NATIONAL REPORT: VIETNAM
Evangelism in “4IR” Era
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Vietnam today is a country located to the east of
the Indochina Peninsula, with a population of about
97 million people. It is a very dynamic economy
and a very high level of integration, and trade with
the world. It is a developing and potential country
in many ways. However, Protestantism in Vietnam
in this “4IR” era is still a small community with a
proportion of only 2.16% of the population. Even
though Protestantism in Vietnam has undergone a
history of 112 years of establishment and development
(1911-2023), it is still not growing as expected.
Therefore, it is necessary to look back at the past, and
realize the reality in order to be able to look to the
future with a brighter perspective for the development
of the evangelical churches in Vietnam in the coming
years.

LOOKING BACK AT THE PAST

The Gospel was introduced to the Vietnamese
people more than a century ago. In 1911, the frontier
missionaries of The Christian and Missionary Alliance
brought the Gospel to Vietnam and concerted some
Vietnamese people to God and established the first
Evangelical church in Da Nang.' Then the Gospel
continued to spread to the North, in Hai Phong and
Hanoi, the capital of Indochina.” By 1918, missionary
work had begun in Saigon and other cities in South of
Vietnam.”

The first decade of missionary work (1911-1921) was
an exploratory one. After 10 years establishing the
first Evangelical church in Da Nang, the Vietnamese
Evangelical community has been formed with 8
churches and 183 baptized believers, and the total
number of believers is about 2,000 people.”

In the next two decades (1921-1941), The
Evangelical Church of Vietham (ECVN) was formed
its organization in 1927 with the original name of
the Eastern French Evangelical Church. They have
faced many difficulties, typically the Privy Council
under Bao Dai's reign, which issued a notice banning
the spread of Protestantism in 1925.” the Japanese
millitary occupation in 1941 causing 22 churches to be
closed.’ But it was also at this time that the methods
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of evangelization were thoroughly applied, marking a
great step forward in the work of evangelism. By the
end of this period, the ECVN had 203 churches,” 11,751
baptized believers and a Evangelical community of
about 60,000 people.8 In addition, since 1929, the
ECVN has made efforts to bring the Gospel to the
ethnic minorities, resulting in 14 ethnic minorities
having received the Gospel, as of 1942°

In 1954, the ECVN had 17,007 baptized members. '’
According to the Geneva Agreement, Vietnam was
divided into two countries at the 17th parallel border:
the Democratic Republic of Vietnam in the North
and the Republic of Vietnam in the South. During
the years of 1954-1955, more than a million people
from the North migrated to the South, including 1,014
ECVN’s members. The church in the North remained
about 2,000 members and 14 pastors,]l and continued
to decrease to about 1,200 members in 1975."

From 60,000 members in 1941, the number of
members of the ECVN increased to 100,000 in 1961
(South Vietnam only)."”

In the next 15 years (1961-1975), besides the ECVN,
there were about 25 other missionary organizations
operating in the South of Vietnam.'"* However,
the Evangelical community was still only a small
religion among other religions in the country, with a
membership of about 280,000 in 1975.

In the decade of 1975-1985, after the Vietnham War,
Vietnam faced many economic and social difficulties.
Evangelical denominations are not recognized, the
Gospel is suspected and opposed. Yet, God's Church
has grown tremendously through personal witness
work, church evangelistic programs... After a steep
initial decline, the number of believers rebounded
rapidly, to 330,000 in 1985. Many new churches were
established through the government's resettlement
programs to New Economic Zones."

In the decade of 1985-1995, Vietnam's economy had
a renewal and development that opened up many
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opportunities for the development of the Church.
Churches in the cities continued to conduct periodic
evangelistic programs in their churches and while
rural churches held evangelism on festive occasions
at home. Membership increased to 558,000 in 1995,
especially among ethnic members.'’

In addition to the ECVN, which is the largest
denomination in Vietnam, most other missionary
organizations came to Vietnam after 1954. The
Christian Missionary Church were established in
1956 and had 2,613 baptized members in 1972. The
Mennonite Society arrived in 1957 and had 124
baptized members; Southern Baptist arrived in 1959
and had 1,173 members; The Church of Christ arrived
in 1962 with 100 members, and other small groups.”
After 1975, for various reasons, many Evangelical
denominations ceased to operate in Vietnam, but
a number of new denominations appeared due to
separation from the ECVN as well as being imported
from abroad.

In 2001, it was estimated that the number of
members of the ECVN and other denominations
was about 800,000 people. Up to now (2023) it is
estimated that there are about 1.4 million believers,
6,300 churches, more than 2,300 pastors in Vietnam
belonging to about 100 different organizations." In
which, the ECVN is the majority with about 1 million
believers, 2,253 churches, 1,619 pastors and about
15,000 deacons of more than 40 different ethnicities.”
In addition, there are 61 churches for foreigners with
more than 9,000 members.”

ENTERING THE “4IR” ERA

The Fourth Industrial Revolution, 4IR, or Industry
4.0 is the industrial revolution following the trend
of information and data exchange in production
technology and production automation, taking
place mainly in three fields: physical, digital and
bio-technology. In this era, the church has to face
more challenges of faith but also larger and broader
opportunities to preach the Gospel with new methods,
in line with the trend development of the times.
However, Covid-19 pandemic is a test for the church
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to enter the “4IR” era also.

