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R e s e a r c h  e s s ay 

J a n e t  H o s k i n s

Diaspora as Religious Doctrine: An “Apostle of 
Vietnamese Nationalism” Comes to California

In 1964, Đỗ Vạn Lý, a career diplomat in his early fifties, wandered into a 
small temple on the outskirts of Sài Gòn and heard a spirit medium speak-

ing with the voice of the Mother Goddess calling him to convert to Cao Đài. 
Within the next few days, he was also called by the Jade Emperor [Cao Đài], 
saw visions of the Left Eye of God, and resolved to become a lifelong vegetar-
ian. Soon he and his wife joined a group of spiritists to receive additional 
instruction, and he wrote the by-laws of a new organization that would revi-
talize urban Cao Đài during the years of American military intervention. He 
became convinced that the end of the world was near, and the Vietnamese 
people would have a special role to play in the salvation of humanity.

At first glance, Đỗ Vạn Lý does not seem to be the kind of person who 
would be inclined to doomsday thinking.1 He had just returned from Wash-
ington D.C., where he spent two months as the last ambassador to the United 
States appointed by Ngô Đình Diệm. He had studied Political Science at 
Columbia University (completing an M.A. in 1948) and, as the head of the 
Vietnamese-American Friendship Association, vigorously lobbied for Amer-
ican recognition of Hồ Chí Minh’s government until 1950. Then Đỗ Vạn Lý 
dramatically shifted sides in the new Cold War division. He taught Vietnam-
ese at the Pentagon and answered Ngô Đình Diệm’s call to return to work for 
his new government in 1954.
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But by 1964 Đỗ Vạn Lý had, in his own words, “lost all confidence in poli-
tics,” in both the revolutionary rhetoric of Hà Nội and the democratic capi-
talism of Washington. He turned instead to a new religion that he had heard 
about as a boy in the Mekong Delta but had been separated from for the two 
decades that he lived overseas; he became a Cao Đài follower as “a way of 
coming home,” and in doing so he merged a modernist vision of religious 
syncretism and a universal faith with mystical traditions he had learned from 
his father, a well known traditional Taoist master. As an influential convert, 
he immediately assumed the position of general secretary and vice chairman 
at the Agency for Doctrinal Dissemination [Cơ Quan Phổ Thông Giáo Lý 
(CQPTGL)] in Sài Gòn, and after 1975 he became the founder of the first Cao 
Đài congregation in Los Angeles. He had published several short books in 
English while he was consul-general of India but in the United States he pub-
lished his longest work in Vietnamese: a spiritual manifesto for the overseas 
Cao Đài community in which he articulated a new diasporic vision for Cao 
Đài.2 His book was well known in all the overseas temples I visited, and even 
in Sài Gòn (circulating in photocopy, since it cannot be legally published 
there). Why did this sudden conversion appear to him as the culmination of 
his search for meaning throughout his life? And how did his conversion reso-
nate with a generation of men and women who came to believe that they had 
lost their country because their forced exile was part of a divine plan to glo-
balize their religion? 

In this paper I argue that Cao Đài emerged in response to the “loss of 
country” during the colonial period, and was therefore, already preaching a 
diasporic doctrine before the mass exodus of 1975—an event that is believed 
to have been prophesied in the earliest spirit messages. Đỗ Vạn Lý, as the 
most international of Cao Đài leaders in the twentieth century, presented the 
clearest articulation of spiritual nationalism in the overseas community. His 
life illustrates a new dynamic in sacralizing the homeland and turning 
diaspora into a Vietnamese religious doctrine. 

Prevailing Views: Colonial Crisis, “substitute Religion”  
and Destabilization
Current scholarship on Cao Đài, such as the works of Jayne Werner, Victor 
Oliver, Christopher Hartney, and Jérémy Jammes, interprets the massive 
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conversions of the 1920s and 1930s as a response to the crisis of colonial dis-
locations. Similarily, Paul Mus saw Cao Đài as the formation of a “substitute 
religion” that replaced the dismantled Confucian hierarchy.3 The prevailing 
wisdom in the mid 1950s was that although Cao Đài had attracted two and a 
half million people during the First Indochina War, it was now a “dinosaur” 
unlikely to survive the forced demilitarization of the Ngô Đình Diệm regime 
and destined to disappear from the scene.4 Cao Đài did not vanish, however, 
and in fact grew modestly in numbers up to 1975, then weathered two dec-
ades of political disfavor to re-emerge today as Vietnam’s third largest reli-
gion with at least 3.2 million followers in its homeland and a global presence 
in the United States, Australia, Canada, and France.5

