
 

 

 

CULTURAL PROFILE REPORT: VIETNAM 

 

___________________ 

 

A Paper  

Presented to 

Dr. Richard D. Calenberg 

Dallas Theological Seminary 

 

___________________ 

 

In Partial Fulfillment 

of the Requirements for the Course 

WM205 Cultural Dynamics in Ministry 

 

___________________ 

 

by 

Ramon A. Tavarez (#1362) 

James Alongi (#1196) 

Christa Cox-Watanabe (#136) 

Alisha Bostic (#654) 

December 2018 

 



 

1 

CULTURAL PROFILE REPORT: VIETNAM 

Introduction 

Vietnam is not wholly different from all the cultures of the world, though the 

significance of the differences that do exist need to be addressed by those who can work through 

them. Christianity provides the simple message of the gospel to address these complex issues. 

None of the issues presented in this paper are enough in depth to be “simplified” other than to 

say that they can be addressed by the gospel. Salvation is a reality in the world in the people of 

God; and sin is a reality in the world through the influence of the powers who tempt people in 

every culture. So, God’s good news of salvation in the atonement of Jesus Christ remains 

relevant. 

All cultures have conflict and deal with it. Vietnam’s conflicts have been intensified 

by the recent history of violent aggression, globalization, and capitalistic expectation. The irony 

of the situation is that Vietnamese like to avoid conflict—at least the confrontational aspects of it 

that are ever-present in their society. These have often come in from the outside in violent forms 

all throughout the history of the country, from China, France, Japan, and (ultimately) Russia, 

with increasing non-violent pressure from America and other capitalistic societies more recently. 

The conflict now takes the shape of the Communist response to these globalizing forces. 

Research Methodology 

In order to be effective in cross-cultural ministry it is important that we understand 

the culture and the people with whom we are trying to engage. Paul, in 1 Cor 9:19-23, establishes 
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a great foundation from which we might reach those who do not know Jesus. If we desire to 

become all things to all people in order for them to understand the Gospel, we must understand 

them first. Through ethnographic research, we are able to collect and interpret data in order to 

better understand people and the cultures from which they come.  

For this reason, we chose to use classical ethnographic research methods, which we 

have learned throughout the semester, in order to gain a better understanding of Vietnam and its 

people. The first research method we used was participant observation. Each had the opportunity 

to either visit a Vietnamese Buddhist ceremony or a Vietnamese Christian service to observe and 

learn from the people. We were able not only to observe but also to have conversation with 

Vietnamese monks and Christians. We also visited Hiep Thai Food Store, a Vietnamese (not 

Thai) market in the Garland area in order to observe and shop for authentic items. The second 

tool for ethnographic research was literary review; we were able to use scholarly books, articles, 

and videos to gain an additional perspective on Vietnamese history, economy, and culture. These 

reviews allowed us to look out for gaps that we might have missed when immersed in the 

culture.  

Finally, we interviewed five Vietnamese people and asked questions about their 

background, family, upbringing, and values. Interview was the most useful tool because we were 

able to go deeper with each person. Using these three main tools we were able to draw 

conclusions for effective ministry among the Vietnamese people. These greatly improved our 

knowledge of Vietnam and the people.  

Social Structure & Class 

The social structure within the Vietnamese culture has undergone many changes in 

the last one hundred years due to the changing political environment. The most recent change in 
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1975 came with the reunification of northern and southern Vietnam as the new Socialist 

Republic of Vietnam, as the Communist Party has reigned in power and influence. Under their 

direction, the highest status in society are those with positions in the State, whether in 

administration, industry, distribution, communications, or urban social services.  In the middle 

level are those who have joined cooperatives in the agricultural, industrial, service, and 

handicraft fields. Those who have remained as individual entities, such as family farms, petty 

trades, and small shops are viewed as the lowest of society. 

However, traditional family values are still important as well. Loyalty to one’s family 

or kinship is expected. Younger members respect and defer to elders. Older members nurture 

those how are younger or of lower status. Vietnamese language includes a wide variety of 

honorable titles.  When Huy was interviewed, he gave an example of this principle in the term 

that they have for God. “God” is made up of two words meaning “Mister Sky”. He says of the 

title “Mister”, “It is a respectful prefix that you put before the name of the people older than you 

or that you respect. Like pastor, (you could use) the word “pastor” with the (Vietnamese word) 

before “pastor”, just a way we show respect to them. So we do use that word very often to people 

we respect. People older than us, or people higher in position.” 

Religious Orientation  

According to the Joshua Project, over half of Vietnam follows Buddhism, and ten 

percent profess to be Christians. Even though Vietnam has reunified, there is a clear divide in 

religious orientation between north and south in their religious practices. Most of the Buddhists 

live in the north, while most Christians live in the south.  Our group focused on both of these 

religions in our participant observations and our interviews of Vietnamese people. 
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Buddhism is found throughout Vietnamese culture in festivals, decorations, or 

practices of devotion, even though the Communist government has tried to suppress these. 

Various statues are often in front of building and stores. Many shops sell small idols to display in 

a home or workplace. Even many of the festivals come from the celebrations of main figures in 

Buddhist traditions. One such figure who is highly revered in Vietnam, particularly, is Princess 

Liễu Hạnh. She is prayed to, respected, and honored in society, including a large festival in her 

honor each year. 

In Chapter 9 of Communicating Christ in the Buddhist World, the author gives clear 

principles for sharing the gospel. A Christian cannot just begin with “God created the world and 

wants to give you eternal life.” For Buddhists, the concept of “god” isn’t clear as their focus is 

inside themselves. Creation isn’t a concept that they relate to as it is a linear concept, and they 

think of the world in a circular, repeating cycle, type of concept. For many Buddhists, the 

promise of eternal life could be the worst curse you could wish on a person, for to them, it is an 

endless cycle of meaningless existence. Therefore, it is important to bridge the gap between their 

worldview and the God of the Bible. A Christian can use the moral law and the OT law as a 

common point of reference. The use of illustrations, such as steps, circles, and cycles will give a 

familiarity to the message. Rather than pointing out all that is wrong, affirm the common 

personal values, such as compassion, that Christians and Buddhists share. Then, begin to connect 

their idea of Maitreya, a coming savior, with the Savior we call Jesus. This process may be slow, 

for great changes take time, but God is opening doors in the Buddhist world and desires these 

people to know the true freedom and peace that are found in Him. 
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Economy & Attitudes Towards Property 

An essential aspect of understanding a culture is gaining insight into how culture 

provides for needs such as food and shelter. Through economic anthropology, we can try to 

explain economic behavior and how these basic needs are met.  

