by Chinese culture. On
the Vietnamese part it embraces both affinity and resentment, as the famous
Vietnamese writer Hitu Ngoc (b. 1918) noticed: “Rejection and attraction char-
acterize this ambiguous relationship, even in the present time” (2012: 521).
We frequently noticed this ambiguity in our interviews and conversations,
especially with NQb prospects. One encounter we had might indeed serve as
a representative case. A Vietnamese student who had for some time joined
the group eventually decided to leave despite his continued interest for NQb
teachings. Asking him why he had withdrawn, he said that the Vietnamese had
been fighting for their national identity and freedom for two millennia, so he
simply did not want to be “sinicised” yet again.3* This prejudice might very well
feed into the public image of NQb and explain the authorities’ largely negative
stance towards it. But then again, the vast majority of practitioners are Kinh
(i.e., ethnic Vietnamese) and not Hoa.

41 Presence of Nhdt Qudn Pao in Vietnam

In terms of “initiations,” taking into consideration the whole country, the num-
ber of Pao Than (daoqgin #E35; literally, relatives in the dao; i.e., NQD follow-
ers) seems quite significant in comparison to other new religious movements.
We estimate several thousand practitioners in H6 Chi Minh City and perhaps
around 25,000 committed members in the whole country by 2020. Most of
them live in the cities, although the teachings also spread in the countryside.
For 2012, “over 5000 followers and over 150 groups [i.e., Buddha halls] in the
south-eastern cities and provinces” are indicated in an article referring to an
interview with NQb leaders (Truong 2016: 36). In contrast, the numbers we

33  Personal interview with thdy Quéch, December 2019. He frequently travels to other
Buddha halls in the country to conduct initiations there.
34  Personal interview, November 2019.
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received from NQP leaders are — as is commonly the case (cf. Billioud 2020:
20) — overinflated, giving several hundred thousand followers. The yearly
increase of initiates in H6 Chi Minh City and surrounding provinces alone is
allegedly some 20,000 individuals. The claimed number of Buddha halls scat-
tered across the country is likewise inordinate with a few thousand. Obviously,
NQP members are not allowed to establish formal public Buddha halls (Phdt
duong cong céng; gonggong fotdng \Ff355 ), instead maintaining household/
family Buddha halls (Phdt dudng gia dinh; jiating fotdng FZEEHE), with a
share of them however being open to the public.

Notably, around eighty to ninety per cent of initiations seem to have taken
place within the Phat Nhét Sting Piic branch. Based on the data provided by
our informants, out of all those having received initiation, reportedly one third
commit to Buddha hall activities in the longer term, a number much likely
overstated if compared to estimates of other countries (Billioud 2020: 68-69).

Besides those belonging to the Phat Nhat Sing Ptic (Fay1 Chéngdé) sub-
branch, the remaining twenty to ten per cent of NQP practitioners seem to
(chiefly) belong to Fay1 Déhua #&—{#{l; (Phat Nhit Dic Hod) and Fayi Cifd
#&—2&;% (Phat Nhit Tu Phap). However, Truong et al. (2016: 452) provide
(Vietnamese) names of other NQb groups apparently present in Ho Chi Minh
City (by 2013). These are Fayi Lingyin #—&& (Phat Nhit Linh An), Fayi
Béoguang #&—& 5% (Phat Nhit Bdo Quang), and Fayi Xingyl £ — 3% (Phat
Nhat Hung Nghi).3% The latter two names are most likely erroneous, referring
instead to one (or more) of the several Badoguang groups in existence — such
as Béoguang Jiandé EF5¢/#{# (Bdo Quang Kién Diic), Bdoguang Chéngzhéng
52 1E (Bao Quang Sung Chinh), Bdoguang Yushan ¢ XK (L (Bdo Quang
Ngoc Son), as well as Xingyi 3% (Hung Nghi). Yet, our contacts have not heard
that any of these branches were actually operating in Vietnam at the time. This
is not surprising given the compartmentalised structure of Yiguandao as a
whole, with each branch operating independently (cf. Clart 2000: 133-134).