Explanations presented for early conversions (aspirations to modernity 
and a cosmopolitan theology) may need to be revised for more recent 
ones. Theories of conversion often oppose “utilitarian” approaches (moti-
vated by a desire for group membership, wealth or status) to “intellectual” 
ones, in which the person goes through a cognitive process of seeking a 
new belief system with greater explanatory force. Joel Robbins notes that 
the two approaches can be better seen as stages in a single process, in 
which an initial attraction to a new belief system develops into a search to 
understand it more deeply.6 Gauri Viswanathan has studied conversion in 
the British colonial context as a powerful political force of destabilization: 
“By undoing the concept of fixed, unalterable identities, conversion unset-
tles the boundaries by which selfhood, citizenship, nation-hood, and com-
munity are defined, exposing these as permeable borders.”7 In a description 
of the Indian Untouchable leader Ambedkar that could also apply to Đỗ 
Vạn Lý, she notes: “His conversion was less a rejection of political solu-
tions than a re-writing of religious and cultural change into a form of 
political intervention.”8 For the colonial subject, conversion is a form of 
cultural critique. It is an appeal to a new universality through which the 
convert also participates in the colonial project of modernity. A new religion 
such as Cao Đài identified itself as a synthesis of global faiths, but rooted 
these in a specifically Vietnamese historical experience. Cao Đài represented, 
in effect, the greatest of missionary fears—not that native “heathens” would 
reject the gospel, but that they would rewrite Christianity in a rebellious 
mimesis.
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the loss of Country as a Catalyst  
for Religious transformation
In 1905, Phan Bội Châu famously wrote “For a human being, the greatest suf-
fering comes from losing his country.”9 While the loss he was referring to 
then was the loss of Vietnamese sovereignty to the French (and he was speak-
ing of Vietnamese who were still living in their country), this early vision 
infused Cao Đài with a “diasporic tension” at its origins. Prophecies sent 
from the grave by another notable nationalist, Phan Chu Trinh, also helped 
shape the earliest Cao Đài scriptures. After 1975, when thousands of Cao Đài 
followers experienced this loss again as “exodus” and “exile,” the theme of 
recovering a lost homeland took on a new dimension.

Cao Đài’s aspirations to universalism build on transposing Christian 
themes into the context of Vietnamese anticolonial struggle. Themes of exile, 
exodus and long-distance nationalism are cast in a biblical idiom, but used to 
argue for the significance of Eastern religious philosophies in a world threat-
ened by Western domination. Đỗ Vạn Lý often said that the last time God 
spoke so directly to humanity before 1925 was when Moses received the Ten 
Commandments on Mount Sinai. So Vietnam was favored, as was ancient 
Israel, as being a country divinely selected for a special role in history. Viet-
namese refugees, who often spent several years “sponsored” by Bible Belt 
Protestant families, explicitly compare their experiences to those of the Jews 
cast out of Palestine, as victims of a “holocaust,” and inscribe their exile in a 
theological discourse with a strong millennial component.

Đỗ Vạn Lý narrated his life as a revolutionary who eventually turned from 
the path of political revolution to that of spiritual revolution. The theme of 
his book on Cao Đài was “nationalism,” as he identified it, and the goal of his 
life was to help the Vietnamese people find their own spiritual destiny:

The only faith that I had an inkling could help us—all of us—to become free 
and whole again was Cao Đài. It was said long ago, in the first prophecies, 
that this was the ultimate fate of the religion. A small country one day in the 
future would become the spiritual leader of the world. The Vietnamese were 
once a people who had known nothing but slavery and oppression: subjuga-
tion by the Chinese for a thousand years, then by the French for almost a 
hundred years. But these were also the people who had the strongest yearn-
ing to be free. They always worked for other people, but one day they will be 

JVS0601_02.indd   46 3/31/11   2:29:58 PM



D i a s P o R a  a s  R e l i g i o u s  D o C t R i n e   47

the spiritual masters of all the others. I heard this message and I liked it. I 
said to myself that I wanted that to happen.

But of course I didn’t know how to do it. After I joined the faith I learned 
many things. I learned the definition of liberation. I learned it from God and 
from the Cao Đài ministers. Liberation to God means complete and total 
liberation, not partial liberation. So I became a little bit wiser, a bit more 
understanding, and I decided I wanted first of all to be a good man.10

From Đỗ Vạn Lý’s perspective, his background in political struggle had given 
him skills that could be transferred to religious leadership, but what he 
needed to discover through a personal experience of disenchantment was 
the importance of an ethical orientation:

Cao Đài said to us, “Try to be as good as I am and you will be the master of 
the world as I am.” So that is why I offer my service to God. I am sincere and 
love my younger brothers and sisters. I had to burn the midnight oil to catch 
up with them on a spiritual level. I spent too much time on my worldly edu-
cation, and not enough on my spiritual education, until I came to Cao Đài.11

Born in Sa Đéc in 1910, to a family headed by a scholar-official who had 
access through his wife to substantial lands, Đỗ Vạn Lý was an adolescent 
when Cao Đài began to sweep across the Mekong Delta in 1926–1934. He 
remembered hearing the early prophecies and being excited by them, but 
his father sent him to high school in France in 1930, and he did not return 
to Vietnam until 1954. On our first meeting he presented a relatively generic 
version of his calling to Cao Đài:

When I was young, I was on a quest to find the right faith. My family was 
Buddhist and worshipped ancestors, but they did not have much to say 
about the modern world. I went to a Catholic boarding school, and my 
French teachers wanted me to convert. But they taught me that our ancestors 
were really evil spirits. I could not accept that. I wanted something more 
inclusive. The Christians say they have a universal faith, but it seemed to 
exclude Asian traditions and to teach feudal values. Buddhism has idealistic 
values, but it did not help people in the time of French colonialism. When I 
found Caodaism, it was like coming home: the rituals and altars were famil-
iar, but the message was more universal. It was a way to worship one God, 
but to see him as the father of all. . . . Kipling said “East is East and West is 
West and never the twain shall meet.” In Caodaism, we are proving that he 
was wrong.12
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In later conversations, Đỗ Vạn Lý provided me with more details, saying that 
even as a young boy he became passionately committed to the cause of Viet-
nam’s independence. His father wanted him to become a government official, 
and because it was becoming increasingly hard to get an advanced education 
inside Vietnam, he was sent to board with a French family near Paris, where 
he was “pampered and spoiled,” but “never felt comfortable.”13