 

 

At this time, Vietnam is classified as a developing country; the primary source of 

income is agriculture. The predominant export in the country is rice. The average annual income 

of its citizens remains among the lowest in the world ($1,800 in 1998).  Overall economic 

development in Vietnam has been increasing during recent years, although because of its shaky 

history in wars there have been many hurdles that Vietnamese people have had to overcome in 

order to better their economy. Recently, there has been an effort to move from a primarily 

agricultural economy to one based on manufacturing and services. The shift to other sources of 

primary income is an expected trend for developing countries. Because of the rapid growth of the 

economy, many of Vietnam’s citizens have migrated from rural areas to major towns and cities 

for job opportunities. Per the McKinsey study on Vietnamese economy, one of their main 

economic challenges is to establish an enabling environment that nurtures growth in other 

Agricultre
38%
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27%

Services
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VIETNAM ECONOMIC SOURCES 
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industries such as software and information technology. McKinsey also mentions that there has 

been a push for the government to change its economic policies. 

Vietnam has two significant advantages: a relatively large pool of young graduates 

and relatively low wages. Yet, in our interview we learned that “many of the younger 

generations have been highly educated, but because of the lack of jobs it’s hard for them to find 

something they went to school for.” This is just one of the complications for advancement, and 

although there has been significant economic growth over the past years, there is still much room 

for development. As we see the impact of technology and globalization on the economy in 

Vietnam, it is evident that they also cause social and cultural changes. 

 When looking at property in Vietnam, people are not permitted to own their land; the 

government has ownership over all property. However, the government and Vietnamese law 

allow people to have ownership of rights to use the land. This allowance is called the “Land Use 

Right (LUR)”. Three main spheres covered with these rights are allocation, recognition, and 

lease of a property. Using a LUR is how foreign investors are able to conduct business in the 

country. Recently, the government wanted to implement new economic measures in which they 

would have been permitted to lease specific properties to foreign investors for more extended 

periods, but this unleashed a nationwide protest from the people claiming that it was their right to 

determine what happens to Vietnam, and not the political party’s right. Right now, Vietnam is 

under this tension. Understanding these political, economic, and social tensions will allow us to 

understand the different pressures Vietnamese people face and will enable us to better minister to 

their current day needs. 
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Attitudes Towards Gender, Marriage & Family 

Ancient Vietnamese history tells of instability in the family system, in that there were 

no established practices of marriage. Rather, men and women just lived together, without family 

considerations. When the Chinese Han dynasty decided to rule over what is now Vietnam, they 

realized that a change of marriage and family customs was necessary. Many of the socialized 

practices were based on Chinese ideas of a patriarchal family customs and patterns of weddings 

and marriage, as well as customs of social discrimination between males and females. With time, 

marriage came to be seen as a duty toward a person’s family instead of a personal choice. Young 

people submitted to the will of their parents, who would choose the person they would marry. 

However, Vietnam is now in an era of major social issues, especially in the changing 

of social relationships which have affected marriage and the family. Kinship in Vietnam has 

been based on three fundamental and essential values. The first deals with filial responsibility to 

one’s family and the relationships between parents and children, which includes marriage. The 

second value is moral debt or gratitude found in most shame/honor cultures; and the third value 

is merit. Because the young people of Vietnam are less dependent on their parents and family, 

the value of filial responsibility and the parental control is questioned, and negotiating with 

parents has become more accepted. This is especially true in cities and other urban communities. 

Traditionally, marriage was a permanent social form, with brides expected to be 

virgins before marriage. Young people were expected to marry someone from their own village 

and from the same class. Usually, this meant marrying someone within your own extended 

families, because this was the most effective way to acquire and keep wealth. My informant told 

me, “Marriage brings two families together, and can increase the wealth and influence of both. 

Marriage is announced publicly and hides the shame of couples who are forced to marry.” 
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In the past, society’s discrimination against females was seen when girls as young as 

thirteen years old were married because of the economic situation in the family. This meant one 

less mouth to feed. However, this has changed; most young people now marry in their twenties. 

This is also evidence of the variation of values between rural and urban cultures. Moreover, 

young people desire to get a good education and have employment before they marry.  

In the past a marriage was regarded more as a social contract and was more likely to 

be arranged by the parents. Arranged marriages required a go-between or intermediary to 

guarantee a successful marriage, without any input from the bride or groom. Today, such 

marriages are illegal under the constitution of Vietnam, but traditions are sometimes more 

important than the law, especially in the countryside. The honor of the parents is the most 

important factor. With the influence of the west, the goal of most parents today is to help their 

children find marriage partners who have potential wealth and status, rather than just honor, 

although of course such a marriage does bring honor to the family. Marriages today are more 

likely to be the choice of the person rather than the parents, because they will probably live far 

from the parents’ influence.  

A typical wedding today begins with the groom’s family and relatives bringing many 

gifts to the bride’s house. All of these gifts, which include food, wine, cakes, and tea, are 

wrapped in red paper. The gifts are given or placed on special trays by the happy married couples 

among the groom’s family. Usually, the most wealthy or successful goes first. This is to bestow 

the same luck onto the bride and groom, signified by the red wrapping paper. Then this first 

couple offers wine to the bride’s parents. Everyone else is allowed to enter the house while 

firecrackers are set off. The bride is usually dressed in the traditional red Ao Dai or Vietnamese 
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dress. The couple seek ancestral permission by kneeling and praying before the family altar. The 

ceremony then begins.  

My informant told me, “Newlyweds do not have vows like in the West. They only 

receive money instead of gifts as a couple. Wedding rings are exchanged and are worn on the 

right ring finger. There is bride money given to the bride from the groom in the form of 24K gold 

only.” If the couple feels that they want a modern wedding, they exchange vows in a temple or 

church after the traditional ceremony at the bride’s home. The wedding often is followed by a 

large banquet or reception at a hotel. This is where the couple collects gifts of money in red 

envelopes. 

