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Religions is  a social, cultural and ethical phenomenon of spiritual life of people. It has rooted and remained long in the life of people because  people always have spiritual need and hope  to have charmed life in the next world. 


Any State has policy regarding religion. Because of different historical conditions so  the religious policies of States are different from each other. In Vietnam, religious policy has been expressed consistently “ to guarantee the citizens’ right to freedom of religion and the right not to follow a religion”.

 Because of real demand, our Party and State have recognized that  we should renew our awareness and policy on religion. The Resolution 24 NQ/ TW has been the important landmark in the process of renewal. Since this resolution came into the world, the lines and policies of our Party regarding religion have changed to meet the religious and belief need of people. These lines and policies make people to believe in new policies of our Party and State.


The first steps of renovation  of lines, religious awareness and policies of our party and State regarding religion during 1990 -1997  

Before Reform and Renewal,  in Vietnam there were many points of view  to explain and  analyze deeply the arguments of Marxism-Leninism on religion but there were still  misinterpretations about religion and  religion was regarded as a negative phenomenon. In fact, religion is the spiritual need of a part of people and its active elements should be inherited and promoted.
Renovation of thinking on religion has notable achievements. We have right appreciation on religion and define that religion will continue to co- exist with nation. This thinking overcomes the past limitation of communists who thought that religion would be perished. Our Party recognizes that religion is the need of a part of people. This recognition  manifests the respect of the right to freedom of belief of people. Our party recognizes that many matters of religious morals  correspond with the building of new society, that is, our party has acknowledged the positive value of religion and religion can go  with the socialism. Our Party determines that religious affairs are to mobilize the masses. In the past we used to identify religion with politics so the contents of religious affairs were “to struggle”  or “ to resist the abuse of enemy”.

The renovation of thinking leads to the renovation of religious lines. The religious policies are based on the following guidelines:

Government guarantees the right to freedom of belief and the right to follow or not to follow any religion. All citizens are equal in right and  duty before the laws regardless believers or non- believers as well as the believers of  other religions. The followers of religion are united with non- followers in the great national unity. The religious activities which correspond with the legitimate aspirations  and interests of believers are ensured. The cultural values and good morals of religion including cultural objects and intangible culture are respected  and promoted. All people and religious organizations mút abide by Constitution and  the laws. Anyone taking advantage of religion to disorder in society, to undermine the independence of the homeland and the policy of national unity  and to resist the State of  Social Republic of Vietnam will be punished according to the law.
On October 16th, 1990 Politburo issued Resolution No. 24 / NQ-TW on Strengthening Religious Affairs in the New Situation. This text is an important policy to open the turning point in renewing the religious policy of our Party. Resolution was born in a particular historical moment, when the socialist countries of Eastern Europe were collapsed, but the left  conceptions on religion are still dominated. In fact, before   Resolution no 24,  in Vietnam there were some  new opinion of politicians as well as of researchers  on awareness of religion, but the Resolution was born  these opinion were officially recognized in documents.  In fact  religious needs of people were still limited overly in some localities at that time. In order to  overcome the limited view on  religion, the Resolution states that "tWe should  overcome the insular perception,  narrow-minded attitudes, prejudice on religion and discrimination against religious people”

Resolution continues to  affirm the views  which stated in the previous documents  "consistent policy of our Party and state is to  respect people’ s right to freedom of belief, to unite non –religious and religious people, to unite all people in the building  and defending of our country” “ Non- religious and religious people are Vietnamese citizens . They have equal rights and obligations before the laws”
 “ The State guarantees the right to freedom of belief  and religion and the freedom and the right not to have a belief or a religion of all citizens. Citizens who follow a religion or not to follow a religion are equal before the laws  and  are entitled to every right of citizens and have responsible to implement each duty of citizens”  “Religious activities for the legal and legitimate interests of believes are protected”
. Resolution no 24 deals with some important arguments.