After completing his baccalauréat, Đỗ Vạn Lý was admitted to the 
Sorbonne School of Law. He took advantage of an opportunity to study Chi-
nese law and language as part of a study tour for French law students, and 
was placed in the paradoxical position of being the only Asian member of the 
“French Club” in Shanghai. He became drawn into emigré networks of Viet-
namese nationalists in Hong Kong and southern China, and was soon spend-
ing more time on clandestine political activity than on his studies. During six 
years in China (1937–1943), he worked in a variety of different jobs and was 
active in the League for the Restoration of Vietnam [Việt Nam Phục Quốc 
Đồng Minh Hội], identifying himself as a follower of Phan Bội Châu.

In 1943, Đỗ Vạn Lý traveled to Japan to join the Revolutionary Army 
headed by Cường Để and managed by people trained at Wampoa Academy in 
China and several military and technical schools in Japan. He took classes in 
chemical engineering, Japanese, and electronics, and helped Japanese forces 
by subtitling propaganda films for them. He headed a society for the inde-
pendence of South and Southeast Asian people, and secretly even supported 
Korean independence groups. Since he and several others had already decided 
that Japan was itself a colonial power, they welcomed the Japanese surrender 
and worked for US forces setting up an electrical system on new US bases. In 
1946, Đỗ Vạn Lý stowed away on a US ship bound for New York:

I came as a stowaway from Japan. I had hidden on a boat, and the boat was 
very large so they did not find me until I arrived in New York. Then I was 
discovered and they sent me to Ellis Island. They called me “Frenchy” when 
I came to the United States because I spoke French and came from a former 
French colony. They threatened to send me back to France, but I said that the 
French would kill me since I came to the United States to fight for the freedom 
of Vietnam. And they told me “We have no quota for immigrants from Viet-
nam.” Then I pleaded with them that I had risked death by stowing away on a 
US ship. So finally they took my side, and they put me down to get in as part  
of the Chinese quota. They whispered to me that I should not tell anyone.14
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Armed with diplomas from Paris and Tokyo, Đỗ Vạn Lý was accepted to 
study Political Science at Columbia, finished a master’s degree and advanced 
to doctoral candidacy in 1950:

When I taught in US universities, I was so interested in political issues that  
I did not teach much about Vietnamese culture. Then we realized that so 
many problems that happened during the war era were cultural problems, 
because Americans did not know about Vietnamese culture. Since I was the 
first Vietnamese to get a US university education, I felt a little responsible.

During his years in New York, Đỗ Vạn Lý established the Vietnamese-
American Friendship Association, edited its newsletter and worked with 
anticolonial activists from other parts of Asia and Africa. In 1947, The New 
York Post published an article about this association, whose members 
included Pearl Buck and the Socialist leader Norman Thomas. They identi-
fied “Anthony Vangly” (an Americanized version of Đỗ Vạn Lý’s name) as 
“an apostle of Vietnamese nationalism” who came to the United States to 
work for the independence of Vietnam.

In 1950, Ngô Đình Diệm came to his apartment in New York, and for 
three days they talked long into the night about the kind of government that 
Vietnam needed. Đỗ Vạn Lý came to see Ngô Đình Diệm as his patron and 
mentor, almost a surrogate father, and he agreed to return to work as a diplo-
mat under Ngô Đình Diệm’s leadership in 1954. Shortly after Đỗ Vạn Lý 
returned to Vietnam, he married a young journalist who came from another 
prominent family in the Mekong Delta with many Cao Đài connections. 
First employed in public relations by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, he rep-
resented his country as a United Nations Educational Scientific and Cultural 
Organization (UNESCO) delegate, attended the 1955 Bandung Conference of 
non-aligned nations, and served as consul general in Jakarta (1955–1956) and 
New Delhi (1957–1963). His five children were born during his postings in 
Indonesia and India. On September 30, 1963, Đỗ Vạn Lý was appointed as 
Ngô Đình Diệm’s last ambassador to the United States.16 Although he was 
not feeling well, he traveled to Sài Gòn for a briefing and then to Washington 
DC, and waited to present his credentials: 

What I was sent by Diệm to tell them was that American forces could with-
draw if they were not happy. We could hold out for another three years or 
so. We might have to tighten our belts, cut back a bit, but we could hold on. 
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I knew Diệm very well, and I wanted to show the Americans how to work 
with him. Diệm was the only one who could stand up to both the Americans 
and the communists.17

But Đỗ Vạn Lý had not yet been formally received when the news of Ngô 
Đình Diệm’s murder as part of a US-sponsored coup arrived:

The day Diệm was assassinated I knew that Vietnam could not be saved 
politically. I knew that this was the only way that I could help. I felt that the 
people who did this coup were so stupid, so self-destructive, that it was 
hard for me to love my country. I thought Diệm was our last chance. So I 
did not join Caodaism for political reasons, but to find another way to save 
my people.18