Besides changes in traditional attitudes toward family and marriage, the view of 

society on women has probably changed most greatly. More and more women are rejecting 

patriarchal social norms and follow other standards and ideals. Women are no longer accepting 

traditional marriage, but rather are choosing marriage partners who want equality and 

understanding in their marriage. Socio-economic and cultural changes, rather than legal 

advances, have probably caused this. Divorce is an alternative to the more traditional idea of the 

permanence of marriage, so women are more willing to consider marriage as a relationship than 

a duty to family. The development of the Vietnamese economy has improved life for many 

women and has given them unprecedented opportunity. Only two decades ago most women 

could never dream of having financial independence. Today this is a reality for many women. 

My informant says, “Vietnam has a male-dominated society, because men have the 

top position in the family. However, since the 1990’s women have increasingly been better 

educated than men. The role of women has become almost equal with men.” My friend can see 

these changes in her family. Her parents are more likely to have equal roles in decision-making. 
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Some Vietnamese women prefer to marry foreign men because they feel they will 

have a better relationship than if they married a Vietnamese man. Men have also been changing 

as they have been influenced by the West. Change can be seen in the Global Gender Gap Index, 

which measures economic participation and opportunity, educational attainment, health and 

survival, and political empowerment. According to this index, Vietnam has improved from 

ranking 73rd in 2013 to 69th in 2017. 

Description of Strategies and Methods Gathering Data 

Cultural research is of extreme importance to the accurate interpretation of one 

culture to the culture of the researcher. In terms of missions, the essential role of the incarnation 

of Jesus Christ or as His representative, we wish to prevent any type of potential shame or 

embarrassment to the people to whom we will be ministering. Ethnographical research is a 

means not only to increasing the knowledge and understanding which will prevent any 

inaccurate generalizations, but also to increasing the retention of universal behavior. 

For this reason, I chose to use classical ethnographic research methods. The first 

method is participant observation, which was a large percentage of my information-gathering, 

besides literature review. Both greatly improved my knowledge of Vietnam and the people. My 

final method was a structured ethnographic interview. This interview covers the person’s life 

story. Please see my interview for her story. 
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Genealogical Chart 

 

Attitudes Towards Authority & Community 

Contacts 

Here I will provide a detailed report of all contacts within the cultural community. I 

interviewed a Vietnamese student at DTS, participated in a group event hosted by all of the 

Vietnamese students at DTS, observed at a Vietnamese market, and attended a Vietnamese 

church service with my friend. The time spent engaged in all of these activities totaled about six 

hours. The church service has already been reported in a separate paper. 

The interview took place on a Sunday afternoon, and lasted about forty-five minutes. 

The person whom I interviewed is on the Dallas Theological Seminary Spiritual Life Board (a 
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student-led group) with me. I recorded the conversation and typed it out as a transcript; as a 

sample, here I will provide the first two questions I asked, to assure the reader that the questions 

were objective, despite my proximity to this young man as a fellow leader. They were, “What is 

the first/most important conversation you remember ever having (this was originally two 

questions, but he could not think of the first conversation, so I changed it to most important),” 

and “What do Vietnamese people say about Christians?” These questions were asked with the 

aim of learning implications for ministry among the Vietnamese. 

Next, I remember a group event hosted by the Vietnamese students at the seminary. 

There are three students here who identify as Vietnamese culturally (a fourth was born there, but 

he moved shortly after that; he was at this event, however, not as a host). The occasion was to 

serve a popular traditional Vietnamese soup called “pho” to other students at the on-campus 

apartment building. This dish is a broth set to a boil with fish sauce to give a saline flavor, with 

various types of meat and vegetables and a type of rice noodle definitive of the dish. The 

organization was interesting as well; the organizer asked students to be “sponsors” to help 

provide the funding for the food, and these sponsors had privileged access to the food (first 

servings, access to seconds). My friend did most of the cooking, with help from the sponsors, 

while the two Vietnamese ladies had the roles of hostesses, serving and socializing at the same 

time. The cook was quieter than usual; he seemed to have a higher than usual cultural value for 

the work he was doing. This gave the event a remarkable atmosphere of “normalcy” in addition 

to the outgoing atmosphere provided by the American students and other guests. The two ladies 

seemed to be in a more laid-back mood than usual, as well. 

If the Vietnamese DTS students were laid back around each other, even as the hosts 

of the outgoing Americans, the Vietnamese folks at the market on a Sunday afternoon were 
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comparable to the extreme. I hardly even observed parents talking to their own children. The 

younger people there seemed slightly more engaged with each other; but these were the minority. 

In fact, I observed that another of the “minorities” at the store were Hispanic people, and they 

were quite a lot more talkative than, and quite as much ignored by, the Vietnamese people. The 

silence of the Vietnamese might have been because the purpose was to buy supplies; but there 

was a certain loneliness about the moms with children nonetheless. 

Connections 

The strategies and methods used in gathering data involve connections. Even asking 

the right questions depends on the ability to earn the right to be heard. For that reason, I am glad 

the interview with my friend was the last method I used; I had a lot of time before that to simply 

listen to people talk to each other, and not necessarily to me. I had to do things in a certain order. 

My friend and I already had conversed extensively about non-culturally-associated topics 

through cooperating on the organization of a chapel service at DTS for the Spiritual Life Board. 

That likely was a factor in the trust we had for the interview, as all things are complex in these 

contexts. Much listening was also done at the other places I went.  

The key to this strategy of connection is to be involved and close to people. 

Additionally, the non-verbal aspect of communication is quite important. How people respond to 

me depends to some extent on the non-verbal aspect; I have to not look disinterested. Because 

problems are a reality in all cultures, I needed a plan not to do bad things, besides just asking 

questions. And if I did something wrong, I had to be willing to be straightened out. 



14 

 

Information 

Sources of information on authority and community included two books, listed in the 

bibliography; my participant observations; and the interview. One of the interview questions 

was, “What brings Vietnamese people together?” My source’s answer was, “food;” then he 

described a holiday similar to Thanksgiving in the United States in which people travel to be 

with family and have food together—“lunar new year.” Other insights from the interview 

regarding authority and community were included in the following quotes: “…we grew up being 

taught respect for being in community…it’s not something we teach in school to challenge 

authority; we have to be extremely respectful, to stay in line with the crowd, with the 

community, don’t venture outside the boundaries…” Terms of respect are used for authorities of 

various types, described as those who are “older than us, or people higher in position.”  

