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Commentary 
 

Spring enjoyment at the start of the millennium:  
Concerns about our Church’s future in the coming days 

 
       Parish Committee Chairman Canh Quang Tran 

 
Virtually all our fellow adherents in Vietnam feel upbeat about the Church’s future in this year, Year 
2000. Trusting that the Supreme Being intends to turn things around, they believe that evil designs will 
be foiled by divine predetermination. 
 
According to rumors circulating in Vietnam a few months earlier, Archbishop Thượng Thơ Thanh was 
about to be promoted to cardinal as part of a plan to establish a “Unified Cao Dai Church” with three 
cardinals, the other two being with the offshoot denomination (one of these is rumored to be a 
Communist Party member and former senior government official). However, Archbishop Thượng Thơ 
Thanh’s death interrupted everything, leading Church members in Vietnam to speculate that the 
Supreme Being’s design had caused this. Consequently, their faith surged.  
 
Comments on the 11-23-1999 list of ordainments and promotions 
Subsequently, Catechist Thượng Tám Thanh, backed by the Central Religious Affairs Committee’s Letter 
No 584/TGCP-V3 of November 19, 1999, assumed the position of Governing Council Chairman after 
signing a self-promotion order. Four days later, on November 23, 1999, Catechist Thượng Tám Thanh, as 
the Governing Council Chairman, presided over a meeting in the Main Temple of the Holy See, with 
eight officials from the Central and local governments in attendance for the purpose of reviewing and 
approving the ordainments, appointments, or promotions of the clergy members and functionaries 
whose names were on a pre-selected list. 317 were promoted and 1197 were appointed or ordained.  
Most noteworthy were the following promotions: Hương Ngộ from bishop to cardinal, and, from 
catechist to bishop, Thượng Tám Thanh, Thái Y Thanh, Thái Thiên Thanh, Ngọc Tấn Thanh, and two 
female catechists. 
 
We noted three problems associated with the approval of the ordainments and promotions supplication 
list. They are: 
 

1. The process did not conform to what the Sacred Constitution and the New Codes prescribed, 
nor to Articles 1 through 8, Section 1 of the April 5, 1997 “By-laws for Promotion and 
Ordainment Supplications Based on Nomination” prepared by the Governing Council under the 
Tay Ninh Province government’s direction. 
 

2. In particular, there are two violations in Article 7: 
 

a. Article 7 specifies: “when there is a shortage of clergy members of various ranks, clergy 
members currently of the same rank should nominate candidates for promotion within their 
rank”. But who are included in the group of “clergy members currently of the same rank”? 
Everyone knows that only clergy members who are currently on the Governing Council may 
nominate candidates whereas all the others are left out of the process. For instance, 4 catechists 
were publicly nominated for promotion to bishop through a process involving each of them 
being nominated by the others within their group of 4. In the case of Bishop Hương Ngộ, nobody 
knew who promoted him to cardinal. 
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b. Also, per Article 7, “… and then submit the list for approval through a resolution at the 
Sacerdotal Council Congress.” The November 23, 1999 meeting at the Holy See Temple did not 
qualify as the Sacerdotal Council Congress because only a number of Governing Council 
members and government representatives attended. 

 
Aside from the aforementioned issues, the Governing Council failed to follow the procedures for 
submitting and receiving applications, nomination, etc. Furthermore, while the overly lengthy 
requirements pertaining to ordainments and promotions in Articles 9 and 10 contain only a single salient 
point, what is officially considered a violation of temporal behavior rules”. In brief, the “List of 
Ordainments and Promotions” reflected predetermination by the government rather than a true 
nomination process. 
 

3. The government’s blatant interference in the Cao Dai Church’s internal affairs permeates every 
step, i.e., screening each applicant’s background, conformance with certain requirements, past 
religious activities, and aspects of private life related to the loyalty to the regime, and finally, 
government representatives attending the meeting at the Holy See Temple to personally 
enforce compliance with the regime’s predetermination of ordainments and promotions. 
 