When President John F. Kennedy himself was assassinated three weeks 
later, Đỗ Vạn Lý witnessed massive national mourning as he gathered his 
own things to return to Sài Gòn. Đỗ Vạn Lý recalled: “They saw him as a 
handsome hero, when he was really the most inept. His death was a form 
of karmic retribution, but it could not bring back the leader that Vietnam 
had lost.”19

the Conversion story
Slipping in to Huỳnh Quang Sắc Temple on the outskirts of Sài Gòn (which 
belonged to the syncretistic Minh Tân group), Đỗ Vạn Lý experienced a 
divine calling:

I came in when they were having a séance and I sat in the back of the room. 
I had been away from Vietnam for so long that no one could recognize me. 
But then I heard my name called, once, twice . . . The lights dimmed, and 
others sensed that something supernatural was happening. I heard my name 
again and came up. The priest told me to kneel. I said “Why should I kneel?” 
I had been in the United States and was no longer used to this. But others 
whispered at me to kneel, so I did. And then I heard God the Mother calling 
me. She said “I sent you out for many years to learn about life, about the 
world, about organizations. Now you have learned enough. I brought you 
home, to serve the faith.” 

Several days later, I went to a different temple at a different place. And right 
away I was called by God the Mother who said “You must devote yourself to 
the religion. You must become completely vegetarian, so that you can climb 
to the highest level.”
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A week later, I was called by God the Father, who asked for “Minh Lý.” It was 
a private name, a name my father had used for me that others did not know . . . 
even my mother did not know this name. But now it is the name that I have 
in the religion, the name that I use as a Cao Đài leader. God the Father [Cao 
Đài] said to me: 

For several decades you have learned the affairs of the world
Now the time has come for you to remember those blueprints 
(architecture) The reason for this can be revealed at this time 
Together we can build a more extensive temple of God

[Mấy mươi năm học trường thế sự
Đúng cơ duyên gìn-giữ sơ đồ
Nguyên nhơn chánh giác tìm vô
Chung tay xây đắp qui mô Đạo Trời]20

The first task that Đỗ Vạn Lý did to help form the Agency for Doctrinal 
Dissemination [Cơ Quan Phổ Thông Giáo Lý (CQPTGL)] was to write its 
by-laws, which he did in a state of religious inspiration, lighting a stick of 
incense beside his desk and “feeling his hands shake with the power that was 
cursing through them.”21 It is significant, in light of Cao Đài precedent, that 
this moment of inspiration came to him when he was alone, not in the con-
text of a séance, and it can be seen as a sign of the more individualistic and 
rationalized path that CQPTGL was to follow.

In 1965, at the Minh Lý Temple of the Three Religions [Tam Tông Miếu], 
Đỗ Vạn Lý held the by-laws of the organization on his head in a great cere-
mony to inaugurate CQPTGL, with hundreds of disciples watching. Unlike 
other Cao Đài groups, this agency has no affiliation with any of the dozen 
holy sees or denominations [chi phái], it has no dignitaries wearing red, gold 
or turquoise robes, and it does not recruit converts or bestow hierarchical 
offices. It offers classes in meditation, religious doctrine and esoteric philoso-
phy, and all members address each other as “brother and sister.” Starting in 
1965, public séances were held quarterly and private ones even more often, 
producing a sense of new revelations. As Đỗ Vạn Lý describes them:

The new set of messages received by [CQPTGL] were very numerous, and at 
a very high intellectual level. Most of the séances were public, and they drew 
large crowds. Intellectuals came back into the faith, because the mediumistic 
sessions were conducted by people who themselves had a high literary cul-
ture. The main medium was a seven-year-old girl, Hoàng Mai, who would 
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receive most of the messages by automatic writing, but some of them were 
also spoken. When she received a spoken message, her voice was quite dif-
ferent from her normal one, the tones were distinct and more grown-up 
sounding. She was from a “sanctified” family, third generation Cao Đài.22

We published several volumes of our messages, just like the Bible. They 
included not only messages from Cao Đài but also from Maitreya, the Bud-
dha of the future, Lao Tzu, and many other important spirits. The séances 
were what made me feel excited about the faith. They made everyone feel 
excited. This was the thrill of being in conversation with God.23

Meditation was practiced in a series of workshops or training sessions in 
which disciples were taught to represent their good and bad deeds on a graph 
that would show them their own progress toward inner purity.24

The political situation in Sài Gòn, as US military involvement grew more 
intense, also seems to have been reflected in some of the séance messages. In 
1965, Lê Văn Duyệt, the southern military hero who fought to unite Vietnam 
in 1802 under the Nguyễn Dynasty (1802–1945), was the spirit who officially 
sanctioned the opening of CQPTGL on his territory of Gia Định. In the same 
year, the South Vietnamese government renovated his mausoleum, his image 
appeared on South Vietnamese currency (the 100 đồng bill) and he was “pro-
moted” in a public séance to the position of Great Immortal [Đài Tiên], from 
the one of Saint [Thánh] that he had previously occupied. Lê Văn Duyệt’s 
ascension was part of a “Vietnamization” of the pantheon, emphasizing 
indigenous elements and local heroes instead of older figures from Chinese 
tradition. His tomb became a pilgrimage site for those wounded, displaced 
or traumatized by the war seeking healing and new confidence.