Flexibility seems to be a keyword for describing the Vietnamese community in 

Dallas. The people here seem to have adjusted to a large variety of circumstances, and have 

hardly even seemed conscious of doing so. The first time I felt this way about them was the first 

contact I had, at the church. All of the interactions I had after that did not lessen that feeling. 

Based on the reading I did, flexibility seems to be native to the country. In Lean in Like a Queen: 

17 Lessons from the Last Queen of Vietnam’s Daring Negotiations, the story is told of the queen 

of Vietnam in the 1930’s and ‘40’s who achieved a high status (relatively speaking) due to 

flexibility in negotiation. Additional flexibility was required due to all of these events taking 

place under the eye of the French colonial government; later, unrest in the 1940’s and ‘50’s 

leading into the Vietnam War required further adjustment. Eventually, Queen Nam Phuong fled 

the country with her children to France, where she was respected and secure as a world leader. In 

the book Understanding Vietnam, the main metaphor used is that of the yin and yang, or cyclic 
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cultural change. Even the market showed this adaptability; many sections of the store were inter-

mingled with each other without clear lines of definition. 

 

Implications for Ministry 

The Vietnamese have a tradition-based community, and this can cause conflict when 

the gospel is brought there. The reason for this is that some people have the tendency or 

willingness to embrace Christianity because of the western ideology or culture that came with it. 

If Christianity is seen as a “western” religion, it is likely that there are some Vietnamese who 

convert to it for that reason. This makes it necessary to be especially careful to distinguish 

between the redemptive aspects of the gospel and the cultural norms of the preacher. As in all 

cultures, contextualization is necessary for authenticity. There are some in Vietnam who become 

Christians for the right reasons, just like there are missionaries who preach for the right reasons. 

Adaptability can be a strength, if the missionary does not resist change in 

inappropriate ways. However, care needs to be used in accepting all change in a wholesale way 

as Vietnamese culture might be used to doing. The key for the minister is to show understanding. 

That would be a thought process that shows engagement and adaptability on the part of the 

missionary, while being able to filter through the events happening around her. 

Ministers need to show respect in appropriate ways as well; this is the view of 

authority taught in Vietnam. Perhaps this counter-balances the flexibility, because it is one of the 

few cultural values that most people take for granted. Even the Communists demanded respect; 

in that regard they do not differ from regimes previous to them. A lifestyle and gospel that 

presents attractive love and compassion in Jesus may be a good strategy for ministry. God has 
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the right to demand respect; yet He often presents Himself to people as simply worth honoring, 

because of who He is characteristically, rather than coming down with demands.  

Appendices 

Vietnam General Data 
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Interviews: 

Interview 1 (James) 

James Alongi: What’s the first conversation you ever remember having in your life? 

Huy Lam: So I – nothing stands out for me as a first conversation. I have what I think is a first 

memory, but it wasn’t a conversation. It was just me falling down the stairs, and someone picked 

me up, I believe it was my grandma on my mom’s side, but it wasn’t likely, since she died when 

I was young, maybe, she died when I was three. Maybe, maybe, it was really her, but I don’t 

know. So that’s – it’s not my first conversation, but it’s my first memory, you know, it wasn’t a 

conversation. I couldn’t think of any conversation that would strike me as the first. 

James: What’s the most important conversation you remember ever having in your life? 

Huy: Yeah, I may have one of those. Most important conversation. (pause) Most important 

conversation. Uh…I think it must do with…it has to do with me coming to the states, to 

DTS…um…yeah…it’s a series of very important conversations, I can’t pinpoint which one is the 

most important conversation, but, the conversation with my mom, dad, about coming here to the 

states to do counseling, a very, very unlikely subject to study for a Vietnamese guy from 

Vietnam…conversation with my now ex-girlfriend, um, about, you know, what I want to do, 

about our future, and um…deciding to stop our relationship…and conversation with other people 

who had been in seminary in the States to ask them about their experience and all that, so, I 

guess those are the series of very important conversations that has to do with me coming here. So 

yeah, I cannot pinpoint what is the most important conversation…but those sort of conversations 

combined they are…it’s just a period of time of having big conversations about being here, and it 

resulted in me coming here.(personal exchange) 

James: What do people in Vietnam say about Christians? 
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Huy: They…it’s…it’s a…you will see diverse responses…some of them will be 

very…um…some of them will admire Christianity, and especially the evangelical side of it. We 

are known for our work ethic, we are known for just being hard and honest workers. So that is 

the impression that some people have on Christians. But others may have the impression that 

Christianity is product of the west, of the invaders, first the French, then the Americans, so they 

call, especially they call evangelicals CIA religion, because it has ties to the United States, it just 

happens to have ties to the United States, so some of them see Christianity as this treason, like, 

you know people…traitor to the country. Those are two polar of the opposites. Most of people, I 

think, stay in the middle. They don’t have a strong opinion for Christianity. 

James: What do people in America say about Christians? 

Huy: Well, from my perspective, well most people are indifferent. It’s something they do, go to 

church, or they sing Christmas songs, they say Jesus’ name, that’s just my impression of people. 

It’s just part of their culture. Not really culture, it’s just something they do when they say God’s 

name, Jesus, go to church on Christmas. That’s my perspective. We have one extreme, you 

know, that, anti-Christianity, but I believe most people are just… 

James: Do you have people like that in your culture? People who are just indifferent toward 

Christianity? 

Huy: Yeah. I have friends who don’t really care. They don’t dislike Christianity, but they don’t 

really have strong emotions towards religions as a whole. They just want to be left alone. 

James: They want to be left alone by Christians? 

Huy: And other religions too. But especially Christians because Christians are proactively going 

out there and spreading about the gospel. 

(personal exchange) 
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James: You said that some people are neutral, so contrasted with those people, how would you 

describe the people in your culture who see Christians as having a strong work ethic? 