How did the people in Vietnam react to the “List of Ordainments and Promotions”? First, a number of 
them did not express concerns because they have faith in the Supreme Being and the Cao Dai Church’s 
future, and feel upbeat about the potential for positive developments beginning in mid-2000, after the 
U.S. President visits Vietnam. These people also believe that those whose names are on the list were 
effectively marked for divine judgment for betraying their Teacher and Faith, as the Supreme Being had 
announced: “You shall see for yourself what I will do”. 

 
Concerns about our Church’s future in the coming days 
 
We thought that the landscape of human rights and freedom of religion and belief in Vietnam would 
undergo changes before the visit of the U.S. President.  What would the changes be within the Cao Dai 
Church? We can think of three scenarios: 

 
Scenario 1: Catechist Thượng Tám Thanh has been promoted to bishop and put in charge of the 

Governing Council. The Vietnamese Communist government would maintain this state of affairs. The 
government would suspend its activities intended to unify the Cao Dai Church because the offshoot 
denomination’s 2 current cardinals would outrank “Bishop” Thượng Tám Thanh. If this came to pass, the 
adherents of the Cao Dai Church of the Tay Ninh Holy See would legitimately decry this chaotic 
command chain. The Hanoi government would not want to provide these adherents with such an 
opportunity in view of the resulting problems for the regime.  

 
Scenario 2: The government would retreat through disbanding the Governing Council and 

allowing the Cao Dai Church of the Tay Ninh Holy See to re-establish its Sacerdotal Council and populate 
it with clergy members not associated with the Governing Council. However, this scenario may be 
unrealistic because the Vietnamese Communist government would never make such a concession. 
Further, the government needs to have a consistent policy towards all religions, including the Buddhist, 
Catholic, Protestant, Hoa Hao Buddhist, and Cao Dai Churches. Even the Catholic Church has not seen 
any softening of Communist policy in spite of Vatican support and must still tolerate the Communist 
government’s vetting of Vatican ordainments.  
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Scenario 3: The Governing Council’s clergy members and clergy members outside of the 
Governing Council will work together on Church affairs. The government would allow the Church to 
adopt a new Charter, re-establish an empowered Sacerdotal Council, and dissolve the current Governing 
Council. This change is possible, but would all the clergy members be able to work together? 

 
What led us to believe that Scenario 3  may be possible? Long ago, we thought that the Vietnamese 
Communist government would resolve the Cao Dai Church issue as part of the government’s overall 
policy on religious affairs, considering that the government’s current policy is uniform across all 
religions.  
Currently, all religions in Vietnam are affected by the March 21, 1991 Decree No 69/HĐBT issued by the 
Ministerial Council for regulating religious activities. The only way for the government to change its 
policy is by replacing this decree with one that is less restrictive. 
 
The Vatican and the Chinese government: Can their relationship be a basis for predicting how the 
Vietnamese government’s policy towards religious organizations might evolve? 
 
Vietnam’s approach to human rights and religious freedom must be in line with that of the other South-
East Asian countries, particularly China. China’s tight rein over religious life is similar to that of the rest 
of the group of four Communist countries. Also, in view of China’s power, the U.S. leverage on China is 
very limited and has to negotiate and compromise. The U.S. seeks to make China improve its human 
rights record through U.S. measures that can benefit China’s economy. At the same time, the pope’s 
statement made a year ago about his desire to visit China sent signals that the Vatican seeks better 
relations with China. We need to recall that 50 years ago, in 1951, China did close down the Holy See’s 
apostolic nunciature (embassy). These days one sees several signs pointing to a potential normalization 
of the diplomatic relations between the Vatican and China. Currently, 4 million Catholics in China do not 
proclaim allegiance to the Pope, but are adherents of the “State-sanctioned Church”.  However, 8 
million other Catholics worship in secret and still look up to the Vatican. Therefore, to re-establish 
diplomatic ties with the Vatican, China must address key issues such as the Holy See’s role in ordaining 
bishops and cardinals and relations between the Vatican and Taiwan which China considers as one of its 
provinces. In order to resolve these issues, Cardinal Angelo Sodano, the Holy See’s Secretary of State, 
confirmed that the Vatican had been trying to move its nunciature from Taipei (Taiwan) to Beijing to 
improve its relations with China. Therefore, there would be two Catholic Churches in China, the one 
under the Vatican and represented by its nunciature and the other, “the State-sanctioned Church.” 
According to the media,  representatives of the Vatican and China have been meeting informally to 
discuss a model similar to the one in Vietnam, i.e., the Vatican would recognize China in exchange for 
the right to ordain and appoint bishops and cardinals, and to unify the “State sanctioned Church” and 
the “Secret Church”.  If this model were implemented in China, Vietnam would be seriously affected. 
 