A number of other important religious leaders were incorporated into the 
pantheon, including Đỗ Vạn Lý’s father, Đỗ Thuần Hậu, who had founded his 
own school of esoteric meditation within a largely Buddhist-Taoist tradition.25 
When Đỗ Thuần Hậu was on his deathbed, Đỗ Vạn Lý received a séance mes-
sage from Diêu Trì Kim Mẫu (the Taoist Queen of the Heavens, whom he calls 
“God the Mother”) who prescribed a “medicine” of blessed holy water, which 
he brought to his father. Đỗ Thuần Hậu revived and lived for one more week, 
then finally succumbed at the age of 86. This was interpreted as showing that 
his “soul had been saved” and he could be part of the Cao Đài Third Universal 
Redemption. Later, a posthumous séance message revealed that he had received 
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the title of Talismanic Monk [Huyền Pháp Đạo Nhơn] that entitled him to 
receive prayers and offer benedictions from the other world.

Cao Đài followers did not, however, try to convert American soldiers or 
invite American advisors to attend their séances and temples, as they had 
once done with French colonial officials who had an interest in Taoism or 
Free Masonry. The messages from French luminaries (Victor Hugo, Jeanne 
d’Arc) that had received so much attention in the 1930s were no longer 
emphasized, and no more communications were received from non-Asian 
figures. Đỗ Vạn Lý said most of his American friends had no idea what he 
was doing visiting villages throughout the Mekong Delta to spread the faith, 
and assumed that he had hidden political motivations:

After I was called by God, I spent all my time working for [CQPTGL]. I 
renounced all my work in politics and diplomacy. My American friends could 
not understand it.26 They said, “The Caodaists must be paying you a lot every 
month for you to work so hard.” But of course there was no pay. And I had to 
remain a complete vegetarian even when attending diplomatic dinners. The 
American journalists and diplomats I knew could not believe that after being 
a career diplomat I would turn to religion. But I really found solace in Cao 
Đài teachings. I never talked to them as I have been talking to you.27

Journalists covering the Vietnam War mention Cao Đài most often through 
the lens of Graham Greene’s 1955 novel, The Quiet American, which described 
the Tây Ninh Holy See in vivid but contemptuous prose: “In the nave of the 
cathedral, in the full Asiatic splendour of a Walt Disney fantasy, pastel drag-
ons coil around the columns and pulpit; from every stained glass window a 
great eye of God follows one.”28 The Green Berets, the only film made about 
the war while it was being fought, features a scene in which Special Forces 
troops describe Cao Đài followers as “spook sheeted dickheads,” and end up 
blowing up one of their temples—in direct violation of Sài Gòn government 
policies—because they suspect that communists have infiltrated it.29 With 
the exception of a very brief description in Frances Fitzgerald’s Fire on the 
Lake, American writers showed little interest in a religion estimated to have 
been followed by one of every five people in South Vietnam.30

The most heavily Cao Đài area, Tây Ninh Province, was considered solidly 
anti-communist, but Cao Đài followers in many other parts of the south, 
especially the Mekong Delta, included supporters of the National Liberation 
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Front. The urban elites who frequented CQPTGL were perceived as support-
ive of the Republic, although in the mid 1970s the influence of school asso-
ciations [liên trường] caused many young people to turn left, as did the 
expectation of an eventual communist victory. In 1968, a sense of panic 
spread in CQPTGL:

After the Tết Offensive, people started to feel that Sài Gòn really could col-
lapse. At CQPTGL, there was a séance where many of the leaders of the faith 
came back. Phạm Công Tắc said he had kneeled down and asked God to 
allow him to come back from the dead to be able to lead his people at this 
crucial time. But it is not possible to bring people back from the dead. Ngô 
Minh Chiêu said that he had wanted to help Vietnam, but he felt that he had 
to reach the highest supernatural rank before he could be of use. He had 
turned away from taking on leadership, from accepting to be the Pope, 
because he wanted to be spiritually stronger first. But then he was taken 
away too early, before he could come back to the faith to really help his peo-
ple. He did not want us to think that he retreated from leadership for selfish 
reasons, only to cultivate himself. The highest of talismans are only bestowed 
on those of the highest spiritual rank.31

In 1973, Đỗ Vạn Lý was asked to leave CQPTGL because he wrote a preface for 
a “nationalist” (i.e. anti-communist) student publication that CQPTGL gov-
ernance considered “too political.”32 He had consulted the head of the center, 
Trần Văn Quế, before writing the preface, but when its content was challenged 
by others, Trần Văn Quế agreed he should step down. Đỗ Vạn Lý recounts: 

Later there were spirit messages from Phạm Công Tắc and others asking me 
to return to the faith: “Please come back. All of this will soon dematerialize . . . 
The faith needs you to return.” But I refused, since I felt I could not return to 
work with people who had once asked me to leave. In the last few years before 
1975, many Caodaists were starting to become more leftist because of the 
school associations. These young people were very taken with the legend of 
Hồ Chí Minh. They knew nothing about Marx or Engels, but they saw Hồ 
Chí Minh as a great leader . . . I left at that time and decided not to come back 
because I no longer felt comfortable there. I thought I did not have that much 
more to offer, because I could not trust those who held power over me. But I 
remained a Caodaist, I stayed in the faith. I went back to the Foreign Ministry 
and accepted a posting as Ambassador to Japan. During the day, I would wear 
business suits when I was working as the ambassador, but I remained a vege-
tarian and in the evenings I would dress in white robes.33
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His family moved to Tokyo and his five children went to international 
schools there from 1973 until after the end of the war. 