Huy: It depends really, sometimes I don’t even expect that person to be so…have such a positive 

view of Christianity. When they find out that I’m a Christian they, they were like, “Oh, so you 

are one of those people, good work ethic, hard-working, and honest and all that.” So I don’t 

know a way to group them together into a group, it’s just a diverse group, you would not know 

who would be pro-Christian and who will be anti-Christianity. Maybe being people who are anti-

Christianity there is a stereotype about them that they will have a strong tie to the Communist 

government usually. They are either official, have membership in the Communist party, or were 

born and raised by parents who are officials, government officials who have strong ties to the 

Communist party, because that’s how they teach in the Communist party about religion in 

general, and especially Christianity, because we have such a bad history with (those) who profess 

Christian faith as their national faith. For people who are anti-Christians, I think group them in 

the group, that group who have ties to the Communist government. 

James: My assumption is that people would see Christians as part of this larger group of people 

who would have a good work ethic. So who do you think those people would see as having a 

good work ethic, besides just the Christians and themselves? 

Huy: I’m not really sure…I’m not sure because part of the work ethic of Christians is we rely 

heavily on the Bible verse, “whatever you do, do it for the Lord, not someone else.” And it’s 

pretty popular, like, people who are not Christians know that that’s their work ethic. It’s 

something that stands out, it just stands out, especially at my church, I grew up being taught that 

you excel in whatever you do because you do it for the Lord. I remember growing up as a kid 

there were high school students who would ask me how…why did I study so hard and all that. 
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My response would be the same, I know I’m not studying for the people, I’m studying for God 

and all that. So, um, I don’t know how to answer that question, it’s just that strong work ethic is 

something that stands out, for Christians, at least in Vietnam, it stands out to some people. 

(personal exchange) 

James: What do you think is the best way for Vietnamese Christians to explain the gospel to 

Vietnamese unbelievers? 

Huy: I guess…hmm…the best way…start with the…I know some of the things that you 

shouldn’t do. I believe it’s to find Christ in the Vietnamese culture, and not import some kind of 

foreign god into the culture, like the god of the American, because that’s a lot of peoples’ 

perspective, that Christianity came from the west, but it’s not, Christianity came from the east, it 

came out of Israel, a bunch of brown guys walking around and preaching the gospel, that’s what 

Christianity is. I think the fatal thing that evangelists can do is to make it American. You know, 

American worship music, American worship style, to make it western, you know, like TV, and 

all that, and fail to relate it to the culture, because in Vietnamese culture we have the sky 

god…the sky god. So that’s…people…almost every Vietnamese would agree that there’s a sky 

god, regardless of Buddhism…no, regardless of what religion they adhere to, almost everyone 

agree to the concept of a sky god, and to relating the Christian god to that god helps other people, 

you know… 

James: So…how is the sky god related to the sky? 

Huy: Just how people call him, because he’s up there in the sky, so they call him the sky god. 

James: So really, like in English he’d be like the god who’s up, or the god above? 

Huy: Yeah, so literally, like the word-for-word translation of what we’d call him would be like, 

“Mister sky.” Ung duh (spelling?). Ung is the word used for someone you respect greatly, word 
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for him, and duh means “sky”, so “Mister sky”, or um…what’s the fancy name for, back in 

middle age for big people…”Sir sky”, you know, like, the most respectful prefix put there…and 

then “sky”…That’s the reason they believe there’s someone up there looking out for them. They 

would give offerings to him. And it’s not an organized religion, it’s just something, it’s a 

spiritual thing most Vietnamese people grow up…spiritual concept that most Vietnamese people 

grow up knowing. It’s not an organized religion, that you have to do this, do that, yeah, it’s just 

something we grow up knowing. There’s the sky god, “mister sky.” 

James: So when you say “mister sky”, what that makes me think is that he…or the sky 

is…like…it sounds kind of like mother nature. 

Huy: It’s not that generic. So when we say “sky” we mean a specific person. A person up there, 

not the sky, but there’s a person up in the sky. He’s powerful and look out for you. It’s not nature 

in general, or the sky in general, it’s a person, so when people say “mister sky” they think of a 

person. Not just…not just the sky. They sky is just where he dwells, where he is. People envision 

him with a throne and all that, sitting on it. But interestingly, it’s not an organized religion. It’s a 

spiritual concept that most Vietnamese have, most Vietnamese people grow up knowing. 

James: Do you know any other cultures that have that? 

Huy: No, but I would not be surprised if there are cultures that have that concept. It’s a spiritual 

concept, or at least it’s something they grow up, they know, they believe, there’s a god. 

James: So there’s “mister sky”, and you said that’s the most respectful term that can be used for 

someone, so who are some other people that that term can be applied to, that can be used of 

someone. So who is that (most respected term)? 

Huy: It is a respectful prefix that you put before the name of the people older than you or that 

you respect. Like pastor, (you could use) the word “pastor” with the (Vietnamese word) before 
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“pastor”, just a way we show respect to them. So we do use that word very often to people we 

respect. People older than us, or people higher in position. 

(personal exchange) 

James: The next two questions have to do with community and ministry…so I’ll start with the 

second one. It’s similar to one I’ve already asked. I’ve already asked you, um, what’s the best 

way to share the gospel with people. Um, what is the best way for Vietnamese Christians to 

minister to Vietnamese unbelievers? 

Huy: To be sensitive to the culture, where we come from, that concept, that spiritual concept, 

“sky god”, use the term that is familiar that is the sky, I think that people will associate some of 

what we usually call god in Christianity is a different god called the sky god, so to, you know, 

help them make the connection with the Christian god and the sky god they are worshipping and 

calling out to…make the connection. 

James: What do they see as the difference between the Christian god and the sky god? 

Huy: The Christian god…I’ve never asked people this, but I think they think He’s white…I think 

Christianity, it’s closely associated with the western world and the Christian god sounds very 

distant. Someone that they cannot really relate to…yeah, He’s a westerner. 

James: So would they say that the sky god is not white? 

Huy: Yeah, people would say that the sky god looks like them. 

James: Look? 

Huy: Yeah, because I saw some depictions of the sky god, like, he’s Asian. 

James: So would they say that the sky god is not distant? 

Huy: Yeah, someone they can relate to. 
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James: Okay, second question. Um…what is the Vietnamese attitude towards authority and 

community? 

Huy: Um, well we grew up being taught respect for being in community, so um, yeah, it’s not 

something we teach in school to challenge authority, we have to be extremely respectful, to stay 

in line with the crowd, with the community, don’t venture outside the boundaries… 

James: What brings Vietnamese people together? 