“ Religion is matter to exist long”
“Religious belief is spiritual need of a part of people” 
“ Religious morals have many matters  in accordance with the building of new”
“ The key contents of religious affairs is to  mobilize the mass”
.
  In comparison with Resolution no 297 and other  documents  were issued  we find that  Resolution no 24  was  first document in which  our Party recognized  that Religion has been  social phenomenon. It has existed long. It has been spiritual need of a part of people. The religious morals have matters  in accordance with the cause of building of society at present.
Argument on  “ Religion is matter to exist long” overcame the past limitation of international  communists as well as Vietnamese communists who thought that religion would be perished. When some socialist countries were collapsed  but religion still develop. The development of religions helps rival forces to develop  rift between the socialist countries. The argument of our Party in Resolution no 24  corresponds with  new trends of the world. In China, the innovation of religious policy also starts from awareness that religion will co- exist with socialism.

The argument on “ religious belief is need of a part of people” manifests the respect of the freedom of belief of people. The argument on  “ Religious morals havemany matters in accordance with the cause of building of new society” means that religion can go with socialism. This argument has shown the diversity of culture and created a path for unity of nation and religion. The cultural values and religious morals  should be exploited well  so that religion  has good condition “to return nation”. Although this argument has been just introduced into Resolution no 24, the active characteristics of religion  were affirmed many years ago.
There is another new  view in Resolution no 24, it  affirms  “ The key content of religious affairs is to mobilize the mass”. The key  content of religious affairs  for religious people is to take care their  relative benefits including the right to freedom of religion and to help them to  improve their standards  in all aspects and  to contribution to the cause of national revolution”

Resolution  determines that  the duty of religious affairs  is “ we take care the material and cultural  life of religious people  and improve their standards in all aspects”, “ we  actively mobilize religious people to  take part in  unions and mass organizations, to strengthen the movement for revolutionary action, to make the people prosperous and  powerful country, the religious people have better secular and religious life (…), we guide religious activities of  dignitaries according to the law, support religious progress,  make the church more and more attached to people and the revolutionary cause of the whole people….”
.
On   international relations of religions,   Resolution no 24  brings out  specific policies  for believers, dignitaries and cultural - social activities of religious organizations .
Because the situation is more complex, the hostile forces incessantly use trickeries to take advantage of religion to oppose the government, the resolution noted that: "We must not ignore the alert, relax religious affairs. The fight against the reactionary forces  only succeed only by  the mobilization of the masses. We help  the believers and dignitaries to understand  clearly  dark scheme  of reactionaries so that religious people , voluntarily fight against reactionaries, protect  their religious freedom 
Resolution 24 shows  that our religious  policy  is  more open. The entire contents of the resolution  recognize that religion has many positive points.  They want  religious people to go with nation  in the revolutionary cause of the whole people. The transformation is entirely corresponded with the new  trend on religious  policies of the countries in the world. Moreover, these changes meet the earnest desire of religious people and improve the relationship between religious people, and non religious people, between the communists and religious people. These changes make  religious  people to attach to nation more and more. Resolution 24 brings out many legal  documents of our Party and State on religion.
Resolution 24 of the Politburo is considered to be  renewal of the Party's thinking on religion. It changes  the awareness of some party members in treating religious people. Resolution accepts the differences of religions  to promote all the positive elements of religions.

On 21st March, 1991 The Government issued Decree No 69/HDBT “on religious activities”. This Decree has 28 articles. Beside legal documents as Order no  234/ SL, Resolution no 297/NQ… this Decree adds some contents  as follows:
- State not only ensures religious activities for legitimate and lawful interests of the believers, but also encourages religious activities for the benefit of our country and people
-Decree not only affirms that all citizens have the right to follow or not follow any religion but also that citizens have the right to leave  or change religion.
-Decree regulates that normal religious activities do not need permission of government  ( such as praying, preaching, teaching of catechism). The uncommon religious activities different from  normal  practice  must ask permission of government .

-A new point in the management of state on religious practice is : Places of worship are ensured by State. Religious organizations have responsibility to protect and reconstruct places of worship. The  repair,  and change of  the architecture of places of worship must be allowed by People’s Committee of Province  or equivalent  administrative level..
-In areas of stable population and new economic zones, the  build  of places of worship must be considered  and decided by People ‘s Committee of Province or  equivalent  administrative level.  
Decree regulates that if religious  orders and other forms of religious practice want to operate they  must be approved by the Council of Ministers or agencies which are granted authority by the Council of Ministers.