Just two months before the fall of Sài Gòn, Đỗ Vạn Lý returned, and 
refused American offers to evacuate him. Convinced that he needed to “see 
his country fall, and go down with it like the captain of a ship,” he stayed 
alone in his Sài Gòn villa when the North Vietnamese army marched in to 
take the city:

My villa was about a block from the Presidential Palace, and I watched the 
North Vietnamese troops parade in the streets. I saw the red flags and the 
red scarves waving, and I was all alone in my house. . . . I saw all my dreams 
fall apart. I felt I had to see it myself.

About a week after my family left, God spoke to me in the evening. He said 
“You have to go. You shouldn’t die needlessly. There is still much you can do 
for the faith.” So I asked “When?” He said “Tomorrow.” But all the ports were 
closed. There was no way to get out. Then God reprimanded me: “I said you 
should go, and you didn’t.” I said “Please forgive me. All the ports were 
closed.” But I packed my bags and got ready to go. Then a young Catholic 
priest came to my house. He said some boats were still leaving from Vũng 
Tàu, and many religious leaders were getting on them. I went to the port 
with him, and there was one boat that was there. About fifty people were on 
it, all of them religious leaders—Buddhist monks, Catholic priests. I was the 
only Caodaist, but they asked me to lead the prayers.34

After seven days at sea, with very little food or water left, they drifted to the 
coast of Malaysia where Đỗ Vạn Lý was identified first by a police officer and 
later by the former Malay High Commissioner in India. He was allowed to fly 
to Tokyo to meet his children, then to Guam to meet his wife (who had been 
evacuated), and finally to Los Angeles, where his oldest daughter Merdeka 
(whose name means “independence” in Malay/Indonesian), married to an 
American professor at the University of California, Los Angeles, was living in 
Westwood: 

After crossing the seas in a small boat, I realized that life is very real. It is tan-
gible, but also very fragile . . . a ripple on the surface of the ocean. I lost my 
equilibrium. It made me unwilling to try to organize a Vietnamese govern-
ment in exile. When I first fled Vietnam and came to this country I was in a 
state of despair. Because I had been a diplomat, people had told me that the 
Americans were about to leave, abandoning the country, but I did not believe 
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them. It seemed inconceivable, and when it happened I was crushed. I decided 
that I would withdraw from the world into meditation, cultivate my own 
spirituality. I wanted to commune with God alone and have nothing to do 
with other people. We left without our books, without our sacred scriptures, 
without our religious objects. All we had were the clothes on our backs.35

Rebuilding Caodaism in California
In 1979, Đỗ Vạn Lý was approached by a group of Cao Đài families who had 
settled in southern California to lead an inter-denominational congregation. 
His CQPTGL title, vice-conservator of religious enlightenment [tham lý 
minh đạo], qualified him to lead services and stage séances, and he was the 
most senior member of the Cao Đài community in California. Tearing up a 
job offer letter from an international bank, he decided that it was his religious 
duty to lead the Cao Đài congregation overseas instead.36 He wrote a ten-
page summary of Cao Đài doctrine to send to the state board that certifies 
religious groups, enclosed copies of French translations of the Religious 
Constitution and Code of Conduct, and applied for non-profit status. He 
also visited Thiên Lý Bửu Tòa [Court of Heavenly Reason], the first Cao Đài 
temple founded outside Vietnam in 1977, in San Jose, and helped to raise 
funds for another temple, founded in 1983, in the Paris suburb of Alfortville. 
Transnational Caodaism was born.37

Efforts to revive spirit séances in the United States have been controver-
sial. In the early 1980s, Đỗ Vạn Lý tried to train several young children to 
receive messages at séances, based on the model of the CQPTGL medium 
Hoàng Mai. The training, requiring a life-long vow of vegetarianism, did not 
prove successful (although at least one of these “girl mediums” has remained 
a very committed Cao Đài follower and is now a family practice physician). 
At Thiên Lý Bửu Tòa in San Jose, the female spirit medium Bạch Diệu Hoa 
received a series of messages now published and distributed through the 
internet. The first volume of her messages, The Great Vessel of Sacred Teach-
ings [Đại giác thánh giáo pháp], contains fifty-four messages, including 
fourteen from Cao Đài; six from Jesus Christ; two from Buddha; two from 
the Chinese warrior saint Quan Thánh Đế Quan; one from the Virgin Mary; 
four from the first disciple of Cao Đài, Ngô Minh Chiêu; two from Lý Thái 
Bạch (the spiritual Pope); one from the Mother Goddess (Diêu Trì Kim 
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Mẫu); one from Noah of the Old Testament; and one from American spirit, 
Joseph Smith, the founder of Mormonism.38 Bạch Diệu Hoa also tried to 
train new spirit mediums in the 1980s using the phoenix basket to receive 
and write messages, but it proved too upsetting: “When the basket began to 
move, one of the young mediums in training got scared and cried like a 
baby.”39 Messages received were unintelligible scribbles, and trainees became 
too scared to continue. 