Indications of the Vietnamese government and U.S. government’s preparations for resolving the 
religious freedom issue 
 
Concerning the Cao Dai Church, the Vietnamese government apparently took steps towards some 
objective, e.g., its strategy for unifying the Cao Dai Church and its hurried approval of ordainments and 
promotions. Is the Vietnamese government planning on gaining complete control over the Church 
before the U.S. President’s visit by placing its chosen clergy members in key Church positions, thereby 
suppressing dissent? The U.S. may come up with an approach for improving the situation of human 
rights and freedom of religion in Vietnam. However, do not think that the U.S. President has no other 
agenda during his visit. His highest priority is U.S. interests. U.S. strategic interests underlie U.S. policy 
whereas human rights is just a banner that it displays. The U.S. may well trade human rights advocacy 
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for its own strategic interests. “Switch to a fresh horse on a long trip; replace a broken string on a 
musical instrument with a new one”; or more bluntly: “While sending somebody off through the front 
entrance, anticipate someone else coming in through the back door”.  South  Vietnam was an “outpost in 
the war against Communism” while North Vietnam was the “front line in the war against imperialism”. 
Nowadays Vietnam is still of utility to the U.S. as a firebase used to contain China’s expansion in 
Southeast Asia. The U.S. values its strategic interests more than human rights advocacy and one can see 
that the U.S. did not list Vietnam among the 15 countries on the U.S. list of countries singled out for 
human rights violations. This does not mean that Vietnam respects human rights. Obviously the U.S. did 
not want to embarrass Vietnam or it wanted to do Vietnam a small favor before the U.S. President’s 
visit. 
 
However, as the foremost world power, the U.S. needs to do something about the human rights 
situation  in Vietnam, but in a way that does not offend any party. The measures taken by the U.S. would 
satisfy Vietnamese religious leaders and show the world that the U.S. is credible while not giving the 
appearance that the Vietnamese government yields to U.S. pressure because Vietnam really does not 
have to obey the U.S. While the Vietnamese government seems to be more accommodating towards 
religious organizations in Vietnam, such as not issuing a rebuttal when religious organizations issued a 
memorandum denouncing the government’s religious persecution, or not hampering their flood relief 
projects in Central Vietnam’s coastal areas. Moreover, the local government’s attitude towards Most 
Venerable Thích Huyền Quang appears to be softening. At the same time U.S. government officials paid 
a visit to various religious organization. Of note, Hanoi allowed a U.S. diplomat named David Young to 
visit Most Ven. Huyền Quang and authorized a TV reporter to interview him on the impact of the flood 
on this part of the country. At about the same time, a U.S. State Department representative visited 
Religious Laws Adjudicator Lê Quang Tấn last month. On the other hand, we learned that the Protestant 
Churches in the U.S. had reached some kind of understanding with the Hanoi government, and a pastor 
who wanted to remain anonymous, revealed that the U.S. government had requested pastors to tone 
down their anti-communist statements. Although no one knows for sure, both sides must have 
compromised to a degree. 
 