Huy: Food. Usually. Every single event or meeting we would have some food. Um…family. We 

have something similar to Thanksgiving here, it’s very big in Vietnam, it’s lunar new year, 

people travel, you know, back to their, where they’re from, to reunite with family, come 

together, family reunion. That’s something big. Like if you…yeah. Lunar new year is like, the 

biggest traveling season because people travel back to where they’re from. Other than that, like, 

music, celebration. 

James: In Vietnam, are there classes among the Christians, or is there a class that you’ve ever 

heard of about teaching Christians how to relate to other cultures? 

Huy: Well, not really like a class, more like a seminar, training, or a sermon about how to relate 

to my own culture, because Vietnam is not a very diverse place culturally. It’s very homogenous. 

Most of the seminars are about how to relate to my own culture, because most of the churches in 

Vietnam are westernized, they appear western, from the music to the way they organize 

themselves, you know, churches can be pretty distant to the culture. 

Interview 2 (Ramon) 

Date: November 27, 2018 

Interviewee: Anonymous  

1) Where did you grow up?  
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2) Long Xuyên, Vietnam 

3) Basic Statistics? 

a. More than 54 people tribes. Most Vietnamese are from the Kinh tribe around 56% 

this tribe speaks Vietnamese which is why it is the official language. 

3) What main religion in Vietnam/Religion did you grow up with? I Grew up Buddhist and 

ancestor worship.  

a. Buddhist. Vietnamese folk Buddhist 2 times a months to the temple. High place in the house 

they have ancestor worship and altar. It was very engrained in their everyday life  

b. Kinh - recite the anthem of Buddha more than 100 times you would go to Ninevah 

c. Buddhism - there is no God, people think there is heaven levels of heaven ….Two temple 

structures Thailand/Laos/Cambodia (monk go out asking for food) …..Chinese prosperity 

Buddhism. (People will bring food to the temple). Ancestors have the power to bless (ask for 

lottery numbers). Fortune telling 

d.  isolate from everything. Everything is not true, hell exist as well…Karma and incarnation  

4) Did you live with many members of family or distant from the family? Separate from 

immediate family around 10 min away. 

5) What was the meaning of community/ how does community influence your day today?  

 Quote from her teacher "Whatever you do it's not for you-you represent your school, family, 

town"…. "The way you live is shaped by the community live in" 

6) When did you become a Christian? 

 When she moved to the USA for school a Christian community took her in, she was able to 

experience true love and opened up to Christianity. One of her main concerns was her family she 

did not tell her father until a year later… Even coming to DTS it was difficult for him to 
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understand why she was. With time he has come more open to Christianity and how positive it 

has been to her 

7) Some History facts? French colony with Catholic main religion. In 1945 became independent 

from the French south was not own part…1975 communist party united country no religion Still 

communist party. 

8) Views on Education - Vietnamese believe that education can get out of poverty, parents will 

work very hard to help children be educated, they would sacrifice a lot in order to help children 

succeed. Having an education in Vietnam doesn’t necessarily mean you will be successful, the 

amount of good jobs for educated is few and many are unemployed.  

9) Which child takes care of parents?  

The oldest son/child- has the unspoken responsibility to take care of the parents, but some 

responsibilities are but its spread out among all children. 

10) Buddhism -Power/Money - more respect is given to those who have more wealth. 

11) Popular Cities - Ho Chi Ming, Ha Noi 

12) How do you view elders? 

a. Cultural view highly respects, now a day it's more common to take elders to nursing homes. 

There is a popular comedy tv skit about this. 

13) What do you like to eat/daily food?  

a. Steamed rice with 2/3 sides. All meals will have soup with fish pork or beef and vegetables, 

vegetable stir-fry and raw vegetables 

14) Things for fun: 

a. Older people enjoy going to a coffee shop to talk especially in the mornings. For young 
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professionals typically will go out to Drink after, social networking. 

Younger people enjoy online gaming café's, Bobba tea  and the mall. 

Interview #3 (Christa) 

(N  Anonymous) 

Interviewed November 24, 2018 

A three hour interview at my apartment (Christa Cox-Watanabe) 

Born in An Giang Province Vietnam in 1990. 

Came to the U.S. after graduating from high school. 

Became a Christian in 2012. 

General Questions 

What is a typical day like in your country? 

Most young people wake up between 5:00AM and 6:00AM. Get ready for school and put on 

their uniform. They ride a bicycle or walk to school. They get to school by 6:45 because classes 

start at 7:00. By 11:00 to 11:30 they rush to the school yard for exercise with music for about 15 

minutes and then snacks which they buy at school. At noon they return home or to a restaurant. 

The younger students usually take a nap and everyone returns to school before 1:00 PM. School 

usually ends around 4:30 but older students have extra tutoring after school. Dinner is at home 

between 5:30 and 7:00. Most students go to bed around 10:00 PM but my interviewee said that 

she went to bed after 11:30 PM. 

What kind of tasks are satisfying/ make you happy/ are difficult for you? 

I liked to help my mother by going to the open market and buying the ingredients for the evening 

meal. The market has fruit and vegetable stands, a butcher and a fish market with live, fresh fish 

in a tank and prepared fish. Most Vietnamese prefer live fish to dead ones when they buy 
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fish.  Then I helped my mother cook and prepare the meal as well as clean up. I had to do school 

work and sometimes help clean the house but it was very difficult to clean my father’s room 

because I was afraid that he would get angry. 

What is a typical meal in your country? 

My family usually eats breakfast at a restaurant or outdoor stand. Steamed rice, 

noodles and vegetables is eaten for breakfast and French style bread sandwiches is sometimes 

eaten for lunch. Dinner is always steamed rice with fish or meat. 

Describe an important festival or holiday in your country. 

Tết Nguyên Đán (節元旦) or Lunar New Year is the most important holiday and 

festival. People are always busy preparing for Tết by cooking special holiday food and cleaning 

the house. Many customs are practiced during Tết, such as visiting a person's house on the first 

day of the new year (xông nhà), ancestor worship, wishing New Year's greetings, giving lucky 

money to children and elderly people, and opening a shop. All school and government offices are 

closed from one to two weeks. 

Explain what your education was like. The education system. 