Not long after the outbreak of Covid-19 in December
2019 in China, on January 23, 2020, the first Covid-19
infection was also detected in Vietnam.”' The social
life of Vietnamese people was strongly affected. The
state of emergency over the epidemic was declared by
the government, along with restrictions on freedom
of movement, freedom of residence and freedom
of assembly. In addition, the chains of infection
stemming from religious activities concentrated in the
United States,” South Korea® as well as Vietnam have
led the government to impose more restrictions on
religious activities during the pandemic outbreak.*

e
The Fourth Industrial Revolution,

4IR, or Industry 4.0 is the industrial
revolution following the trend of
information and data exchange in
production technology and production
automation, taking place mainly in
three fields: physical, digital and bio-
technology. In this era, the church has
to face more challenges of faith but
also larger and broader opportunities to
preach the Gospel with new methods,
in line with the trend development of
the times.

During the pandemic, Evangelical denominations in
general and each local church have taken advantage of
the opportunity to participate in epidemic prevention
and control activities very actively” such as donating
money, ** joining the epidemic prevention and control
force, giving medical equipmen’c,27 medications,®
providing meals and necessary supplies for people,...
* creating a good image of the Gospel - which is
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stigmatized in society because of misunderstandings
about the Gospel beliefs and propaganda.

In the situation of “social distancing,” religious
institutions including churches must close and the
church must quickly adapt to the new situation by
organizing activities online. Plans to send missionaries
to new fields were interrupted. Worship programs,
personal witness, as well as church or stadium
outreach programs that could not be performed, have
been replaced by programs of worship,” evangelism,”'
study Bible, tranning... online through Zoom, Google
Meet, Facebook, Youtube and many other media
platforms.”

By the end of 2021, when the epidemic situation
has been brought under control, the Vietnamese
government gradually loosen restrictions during the
epidemic emergency and social life will shift to a "new
normal" - activities social life is gradually restored
to the way it was before the pandemic. The spiritual
hunger after days of “social distancing” became a
greater need than ever. Church activities gradually
resumed with more people attending; witnessing
work is promoted; stadium outreach programs were
held with tens thousands of attendees and thousands
of people adopting faith in the Lord; Many new
churches continue to be opened...

At the beginning of 2023, after many postponements
due to Covid-19 pandemic (February 22-23, 2020;
December 4-5, 2021), Billy Graham Evangelistic
Association has finally been able to held the
evangelization campaign called the Spring of Love in
Hochiminh city for 2 nights: March 4-5, 2023. There
were around 25,000 people to attend on the spot each
night,” 165,000 viewers through different media
channels and 4,500 people who were willing to accept
Christ Jesus.*

The pandemic has passed, but its effects still affect
many aspects of Vietnamese society and create many
challenges:

The negative aspect: the economic recession along
with the effects of the war in Ukraine has made
people's life difficult.

Many people have a suspicious or even
discriminatory view of others because of their
obsession with disease transmission. Leading to
reluctance in contacting strangers and going to
crowded places, making it difficult to witness and
invite friends to participate in any outreach program.

The consider of goverment in religious activities
and missionary work on social networking platforms
with the ambition of managing religious activities in
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cyberspace.

The sending of missionaries to other countries has
stalled.

The social media environment is like a double-
edged sword, a good means to spread the Gospel, but
also a means for cults to spread false doctrines.

MOVING FORWARD TO THE FUTURE

According to a report by the Missionary Committee
of the ECVN, in the period of 2009-2022, on average
60-80 new churches were established each year (the
rate is 2.5-3.6% /year), which corresponds to the
annual membership growth rate surveyed by the
Joshua Project (approximately 2.6%/year).” Although
the process of globalization integration with the world
has had a positive impact on the development of
the Church in Vietnam over the past 30 years,” the
number of believers has increased about 2.5 times
from 558,000 in 1995 to 1,400,000 in 2023. The number
of ethnic groups that have received the Gospel from
14 in 1942 has increased to more than 40 in 2022.
However, the percentage of Evangelical community
in Vietnam today is still low, only at 1.44% (1.4/97
million people),” it is a long time before Evangelical
community can become a strong community in
Vietnam unless a revival hits Vietnam.

Therefore, entering the “4IR” era, the Vietnamese
Church needs to quickly access scientific and
technological achievements, to seize the existing
opportunities to devise an effective evangelization
strategy in the challenging and rapidly changing “4IR”
era:

* The view of the Evangelical Church of the
government and the people becomes more open
and sympathetic through the church's practical
contributions during the pandemic, creating a
better relationship between the community so
that the church can receive more people.

* The spirit of camaraderie and suffering spread
during the pandemic pulls people closer together.
People are more open to receiving God’s love.

* Online meetings have become more popular.
People in rural areas or the elderly, who have
little access to social networks, have gradually
become familiar with technological devices
and social networks. It is an opportunity for
the church to preach the Gospel across borders
through social media platforms without being
limited by space and time.

* More attention should be paid to the field
of Christian communication on social media
platforms, applying Al (artificial intelligence)...
both to protect the faith against heresies and to
spread the Gospel beyond the limitations of space
and time.
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* The spiritual hunger after the pandemic is an
opportunity for the seed of the Gospel to be sown
and bear fruit.

* Targeting unreach ethnic minorities (Chut/Arem,
Gelao, Coong, Giay/Nhang, Lu, Qabiao, Xinh
Mun/Puoc...).”
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