Interestingly, based on our informants’ data and similarly to the situation
in Thailand (Lin 2023), it seems that up to eighty to ninety per cent of those
initiated to NQP (Pao Thdn) are Kinh and only some ten to twenty per cent are
Hoa.35 As mentioned above, around sixty per cent of the followers are female.
Based on our participant observation, the average age of practitioners might
be in their early forties. Additionally, it is mostly women who decide to live in

35  Pham (2013: 44) indicates only two groups: Phat Nhét Linh An and Ph4t Nhat Hung Nghi.

36 Even if this ratio might not be correct overall, at least our fieldwork confirmed a signifi-
cantly larger representation — indeed probably up to eighty per cent — of Kinh among
NQP members. In the same vein, Pham (2013: 115) noted an impressive surge of Kinh vis-
a-vis Hoa practitioners from 2010 to 2013, arriving at a ninety to ten ratio among youth
members of one Buddha hall she conducted her fieldwork at.
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celibacy, committing their entire lives to spreading the dao, spiritual practices,
and service for the community.3” In line with standard Yiguandao proselytising
strategies, contact with NQP is usually established within personal networks
through marital relations, personal introduction by relatives, friends, and co-
workers. Concerning occupational backgrounds, most of the followers we met
across the years were labour workers, farmers, or involved in running small
businesses.38 In Vinh Dic Phdt Pudng, only around two per cent of the adepts
have a higher education, which is not in line with Fayl Chdngdé’s reputation as
having a larger share of educated members.39

One of the significant aspects of the NQb communities’ presence in Viet-
namese society is their engagement in charity activities. In most cases, NQD
welfare consists of food or money donations for specified purposes — this
involves, for example, support for poor war veterans and victims of natural
disasters. Such activities, however, must be carried out only in collaboration
with the local authorities, who are responsible for directing the donations to
the target clientele, for otherwise no such actions will be permitted. Our NQb
contacts stressed their suspicion that portions of the donations often “disap-
pear” — particularly if money is involved. According to the NQb welfare organ-
isers we talked to, this is actually considered in their donation planning.4°
Notably, charity activities must not be managed under the NQP name. Because
of that, Vinh Duic Phdt Duong, for example, launched a charity organisation —
Hoi Nhéan Ai Sung Diic (Sung Diic Fraternity of Compassion). Whereas dona-
tions are also made out of local practitioners’ pockets, the larger portion
indirectly comes from Taiwan.

4.2 Reception
NQP attracts followers for a range of individual reasons. Notably, what has
been stressed by our interlocutors was the (politically harmless) Taiwanese
origins of Yiguandao. In other words, members ordinarily did not associate
NQb with the People’s Republic of China. As mentioned above, if contention
arose, it was connected to the supposed broader Chinese and thus “foreign”
cultural dimension at play.

From a systematic perspective, we may extract three interrelated larger cat-
egories that make NQ®D attractive according to members:

37  InVinh Ditc Phdt Duong and related Buddha halls we visited, this is recommended only to
those who are at least forty years old.

38  This is confirmed by the aforementioned government report on NQP members in Tién
Giang province, which states that the majority of NQb followers comprise farmers, work-
ers, and some traders (Nhét 2023).

39  Personal interview with thdy Qudch, January 2020.

40 Personal conversation, June 2018.
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(1)

42

43
44

45

46

Frequently, our interlocutors highlighted the social and emotional ben-
efits of being a Dao Than. As one adept had it: “I can count on the help
of others if I am in trouble, and I can be useful for the community as
well”# A female adherent told us that NQP virtually replaces her fam-
ily: “In my big family I am treated by my mother-in-law as a labourer but
here I have found what being in a family really means.”#? Often, practi-
tioners stressed the role of the thdy, whose charisma and benevolence
would be what intimately holds the community together: “I am grateful
that I can talk to the thdy openly, who really cares for each individual
and the community”#® In this respect, a number of respondents men-
tioned that, according to their previous experiences, such close ties with
and openness of the thdy are not to be found in Buddhist pagodas, let
alone Christian congregations. Indeed, the majority of NQb members we
encountered over the years hailed from a Buddhist background.