The school system is made up of: 

      Kindergarten – elementary- (begins around the age of 6 or 7) kindergarten is not 

required but is private so only those who can afford it go. Those who have little money do not 

attend school. This is from first to fifth grade. 

Middle School – from sixth to ninth grade with an exit exam to see which high school 

the student should attend. 

High School – from tenth to twelfth grade with both an entrance and exit exams. 
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University like all schools whether public or private are not free. There are 

community colleges and full universities, as well as international schools. 

If you get sick or have an accident in your country, what do you do? 

You must have money to pay a doctor beforehand to receive treatment. This means 

that your family is most likely to help you. Those people without money can talk to a pharmacist 

instead of a doctor to get medicine. 

Who would help you or would you contact if you had an emergency in your country? 

Of course, I would ask my family but if you were in an accident or some kind of 

crime, I would not call the police because they are sometimes very corrupt. I would have 

probably have to protect myself first and then call my family. 

How do you make friends in your country? 

Students are friendly in school and know each other’s names. I knew most of my 

friend in middle school and high school. 

What kind of sports/activities do Vietnamese like? 

Both males and females (very young to older people) like soccer, badminton, tennis 

and basketball. 

Describe a place you like to visit in your country. 

Phu Quoc (Pearl) Island is a very popular resort. It is very famous for its beauty. 

There are many forests in the mountains and many beaches with resort hotels and a causeway for 

shopping. There is also an airport for foreign tourists. I have been there. 

Who decided what happened in your family? 

Mostly both of my parents made the decisions together, but, it depends on the decision to be 

made. 
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What to do in your family? 

Both 

Where to live? 

Both 

Where you went to school? 

My mother 

What did you call your parents? 

I called my parents by the southern Vietnamese style.  

History 

Do you know about the history of Vietnam? 

Vietnam has a 4,000-year-old history. 

Is Vietnam an old culture? The present culture goes back 1,000 years. 

Do people respect old Vietnamese culture? Yes   

Do people in various age groups respect each other? yes 

Are young people taught to respect their elders/manners? Yes at home and school 

I know more about southern Vietnamese history. About the Mongolian attempt to invade. 

Language 

What languages are spoken in all of Vietnam? Do you speak more than one local language? 

There are 54 native tribes in Vietnam each with their own language. The Kinh are the largest. I 

don’t speak any tribal languages but there are many who can. 

Values/Beliefs 
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What do Vietnamese think is true about humans? Are we basically good or bad 

or neutral?  They think that humans are basically good and can work to save themselves through 

Karma and their own works. 

What causes bad things to happen in person’s life? Karma or doing bad things in a 

previous life. Only a small percentage do not believe this. 

 Is your family important in Vietnam? Are material things important? Which is 

more important: family or money? Family is very important and material things are also 

important but sometimes more important. There is a competition between the two. 

Is there a past, present and future of time? There is a circular conception of time because of 

Buddhism. 

Religious Beliefs/Rituals 

Do Vietnamese think they have a soul or Spirit.?  What do they think a soul is? Can a soul 

be transferred to another person or object? If so, how? 

Spirits are believed to be ancestors from a previous life or in the present. Spirits can 

be transferred through witchcraft or spiritualism. 

I have been possessed by a spirit before I become a Christian. 

What is death? What do the Vietnamese people think happens when they die? 

Death means going to a different world beneath the earth. This where they meet a 

judge who decides what your life is or will be. 

What about after death?   

There are 18 levels of hell and the debts you have determines which one you go to. 

You may be tortured. The living can buy paper money for those in hell for help from a Buddhist 

monk. 
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How are people allowed to find forgiveness if they have offended or shamed a 

family member or group or another person?  What kind of sacrifice is necessary? 

They need to apologize with a gift. These gifts should be a very good bribe such as 

money (a very good amount) or expensive alcohol. 

Are there spiritual counselors in Vietnam? Yes, all over Vietnam. 

Communication/ Decision-making 

How is news/gossip passed around? People talk everywhere, on the street, by phone, 

at a friend’s house. Of course, gossip can be very bad for the person’s and can ruin their life 

which can lead to suicide. 

Who is more important in Vietnamese culture: the individual, the family or the 

relative or extended family group? 

  

Relationships 

Are there specific social levels in Vietnam? If so, where do the different social 

The government influences various levels of society. There is an extreme gap 

between the wealthy and those in poverty and a large middle class. The wealthy usually live in 

the downtown area with a mix of wealthy and middle class in the suburbs. The countryside has a 

mix of poorer class and the middle class. 

What usually causes arguments/conflicts in a family and in the community? 

Usually money and gossip. Who is the richest or not. 

  

Social structure/Kinship/Marriage 

What or who are the most important groups? 
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The government/officials, the wealthy and Buddhist priests/monks. 

Who are your family relatives? 

My mother has 10 siblings and many immediate family members. 

My father has 9 siblings and many immediate family members. 

Do you have a relationship with them? No 

What are the customs/symbols of marriage? 

Newly weds do not have vows like in the West. They only receive money instead of gifts. 

Weddings rings are exchanged and are worn on the right ring finger. 

There is bride money given to the bride from the groom in the form of 24K gold only. 

What is the social purpose of marriage? Marriage brings two families together and can 

increase the wealth and influence of both. Marriage is announced publicly and hides the shame 

of couples who are forced to married. 

What is the role and view of women and children in Vietnamese society? 

Vietnam has a male-dominated society because men have the top position in the family. 

However, since the 1990’s women have increasingly been better educated than men. The role of 

women has become almost equal with men. 

Interviews 4 & 5: (Alisha) 

My interviews were done at the Phật Ân monastery, when we visited for a participant 

observation on October 28th at 11:00 am.  I did not record a transcript of the exact questions and 

answers, as it was not appropriate to do so at that time. However, I’m thankful that both of the 

people were willing to talk to us and explain more about their lives in the monastery.   Below, 

you will find what I learned from each of the conversations. 