Decree regulates the international relations of religious organizations, appointment, aid activities of religious organizations abroad…
The right to freedom of belief and religion  was affirmed  in Article 70th of the 1992 Constitution of the Socialist Republic of Vietnam “ Citizens have the right to freedom of belief and religion and to follow or not to follow any religion. All religions are equal before the law

Places of worship belonging to beliefs and religions are protected by the law
 No one is allowed to encroach on the freedom of belief and religion or to take advantage of belief or religion in order abuse the laws and policies of the State

On 23rd July, 1993 Prime Minister promulgated Instruction no 379/TTG on religious activities. This Instruction allowed that  the old  places of worship are repaired; religious books  are published in accordance with law; religions are allowed to train clergymen in training institutions which have been permitted by the State; religions has right to sent  religious dignitaries  abroad for training ….”
.
Innovation of Resolution no 24 are introduced into the Document of the VII National Congress of Party  in June, 1991 “Belief and religion are spiritual needs of a part of people. Our Sate and Party consistently respect  the right to freedom of belief , the right to follow or not to follow any religion. The Party and State promote the unity of followers of different religions and unity between believers and non believers  and equality of religions. They do not discriminate in treatment on basis on belief and religion. All behaviors take advantage of religions in order to harm the national independence and unity  or to prevent followers from fulfilling their duties as citizens should be  forbidden”
.
The 8th National Congress of our Party  (1996) continues to affirm that “All religions are equal before the law” “ normal religious activities  in accordance with the law are ensured by State” “ State  gives his mind to developing economy, culture of religious people. State helps  religious people to eliminate hunger and reduce poverty and improve material life” “ religious people and dignitaries have to carry out their obligations well and live “ for better secular and religious life”
.
In short, basing on documents that were promulgated from 1990 to 1997 we find that the religious policies  of our Party and State   are renovated  in  the management of State for entering religion, religious practice and religious preaching.
On religious preaching:  This  problem is almost not mentioned much in  above documents, only Article 9 of Decree no 69/ HDBT (on 21st March, 1991 mentions "The Protestant preaching of the pastors have to ask permission of  People's Committees of Province or  relevant administrative levels”
2- The religious policies of our Party  and State during 1998 to 2004
 Instruction no 37-CT/TW of Politburo on religious affairs in new condition which was dated on 2nd July, 1998  and many other legal  documents of our State continue to affirm the spirit of Resolution no 24 on religion. The consistent direction of such document are “ to respect and guarantee the right to freedom of belief and religion of citizens. All religious activities must abide by the Constitution and the law. Religious activities which are beneficial to country and people and corresponding with legitimate aspirations and interests of followers  are guaranteed. All activities take advantage of religion to disorder society and to undermine the national independence and national unity of all the people will be punished according to the law; Religious affairs not only  meet  religious needs of people but also in time fight the enemy to  use of religion for undermining the revolutionary cause. The key contents of religious affairs are to mobilize the mass; Religious affairs are the responsibility of the entire political system.

Instruction no 26/1999/ND-CP of Government promulgated on 19th April, 1999 to reaffirm the previous legal documents as follows:

 
On the  problem of followers: All citizens have right to follow or not to follow any religion and leave or change religion.

On the problem of religious practice: Decree no 26/1999/ND-CP continues to affirm the regulations of the previous documents on places of worship of religions. Decree no 26/1999/ND-CP affirms further that houses, lands and other property of religious organization or individuals  which  had been transferred to state management are owned by the state. This regulation has an important significance to create a legal basis for resolving the land dispute.

Decree no 26/1999/ND-CP regulates concretely that  the establishment of the training school for  dignitaries and the  religious; appointment, the international relation of religious organizations must be approved by prime Minister, the chairman of  People’s Committee Province and the Government Committee for Religious Affairs.
On the problem of religious preachin: Decree regulates that foreign organizations and  individuals, including religious  organizations and individuals which   take part in non religious activities  are not allowed to organize and operate religious activities including religious preaching” ( provision 2, article 25).
The document of the 9th National Congress of our Party (2001) continues to affirm the points of view which were stated in previous National Congress. This document has been given some supplementary points of view:  “religious belief is need of a part of people. There is consistent implementation of the policy to respect and guarantee the people’s right to freedom of belief , the right to follow or not to follow any religion, the right to take part in normal religious activities according to the law. Our Party and State promote the unity of followers of different religions  and unity between believes and non believes and give their mind to develop economy and culture and material life of religious people. Religious people and dignitaries have to fulfill their duty as citizens   and live ‘ for better secular and religious life’. The good values of culture and religious morals are promoted  and the law of belief and religion is gradually perfected (…) Any one taking advantage of ethnic problem, belief and religion to violate the policy of State, to stimulate national separation and to undermine national security will be punished”