Next come moral and soteriological benefits. “I appreciate the teach-
ings, it is a doctrine for life, which is giving me a moral compass,"#** is
what we were told in one form or another by many of our interlocutors.
Frequently, members pointed out a decisive personal transformation,
like one of our contacts who stated that “the practice really changed my
personality — now I am a better human being, no longer hot-tempered,
selfish, and greedy.”*5 Occasionally, the practitioners particularly empha-
sise the salvific power of NQb practice, as is exemplified by one of our
contacts: ‘I feel more confident about my life and not fear death — I now
know that I will be saved because my name is written on the ‘heavenly
scroll’’#6 Many recall their initiation ceremony as an especially awe-
inspiring experience when the “three treasures” (Tam Bitu; sanbdo —%%)
were bestowed upon them - that is, the “dao was transmitted” (truyén
dao; chudn dao {%38) by the Unborn Venerable Mother (V6 Sinh Ldo Mdu;
Wiishéng Lo M $/E 1)) — that is: (1) the opening of one’s huyén quan
(xudnguan Z[#; mysterious pathway); (2) the transmission of the khdu
quyét (koujué "15f), a mantra consisting of five secret words (also called

“Em c&m théy c6 chd nuong twa mdi khi giip khé khan va ban than tré nén cé ich cho cong
dong.

“Trong nha cta me chong, chi bi d6i xt nhu ngudi 1am nhung & day chi cdm thdy giéng
nhu mot gia dinh.”

“Em théy rét biét on khi c6 thé ndi chuyén thoai mai cung thay.”

“Chi rdt xem trong bai gidng vi né day vé cdch song dao duc, la kim chi nam trong cudc
song”

“Hoc dao that sy lam em thay ddi nhiéu, bay gi& em biét kién nhan, khdng con néng tanh
nifa, ciing b6t ich ky va tham lam.”

“Béy gi¢ ba cd long tin vao cudc sdng, khong con sg chét nita vi sé duge phit ho, tén ctia ba
da dugc ghi vao s6 & trén troi”
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by members the “heavenly password”; mdt md thién duong); and (3) the
presentation of a secret mudra (hgp dong; héténg &15]) (cf. Clart 2018:
440; see also Jordan and Overmyer 1986: 226—236). Our interlocutors viv-
idly remembered the symbolic activities accompanying this ceremony
(in Chinese with Vietnamese translation) — the burning of one’s name
written on a paper called long thién biéu (ldngtian bido FER-F; heavenly
dragon chart), which symbolises the erasing of the name from the sd'sanh
it (shengsi bu 4= 315H; life-death register) and simultaneously inscribing
it onto the thién bdng luc (tianbdng lit K #58F; heavenly scroll of records).
This was usually understood by the practitioners as an assurance of “sal-
vation,” transcending the wheel of reincarnation.#” In fact, followers are
taught by the thdy that the condition of remaining on the thién bdng luc
is leading a “moral life,” that is, self-cultivation, the aim of which is the
eradication of this-worldly desires and attachments. And whereas the
initiation is a necessary condition for “salvation,” it is deemed insufficient
by itself. However, this idea of “assured salvation” abides in the minds
of many followers and is also emphasised by grassroots members when
introducing the NQb teaching to others. A virtue held by many members
(in particular those who are parents) to be especially fostered and ampli-
fied through NQ® doctrine and praxis is “filiality” (hiéu; xiao 3%).48 A few
practitioners even underlined that the focus on filiality is NQD’s most
powerful message: “I am happy about the teaching, and I think it is espe-
cially important for the young generation, so I spread the information
about it to all people I know."#® What is more, repeatedly, usually during
joint meals, our contacts argued that NQB’s emphasis on vegetarianism is
much appreciated as a spiritual practice in its own right, for it carries into
effect traditional Vietnamese mores.

A third category marks educational and economic benefits. We were
explicitly told that indeed Taiwanese entrepreneurs residing in Vietnam
would often look for responsible employees particularly in the NQP
Buddha halls. One respondent thus stated: “Thanks to the community,
I have found a suitable job.”5° Another one disclosed: “I want to invite

This is also noted in Truong et al. 2016: 468. See also Pham 2013: 139.