A few thoughts on upcoming changes affecting the Cao Dai Church 
 
Considering the unfavorable trends impacting our Church, we would like to share with you our thoughts 
below. 
a/ On the Governing Council: 
Among the clergy members whose ordainment was divinely approved and who joined the Governing 
Council, a number have been fully cooperating with the Communist government for material gains, but 
most had to join because of government pressure or concerns about livelihood. Regardless, I believe 
that you (addressing the divinely approved clergy members) continue to maintain your faith in the 
Supreme Being, the Sacred Constitution, the New Codes, and spiritist séances. You know very well how 
different the clergy members with divinely approved ordainments or promotions are from those with 
ordainments or promotions resulting from human machinations. Therefore, it is not possible to claim 
that you really try to help our Church when joining the Governing Council or accepting the ordainments 
or promotions resulting from human machinations. On the contrary, your collaboration with the 
government means that you contribute to the destruction of our Church, as evidenced by the followings 
a/ The Cao Dai Church is being transformed into a human established cult after the government banned 
spiritist seances and began to predetermine which clergy members and functionaries can be appointed, 
ordained, or promoted. The Church is being moved further and further away from its divine roots and 
will eventually cease to be the divinely-sanctioned Church established by the Supreme Being. 
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b/The Sacerdotal Council no longer exists after the Governing Council, a government appendage, was 
made “the master“ of millions of adherents, and the Council’s leaders are chosen not based on their 
talent or character, but their loyalty to the Communist Party and its Fatherland Front. 
 
c/The newly ordained Pious with a dubious past and questionable ethics will eventually replace the 
older clergy members in the Governing Council; by then, they will find ways to extinguish the Cao Dai 
Church.  These religious leaders would be more knowledgeable about Communist doctrine than the 
Supreme Being’s doctrine. Religious laws will be replaced by the regime’s secular laws that prescribe 
every activity of the entire Church. Evil will prevail. 
 
In summary, considering the future as painted above, we request all clergy members on the Governing 
Council to think twice before going through with your ordainment or promotion. Past ordainments and 
promotions had been approved by Pope Lý and the Guardian of Laws, but these days the government 
has taken over this role. Please think again: By the time you go to Heaven, would Pope Lý and the 
Guardian of Laws show their approval? Their approval would raise issues such as why did the Supreme 
Being dictate the Sacred Constitution and the New Codes; and why did our predecessors labor to build 
up the Church if you were the ones who are going to destroy it?  It is our opinion that, during the first 
several years following 1975, our country was isolated from the outside world by an iron curtain and the 
government strictly controlled all religions. The regime dismantled our Church’s administrative structure 
and imprisoned many clergy members, and it was fair to say that a number of clergy members, in 
assuming the leadership of the Sacerdotal Council, had a legitimate reason in going with the flow for the 
sake of the Church. Much has changed. The Vietnamese Communist government has partially changed 
its policy through allowing visitors from abroad and letting Vietnam become gradually more integrated 
with the international community. Communism became outdated. Religious persecution has been 
slowly decreasing in intensity.  For the Cao Dai Church, things have changed from a few years ago: the 
UN and international community have noticed us and would react in case the government persecutes 
us. Please do not forget that our goal is only to be allowed to practice our religion in accordance with 
our religious laws, and not to cause trouble or overthrow the government. Therefore, joining the 
Governing Council and assisting the government is not to save our Church but to destroy it. Please think 
it over; would your promotion benefit our Church over the next two – three years? Would it bring a 
change to our Church? More and more foreign visitors have been coming to the Main Temple but can 
you do anything to help them learn about Caodaism? Many local Cao Dai temples are in bad shape but 
can you find any money to renovate them? Or are you just waiting for the time to be brought to Heaven 
or forced to retire? If so, your “promotion” does not benefit the Church.  Please think again about what 
you’ve been doing and rise to defend the Sacred Constitution and the New Codes, to prove that you 
deserve your past divinely approved promotions or ordainments. Our worldly lifespan is short whereas 
we can only lead a meaningful life in the afterlife. Why did you hesitate to step up and defend our 
Church? Don’t you want to join Pope Lý and the Guardian of Laws in the afterlife? 
 