After 13 years of the implementation of innovational policy on religion, on 12th March, 2003 the 9th  Central  Executive Committee promulgated  Resolution no 25/NQ-TW On the religious affairs. Resolution continues the  process of renewal of  the Party's thinking on religion. Resolution 25 become a key policy of the Party and State regarding religion in innovational period.
First of all, Resolution no 25 reaffirms  “Belief and religion are spiritual need of the part of people”. In Resolution no 24 our Party affirmed “ Religion is long matter”. In Resolution no 25 our Party affirmed that  “religion and belief will continue to co- exist with nation during the process of building socialism in Vietnam” . This represents an important innovation in the Party's thinking on religion. The past communists thought that  if  we want to build socialism  successfully,   religion would be extinct. But our Party affirms that religion will go with socialism. Resolution no 25 stresses on national unity in new historical condition: “ religious activities and affairs  have to promote the unity of followers of different religions in national unity. Our Party and State consistently implement a policy of great national unity, the unity of followers of different religions, unity between believes and non believes (…) The national unity is established in order to implement  successfully the innovation, development and protection of the country”
. Resolution no 25 still gives prominence to worship of ancestor “ we should  preserve,  promote the positive values ​​of traditional ancestor worship and honor those who deserve well of    country and people

By inheritance of President Ho Chi Minh’s view  in respect  of similarities between believes  and non-believes, different religions, we strive for common goal of independence, freedom and happiness. Resolution considers “ the  objective of wealthy people and strong country, social justice, democracy and civilization are similar to attach religious people to  the common cause”
 
Resolution no 25 regulates clearly that “ religious preaching, following as well as other religious activities must abide by the Constitution and the laws. Nobody take advantage of religion to propagate  heresy and  superstitious activities and to force people  to follow a religion. It is forbidden to preach illegally and to violate the provisions of the Constitution and the law”. Resolution  no 25 requires religious affairs to create favorable conditions for religious people “  the material life and culture of people, including religious people are improved . The normal religious activities are given  good condition in accordance with policies and the  laws of State. The patriotic emulation movement  is promoted  for  building “ a better secular and religious life” for believes, dignitaries and the religious”
.
In this resolution, our Party gives many  solutions for religious affairs “The political system and society  should heighten the awareness  and united views on religion”
  This  shows that our Party wants to renew  the previous awareness  of the political system and society on religion because our Party’s aim  is “ to strengthen the consensus among believes and non-believes, and between followers of different religions”
.
Because of belief and religious need of people in the period of renewal, the 9th Standing Committee of the National Assembly  of the Socialist Republic of Vietnam  adopted Ordinance on Belief and Religion. On 29th June, 2004 President signed Ordinance on Belief and Religion. This Ordinance was carried out from 15th November, 2004.  Ordinance on Belief and Religion has 6 chapters and 41 articles. This Ordinance on Belief and Religion  deals with some new points

On followers. Ordinance continues to affirm that citizens have the  right to freedom of religion and belief, to follow or not to follow any religion. State guarantees the right to take part in normal religious activities according to the law.

On religious practice: Ordinance deals with  many contents such as: establishment, division  of religious organizations; appointment, nomination, transfer of dignitaries; establishment of religious training schools; publishing of religious books…Ordinance on Belief and Religion   has a chapter to mention the international relation of religious organizations, of followers and the religious.
These above contents create good conditions for the activities of religious organizations . These contents ensure the right to freedom of religion of followers. Ordinance on Belief and Religion  manifests policy of democracy and respects  freedom of belief and religion of the people.
On religious preaching: Ordinance on Belief and Religion  gives some supplementary contents such as 1- “ dignitaries and the religious have the right to preaching in religious bases” 2- The religious preaching outside of the regulations  shall be approved by the People’s Committee of district “anyone who has been sentenced to imprisonment  or kept under surveillance in accordance with the law do not have permission to preach. Any one who finished  prison sentence  or administrative treatment will have permission to preach when  religious organization registers and appropriate authorities  approved “
Ordinance on Belief and Religion   affirms clearly the responsibility of State management  in ensuring the right and obligation of religious organizations and individuals. Ordinance on Belief and Religion   deals with  administrative reform of State offices to create good condition for religious organizations and individuals.