Related teaching sessions we attended commonly draw on the Tém Kinh (Xinjing /[34%;
Heart Siitra) and the seminal Fayl Chongdé text Bdch Hiéu Kinh (Bdixicojing T Z£4%;
Classic of the Hundred Occurrences of Filiality) in eighty-four verses penned by Senior
Elder Béishui 7K (Bach Thiy; 1903-1995; i.e., Han Yiilin B%FR %), the founder of the
Fayi branch.

“C0 thich hoc dao, va nghi né rdt quan trong ddi véi may ban tré; co sé chia sé vé dao cho
bat ky nguoi ndo minh biét.”

P
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others to join us, especially young people, because they not only receive
the good teachings, but they also receive material gifts as appreciation for
their study efforts.”5! Given that the Buddha hall is regularly the venue for
gratis Chinese language instruction, one parent explained with a view to
such NQP’s apparent benefits: “My daughters are very happy having free
Chinese classes.”2 In this respect, many younger followers we talked to
indicated that their engagement with NQb might also open opportuni-
ties to relocate to Taiwan for further educational/occupational reasons.
A crucial aspect of Yiguandao practice is spirit writing (fiiji #&50 or filludn
58, i.e., pho loan). However, whereas in Vietnam the practice of spirit writing/
communication — traditionally called dan cdu tién (colloquially often abbrevi-
ated to dan tién or cdu tién; in Cao Dai the related practice is called co biit and
gidng but) — has a long history across a range of religions (Do 2013), according
to our informants it is not yet a part of the NQb cultus. The reason being not
necessarily that spirit writing communication is still prohibited by law since
1976 — which essentially applies to the public realm — but that there are, as of
yet, no sufficiently gifted or trained mediums among NQb ranks. Several times
already, Vietnamese individuals who initially seemed to have predispositions
to contact spirits were sent for mediumistic training to Taiwan. We were told
that so far (at least with respect to Phat Nhit Sung Diic) none of them has
been able to meet the “mandatory requirements,” for they were deemed to be
eventually not sufficiently receptive to the spirits, and that this was a sign that
the Vietnamese have not yet received the spiritual ability for such a position.

4.3 Modes of Instruction

To enable a better understanding of the NQb teachings, various types of Phdp
hoi (fdhui 7£€7; Dharma gathering) are frequently organised (usually weekly
in the venues we visited) depending on age and profession but also religious
engagement/knowledge. That is, classes are divided with respect to the time,
level, and engagement in spiritual practices and — in the cases we have seen —
usually arranged through personal invitation. At the larger Buddha halls, often
lectures are given in Chinese by the masters in residence or visitors coming
from Taiwan, requiring translators to be present. This role is normally fulfilled
by the Hoa followers. As a case in point, Vinh Ditc Phdt Puong’s thdy Quach,
his more than thirty years living in Vietnam notwithstanding, keeps doing all
his lectures in Mandarin. We frequently observed that while the translators
tried their best, it seemed they did not always fully understand the topic of the

51 “Chi mudn moi nhitng ngudi khac tham dy vao dao, nhat 1a mdy ban tré, vi tui né khong
chi dugc day vé dao 1y ma con dugc nhin qua khi ¢6 géng hoc tap”
52 “Con gi cd rdt vui vi dugc hoc tiéng Trung”
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lecture and the examples given, which were usually specifically geared towards
Chinese/Taiwanese frames of reference.>® The problems many translators
faced were connected to the specific contents and corresponding specialised
vocabulary, but also distinct idioms. For example, during one of the lectures,
the guest teacher was presenting the life and achievements of the Senior Elder
Baishui and, at some point, speaking in Mandarin, she used the term lhai
JEhE — colloquially meaning “extraordinarily skilful” — describing his accom-
plishments. The translator rendered it using the Sino-Vietnamese term loi hai
which is ordinarily used in modern Vietnam to describe somebody who is so
professional, so dangerously skilful that one should be afraid of him. Similar
problems appear when looking at the Vietnamese booklets introducing NQb
tenets. Again, the translations employ a panoply of Sino-Vietnamese expres-
sions which are not in frequent use anymore and not understood by the “aver-
age” Vietnamese, let alone less educated practitioners, bearing in mind that
the vast majority of adherents has only elementary or secondary education. As
one practitioner put it evoking the filiality aspect: “I do not understand much
[from the teaching], but I think it is good for young people.”>*