Monk: 
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 The monk’s English wasn’t great, but he was still able to communicate the main ideas of 

what he shared with us. He explained: There are many Buddhist temples/monasteries in the 

Arlington area. His monastery opened in January of 2018, but he came to the States in 1988, 

having lived in various places (most recently Austin). No one else in his family is a monk, even 

though he has 8 siblings (4 in Vietnam and 2 in Australia). He recently returned from a trip to 

Vietnam and brought a (huge!) statue partially carved out of a piece of petrified wood. When we 

asked about the robe he wore during the ceremony, he explained that it signifies the level he has 

obtained. The rectangular sections (all the same fabric, but pieces sewn together) represent when 

Buddha looked down and saw the rice fields and it correlates to the level he has obtained. 

Nun:  Thích nữ Sư cô Trung Như 

 The nun’s English was better than the monk’s and she was approachable after lunch, so I 

asked her some questions, beginning with her perspective as a woman.  She shared that women 

(nuns) can attain the same status as men (monks).  Her status is “lower” because she hasn’t 

achieved the same rank as the monk yet. Her shawl has only one stripe. She’s hoping to get the 

next level in the next couple of years, but she has to return to Vietnam to gain the next level. She 

doesn’t have any family left in Vietnam, as she came to the States in 1975, but goes back to visit 

her monastery family. In a voice of awe and respect, she told me that the monk began when he 

was 13, said his vows when he was 21. She invited us to return for the English meditation to 

learn more. 

Division of Task 

Ramon A. Tavarez 

 Compiling Information for final Project and putting paper together 

 Compiling information for presentation and designing presentation. 
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ANNOTATED BIBLIOGRAPHY 

 

De Neui, Paul and David Lim, Eds. Communicating Christ in the Buddhist World. 

(Pasadena: William Carey Library), 2006. 

 The editors gathered these ten articles to prepare Christians to meet the growing need for 

work in the Buddhist world. Buddhist fundamentalism is on the rise, even in Western society, 

and there are not many conversions to Christianity in these areas. These articles have been 

presented at a Missiological Forum held annually in Thailand by SEANET. They address 

theological, sociological and strategic issues that those who share Christ in the Buddhist world 

will face. Chapter Nine presents tips and strategies for contextualizing the gospel in a way that is 

easy to communicate.  

 

Do, Kim and Jessamine Price. Lean In Like a Queen: 17 Lessons from the Last Queen of 

Vietnam’s Daring Negotiations. Self-published on Amazon Kindle, 2014. 85 pages. 

A Vietnamese-American author tells the story of Nam Phuong, the last queen of 

Vietnam, who married King Bao Dai in 1934 and was co-regent of Vietnam until 1945, when 

Japanese forces subdued the monarchy allowed under French colonial influence in Southeast 

Asia. An interesting read, the book shows the strategy taken by Nam Phuong in respectfully 

negotiating new ideas concerning women’s cultural roles, Catholicism’s relationship with 

Buddhism, and other cultural values with the established traditions of her time. A key feature of 

the book is the story of how she attained, with the backing of her family’s wealth and respect, the 

unprecedented title of Queen through pre-nuptial negotiation with the King’s family, while 

maintaining the King’s and her own respectability and winning the admiration of those people 

whom she was to rule as Queen. Provides good insight into the culture of respect in Vietnam 

even today. (Christa) 

 

Dror, Olga. Cult, Culture, and Authority : Princess Liễu Hạnh in Vietnamese History. 

(Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press) 2007. 

 In this work, the author recounts the visits she made to Vietnam and the experiences she 

had as she conducted an ethnographic survey of the people of Vietnam in relation to their 

worship of the spirit of Princess Liễu Hạnh. The history of their worship is explored over several 

centuries, including the explanation of contemporary traditions. 
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Jamieson, Neil L. Understanding Vietnam. Reprint edition, (Berkeley: University of 

California Press), 1995. 

 

This work can be considered authoritative because it is the result personal experience by the 

author after living and working in Vietnam for many years. He portrays twentieth-century 

Vietnam in view of the traditional background of Vietnamese culture. A very timely book with a 

positive story to the relationships between other countries. This work has been cited in other 

authoritative works. (Christa)  

 

When reading the last three chapters of this book, one may observe the thoroughness and 

objectivity with which the author approaches historical topics. A metaphor is used throughout the 

book, providing a measure of simplicity that is offset somewhat by the complex details provided. 

This book is best used as a historical reference point for additional study.  (James) 
 

Levinson, David, and Karen Christensen. Encyclopedia of Modern Asia. Berkshire 

Reference Work. New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 2002 

The Encyclopedia of Modern Asia is a good resource that establishes a good foundation for a 

person who has no knowledge of Vietnam. It a clear and concise ready helps give the reader an 

understanding of current issues that Vietnam faces as a developing country. I 

 

Mckinsey Global Institute, “Sustaining Vietnam’s growth: The productivity challenge.” 

https://www.mckinsey.com/. Accessed November 25, 2018. 

 

This is a great article from one of the top research firms that discusses the economic growth in 

Vietnam and its current day challenges. Being a communist country Vietnam is in a transitional 

period where it has to make important economic decision in order to continue to grow and 

maintain economic stability. 

 

Murray, Geoffrey, and Thu Hằng Lê. Vietnam: The Essential Guide to Customs & Culture. 

Revised and updated edition, (London: Kuperard), 2016. 

 

This is not an authoritative or well documented work but gives a complete overview of the 

culture and history of Vietnam. It would be a very interesting starting point for a literature 

review. (Ray & Christa) 

 

Pham, Binh Van. “The Vietnamese Concept of Tình Nghĩa in Marriage and Its 

Contribution to the Roman Catholic Rite of Marriage.” (Chicago: Catholic 

Theological Union), 2008.  

 

This is a dissertation written to examine the tradition concept of tinh nghia (love and duty) in 

Vietnam in view of their culture and marriage practices. The goal of this dissertation is to help to 

https://www.mckinsey.com/
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include the concept of tinh nghia into the Roman Catholic rite of Marriage for a more authentic 

Vietnamese marriage ceremony. This dissertation is well documented and researched. (Christa) 

  

Whitmore, John K., Jayne Susan Werner, and George Edson Dutton. Sources of 

Vietnamese Tradition. Introduction to Asian Civilizations. (New York: Columbia 

University Press), 2012. (Christa) 

  

This book gives an overview of Vietnamese culture from the distant past to the present. This 

includes a two -thousand -year history of a changing geography and people groups which has 

produced the Vietnam we know today. This work has seven sections which includes the 

historical and political eras. Bibliographical references and index is also included.  

 

 