Đỗ Vạn Lý was personally close to two of the most important spirit medi-
ums active in California, both of whom came to CQPTGL in Sài Gòn when 
he was there. One, Bùi Văn Khâm, was trained in the Chiếu Minh esoteric 
tradition and shared a number of the spirit messages he received with Đỗ 
Vạn Lý. Bùi Văn Khâm received these messages in verse, and they contained 
many Sino-Vietnamese [Hán-Việt] terms that he says he himself did not 
understand. He shared them in part to gain a greater understanding of their 
meaning (which is characteristically obscure). The main source of these mes-
sages is a female immortal or muse who was incarnated as a Việt Minh hero-
ine who died close to Bùi Văn Khâm’s birthplace near Đà Nẵng. A prominent 
theme of her messages is reconciliation between Vietnamese of both sides. 
She describes her realization that because of her political activism, she had 
neglected her duty to cultivate herself spiritually, and she calls on those anti-
communists who left the country (including Bùi Văn Khâm and his family) 
to return to Vietnam to study more deeply. The second medium, Cao Lương 
Thiện, received a series of messages at Thiên Lý Bửu Tòa in 2003–2004 call-
ing for the formation of a separate California branch of Cao Đài. Cao Lương 
Thiện then split off from that temple to run his own meditation center, Đại 
Đạo Monastery, in San Jose.

While both of these mediums receive messages that concentrate on “wis-
dom teachings” and spiritual guidance, their practice is still very controver-
sial. As Đỗ Vạn Lý notes, creating a new “canon” for the overseas community 
is a risky business: 

Spiritism is a double-edged razor for Caodaists. The faith was founded 
through spiritism, it grew greatly through spiritism, but it also got in trouble 
because of spiritism. There was an inflation of spiritism—everyone was get-
ting into the act, holding séances at their own houses, talking directly to 
God. So God had to restrict it, to keep it under control, to put a stop to 
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rampant supernaturalism without responsibility. God wanted to test the thirst 
for enlightenment, and he found that people really wanted it, but it was easy 
for it to get out of control. You have to be on the lookout for false messages. So 
some of these people who say they receive spirit messages may actually be 
fooling themselves. The séances may not be sanctioned by God. In our faith, if 
there is one medium who is really trusted, then he has tremendous power. He 
can be more powerful than the Pope or the leaders at the holy see.40

two styles of spiritual Biography: esoteric and exoteric
My interviews with Đỗ Vạn Lý can be used to examine the ways that religious 
authority and charisma have been constructed within Cao Đài. A contrast 
emerges between two styles of Cao Đài leadership. The first, an “esoteric” [vô 
vi] style of leadership modeled by Ngô Minh Chiêu, stressed detachment from 
the world and a disciplined pursuit of personal purity and self-cultivation. The 
second, an “exoteric” [phổ độ] style modeled by Phạm Công Tắc, is much more 
activist, politically engaged and focused on expanding the number of disciples 
through proselytizing to a wide audience. Both styles draw on visions and 
spirit séances, but Ngô Minh Chiêu is notable for having written almost noth-
ing, so he offers mainly an exemplary life (and a number of teachings presented 
through posthumous spirit séances in the canonical “Great Cycle of Esoterism” 
[Đại thừa chơn giáo]. Phạm Công Tắc, in contrast, has been a prolific publisher 
of religious texts, including the Religious Constitution [Pháp chánh truyền] 
published in both French and Vietnamese with his own extensive commentary 
and interpretation, the New Code [Tân luật], and the Selected Spirit Messages 
[Thánh ngôn hiệp tuyển]. His 1948–1950 sermons delivered in Tây Ninh, 
“Divine Path to Eternal Life,” [Con đường thiêng liêng hằng sống] outline his 
spiritual goals and biography from a more personal standpoint. Đỗ Vạn Lý 
summarized the different styles of leadership in this way:

Phạm Công Tắc had the strongest spirit of the early mediums. He had a 
strong character, a strong will, and he was a brilliant poet and spirit medium. 
This is why he became a great leader, but it is also perhaps why later he 
wanted too much power. He confused his own spirit with communications 
from the divinities. To have conversations with God, often the best medium 
is someone who knows very little, like the 11-year-old girl we had at 
[CQPTGL]. She heard only what the spirits put in her head, she was just a 
vehicle for their messages. She had no personal ambition or interest in power 

JVS0601_02.indd   58 3/31/11   2:29:58 PM



D i a s P o R a  a s  R e l i g i o u s  D o C t R i n e   59

struggles as Phạm Công Tắc did. I think that the reason Ngô Minh Chiêu 
declined the offer to be Pope was because he feared being involved in the 
power struggles that could emerge in leading a mass movement. He was an 
ascetic, a mystic who wanted to follow his own path to enlightenment not 
tangle with others. Phạm Công Tắc wanted to be the Richelieu of Vietnam, 
the religious leader who was a power behind the throne, perhaps even the 
king-maker for Cường Để or Bảo Đại.41

The life of Đỗ Vạn Lý, and his own assessments of its significance, moves 
between these two models. At times he tried to galvanize a large number of 
followers and recruit them into a unified movement (both for Cao Đài and 
for a “Concorde” of overseas Vietnamese in 1979 at his home near Los Ange-
les). At other times, he wanted to retreat from the world, and stressed that he 
had renounced politics for religion.