4.4 The Buddha Hall in Phnom Penh

This Buddha hall, called Lidé fotdng 17 #5 (Ldp Diic Phdt Dudong; Establish-
ing Virtue Buddha Hall; see Figure 5), was solemnly opened in 2016. Although
itislocated in Cambodia’s capital, according to our informants, its role for NQb
activities in Vietnam up until the covip-19 outbreak was vital. We follow here
thdy LAm’s own account shared with us during our visit at his Buddha hall in
2017. In 2002, Taiwanese Yiguandao master Lin #f (LAm) came to Vietnam with
the intent to conduct missionary work. However, meeting several obstacles,
such as being followed and repeatedly investigated by the Vietnamese police,
he eventually decided to move to Cambodia in 2006. Upon his departure he
promised his disciples to create a place which could host groups of Vietnamese
who wanted to freely participate in courses and camps organised. He found
a land for sale in the suburbs of Phnom Penh and started collecting money
to purchase it. One day, he unexpectedly received a phone call from one of
his former disciples in Taiwan, who offered his master a significant amount of
money. He claimed that a dream message informed and prompted him to con-
tribute to the project. This donation enabled Lin to buy the land. But he was
still lacking funds for construction works. Then in a dream, the Buddha sup-
posedly instructed him to just start building. So he did and, miraculously, more

53 If at all, members of the Hoa minority are proficient in Cantonese and only rarely in
Mandarin.
54  “Thiétra c6 khong hiéu nhiéu ldm nhung nghi né c6 ich cho tui nho.”
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donations from other students and various people followed, which resulted in
the construction of the present edifice. Up until the covip-19 pandemic, this
foétdng served both Cambodian and Vietnamese practitioners alike.55 That is,
since no NQP meetings or any other organised events can take place in the
Vietnamese public sphere, for many years it represented an important site
for Vietnamese practitioners and various Buddha hall managers, the Dan Chi
(tdnzhii $8 F; altar masters).

5 Concluding Remarks

Like in other countries of the wider region (e.g., Thailand, Malaysia, Singapore),
Yiguandao in Vietnam is growing rapidly despite external (legal and societal)
pressures and proselytising limitations. Practitioners highlighted that mem-
bership brought them social stability, vested them with a sound moral com-
pass, and instilled salvational assurance, but also keeps contributing to their
economic well-being. NQP was often seen by our interlocutors as an expres-
sion of the tam gido cosmos and thus essentially not alien to their religious
sensitivity. The intricacies of the doctrinal dimension remained mostly incom-
prehensible, which many deemed ultimately irrelevant, for what connected
them to the group was foremostly the experiential and socio-educational ele-
ments and not any distinct perspectives vis-a-vis transcendence. NQP practice
and learning were often considered as a routine to establish and subsequently
maintain a stable way of life at a time of rising economic hardships and moral
decline. Yiguandao came to Vietnam to stay. Despite its current lack of legal
recognition (which might change quickly, especially if the group’s welfare
activities keep rising), NQb will become an increasingly visible and influential
actor in Vietnam’s religious landscape. The present article is but a preliminary
study, for the phenomenon of Yiguandao (also in Vietnam) is so many-faceted
indeed that we could only scratch the surface.
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FIGURE 2

Altar in the Gratitude Hall dedicated to thay
Chu at Hgp Diic Phat Dudng (Accruing Virtue
Buddha Hall)

FIGURE 3
The building with the Vinh Bic Phdt Puong
(Eternal Virtue Buddha Hall) on the top (indicated
by the arrow)
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FIGURE 4 A praying ceremony for (close) ancestors to aid in their liberation/rebirth (cdu
siéu) taking place at Vinh Buc Phdt Pudng
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FIGURE 5  Lidé fotdng (Establishing Virtue Buddha Hall) in Phnom Penh
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