Addressing Catechist Thương Tám Thanh in particular, we urge you to please reconsider your actions, 
and imagine what would happen to our Church under your leadership within the next few years; you 
may see that you would  do nothing beneficial to our Church. Fame and power are ephemeral, and our 
fellow adherents would scorn you. Conversely, if you can see the truth and, turning around, lead our 
Church in accordance with the Sacred Constitution and the New Codes, wouldn’t you be the first one 
who gets the credit? At that time, needless to say, your fame and power would be felt throughout the 
world.  You will travel to Europe, Asia, Australia, and America, and all adherents. All clergy members 
should remember that divine beings had foreseen our current predicament and given us guidance on 
how to save ourselves. May I quote these prophecy verses by the Green Mountain Priest: 
  “When the Religious Branch is no more, 
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 God’s Church will be in danger; 
 Clergy members will love power more than spirituality; 
 Lay adherents will focus on insubstantial matters; 
 Those in higher positions will be cowed for fear of falling from such a height; 
 Those near the bottom could not hope to be heard and therefore would have to resist; 
 The examination and review system would be marred with dishonesty; 
 We will need to join forces to reach safety.” 
 
b/ On the Sacerdotal Council of the Cao Dai Church of the Tay Ninh Holy See 
As the winds of change buffer our Church, we implore all the clergy members of the Hiep Thien Tower, 
Cuu Trung Tower, and Charitable Programs Group to step forward to discharge your duties, set aside 
personal animosity, and work together to find a solution or save our Church. We also urge all the clergy 
members of the Religious Council to do what is right and submit to the leadership of two bishops - Thái 
Thế Thanh and Thượng Nhã Thanh – the two surviving, highest ranking clergy members whose 
promotions were with divine blessing. If all the clergy members worked together, with the support of all 
adherents in Vietnam and overseas, the Cao Dai Church would be unified and speak with one voice. The 
Communist government would have to listen. Should this came to pass, Pope Lý and the Guardian of 
Laws would be on your side when you talk with the government to reach a solution that both the 
secular and religious parties could accept.  You must not idly wait, but rather should try to do something 
so that the divine beings would act and turn things around based on your initiative. 
 
c/ On the Vietnamese Communist Government  
The Communist government time and again proffered its “Glorious Nation, Splendid Churches” bait.  In 
reality they just want to compel religious organizations to submit to government control at the expense 
of religious life. Because the government will never allow religious freedom, Churches will never be 
“splendid” even if the country was glorious. On the contrary, religious organizations would wither and 
become extinct. Therefore, we should change the government’s exhortation to: “Splendid Churches, 
Glorious Nation”.  Whenever the government respects human rights and freedom of religion, the 
country can become prosperous and the world would stop viewing Vietnam as a backwards country. In 
addition, because the Supreme Being established the Cao Dai Church in Vietnam, the Vietnamese 
people would feel proud. If the world knew more about Caodaism, foreigners would come to Vietnam to 
study and learn about the Cao Dai doctrine, and Vietnam and its people would feel honored if Caodaism 
spread worldwide.  Cao Dai adherents long for the day when the Church is restored so that all can 
practice their religion the way the Supreme Being had taught them and  disseminate his teachings to the 
rest of mankind. No adherent will actively work to overthrow the government or abolish the regime. Cao 
Dai adherents are citizens of Vietnam. Wouldn’t the government have less of a burden once the 
adherents know happiness, have a stable income, and enjoy the Sacerdotal Council’s support and 
protection? Please do not forget that “a religious organization is stronger with secular support; secular 
power has more authority with the support of religious organizations”. 
    
       Parish Committee Chairman Cảnh Quang Trần 
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
I, Tien D. Nguyen, certify that I am fluent in the English and Vietnamese languages, and that the above is 
an accurate translation from Vietnamese of the document whose title appears at the top of this document. 
 

Signature:    
Signed by Tien Nguyen in Falls Church City, Virginia, on 2/25/2018 
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