Ordinance on Belief and Religion  continues to perfect the system of the laws of Vietnam regarding religion and belief. Vietnam tries its best to build legitimate state of the people, by  the people and for the  people.

On 1st  March, 2005. Government promulgated Decree no 22/2005/ND-CP on Guidance for implementation of a number of Articles of the Ordinance on Belief and Religion.

Ordinance on Belief and Religion   and Decree no 22 of Government  create good conditions for ensuring the right to freedom of religion and belief of people, at the same time  they are useful instruments to make management work more effective/
Ordinance on Belief and Religion   and Decree no 22 show that our Party and State consistently correct and renew thinking, line and  policy regarding religion to better meet  the needs of religious people and to help them happy, since then they  more believe in the policy of our Party and State regarding religion. From Resolution no 24  to Resolution no 25 and Ordinance on Belief and Religion,  our State and Party  have experienced many important stages of  innovation of awareness, of line, and policy regarding religion. This proves that the awareness of our party and State has developed. When we implement the policy of reform and renewal, the religious policy has some contributions to consolidate the national unity and to hold social stableness. Moreover, the innovation of religious policy contributes to change the image of the Socialist Republic of Vietnam in international area. 

In short, the innovations of awareness, line and policy regarding religion during 1990 -2004  are notable achievements. They meet spiritual aspirations of people. These achievements are manifested on following aspects: the places of worship of religions are repaired , reconstructed and built. The training foundations and training activities of religions are developed both on quantity and quality. The publishing of religious books is given good condition. At present, the great religions in Vietnam have their newspapers and magazines. Religious activities as religious festivals, religious rites, especially, solemnities, are held solemnly.

When appreciating the religious policy of Vietnam in recent years,  US  roving ambassador on religious freedom John Hanfort said “ Vietnam has important advance in promoting the religious liberty”. On 14th November, 2006 U.S. State Department claimed to Vietnam from “list of countries that need special attention on religious freedom”. It can say that this is the right decision to show  the objective assessment and to correspond  with the fact of religious life in Vietnam in recent years.
The religious policy in Vietnam is more and more perfected by the supplement and correction of legal documents. However, there are unclear contents  in the provisions of Decrees and Ordinances. Because of general  or unspecific regulations of Decrees and Ordinances, appropriate authorities meet some difficulties to enforce the law.

For example, in some legal documents there are general phrases such as “ to carry out according to the law” “ to treat according to the law”. It is clearly that phrase “ according to the law” must be concretized  that which codes or regulations we must follow .

On the other hand, we  have not sanction to treat violation of religions. Above documents only deal with that  “to  forbid” or “ not to violate” . These documents do not say clearly how punish  anyone who  violates forbiddance. If we have not clear frame of punishment  we hardly admonish  violators.

The innovations in religious policy during 1990 -2004  are great progresses. However, this policy needs to correct and supplement some regulations 
-There are no gaps in the law for bad elements to take advantage of religion in order to undermine power.
-To help local authorities in resolving concrete situation that are not  dealt with  in  the regulations of the law.

-The  religious cases that happen when regulations of the law are  not close and they contradict each other must be limited.
-To carry out well the right to freedom of religion and belief of people.

Some remarks
The stage 1990 -2004 is an important stage. It marks a changeable step of the awareness of our Party regarding religion.

1-The innovation of policy starts from the innovation of awareness . Before implementing renewal,  we considered religion to be negative problem, but now we recognize that religion has an important role in culture and development.

The right to freedom of religion and belief and the right to follow or not to follow any religion are respected. The unity of believes and non –believes in the national unity is stressed. The good values of religious culture and morals are encouraged.

 2-The institutionalization of views and religious policy of our Party is carried out by perfection of legal documents regarding religion so that religious policy meets  the religious need of people  and raises the effect of State management in religious field  and belief .
3-The innovation of religious policy of our Party and State  in recent years  has brought about good results and the condition of religions is improving more and more. Many followers, dignitaries   believe in the religious policy of State and they actively take part in patriotic movements and build the life “for better secular and religious life”.
4- However the real situation is very complicated  and it incessantly changes so that many regulations  become backwards. So we need to perfect religious policy  to meet better the spiritual life of followers of religions
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