Đỗ Vạn Lý describes himself as having been “completely secular” as a 
young man, devoted to political action and “believing only in the independ-
ence of Vietnam.”42 His childhood spent in Sa Đéc, a provincial city in the 
Mekong Delta was, however, filled with contacts with supernatural powers 
since his father led and participated in spirit séances at home. Đỗ Vạn Lý told 
me he first met his spiritual guide, Lê Văn Duyệt, in the family home and 
asked him, with the rudeness and passion of a rebellious son, “So why haven’t 
you kicked the French out of our country?” Later, when people asked him 
why he did not follow the esoteric school established by his father, the Con-
templative Method of the Science of Mysterious Forces [Pháp Môn Thiền Vô 
Vi Khoa Học Huyền Bí], he answered: 

In Asia, ideally, the son is supposed to follow in his father’s footsteps. Taoism 
deals with the realm beyond mortality, so I said “I want to work with immor-
tals to attain immortality, not with mortals who want to teach me about 
immortality. For immortality, no one is better than Lao Tzu.” So I tried to 
start at the top.43

The lesson in meditation techniques “received directly” from Lao Tzu 
[Đông Phương Lão Tử] was transmitted at a séance in 1964 where only the 
four highest dignitaries—Trần Văn Quế, Đỗ Vạn Lý, Huỳnh Chơn and Chí 
Tin—were present. It cannot be taught to ordinary adepts, but the instruc-
tion these dignitaries provide to their “younger brothers” can be “influenced” 
by the knowledge they have acquired at these higher-level séances.44
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Đỗ Thuần Hậu’s works summarize many Taoist themes, and while Đỗ 
Vạn Lý saw himself as rebelling against the “passive acquiescence” of his 
father’s tradition, other scholars have argued that Cao Đài is a form of “Viet-
namese Taoism.”45 Ideas of the “three treasures” (breath, spirit and semen) 
and the five fluids are clearly Taoist, as is the idea of learning to “make the 
soul visible,” or transparent, reflected in the notion of “glimpsing the soul” 
[soi-hồn], in which the soul is held up against the light to glimpse its inner 
contents (as one would hold up an egg [soi trứng] to check that it is still 
good).46 To soi đền is to shed light with a lamp to illuminate, and a person 
who has reached a certain level of practice is called người soi, or an “illumi-
nated person.”

But Cao Đài differs from Taoism in both its nationalist orientation and 
its internationalist aspirations. While someone like Đỗ Thuần Hậu would 
explain key religious concepts such as the way, esoteric practice and medita-
tion [đạo, tu hành, công phu] through an explanation of the radicals of the 
Chinese characters, a Cao Đài theologian would be more likely to present the 
same explanation through a comparison of Buddhism and Christianity, or a 
reference to Aristotle’s use of the image of an all-seeing eye. Cao Đài religious 
commentaries are often concerned with issues of translation and similarity, 
focusing not just on original meanings but also on ways in which these 
meanings may be shared across religious boundaries.

There were also many differences in style between the older esoteric disci-
pline taught by his father and Cao Đài.47 His father taught meditation both to 
promote “mystical” communion and to promote longevity after the age of 70:

There are certain talismanic words, which you use to call on a certain guard-
ian spirit immortal or angel [tiên] to watch over you, since when you reach a 
deep meditative state you are vulnerable to evil spirits who can disturb your 
consciousness. Before Caodaism, the teaching of meditation was kept very 
secret, only passed from teacher to disciple (“from heart to heart, soul to 
soul”). After the inception of Caodaism, God made it more public, more 
open, so that through meditation he could save more of his children, 
through either the esoteric or the exoteric path.48

Đỗ Vạn Lý considered that his father had a natural gift for meditation, “a 
knack for the mystical,” which he did not inherit. His father was able to sense 
things without seeing them, simply by concentrating:
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People from north Vietnam would come and ask my father to tell them what 
had happened to their house or to their grandfather’s tomb. My father would 
close his eyes, and concentrate, and after about three minutes, he would 
open them. Then he would begin describing the house or the tomb just as if 
he could see it directly. He had visions of places that were very far away. He 
knew special Oriental ways of treating people, a potion for birth control, and 
another for smallpox.49

Healing with the hands and visions of distant places were a characteristic 
of the early years of Cao Đài expansion. It is associated with the charismatic 
leadership of Phạm Công Tắc, who used blessed “holy water” to cure the 
malarial fevers in Tây Ninh when the holy see was being constructed. One 
spirit message in French refers to these healings and predicts that “Tây Ninh 
will become the new Lourdes.”50 But these “miracles” are quite alien to the 
more “rationalized” style of CQPTGL when Đỗ Vạn Lý was part of it, par-
ticularly since this agency prided itself on the number of doctors, engineers 
and scientists among its ranks (including its current President, Nguyễn Văn 
Trạch, who is a medical doctor). As Đỗ Vạn Lý says: 

My father had his own way of doing things, which I admire but I cannot fully 
understand. I am a man of science, who went to Western schools, but he was 
a man who could do certain things that seem to defy science. I am different 
from my father. He was very confident of his meditation technique. I am 
more modest. I have been trying for many years and I have not had the same 
results. Retrospectively, I can see that he did have some innate talents.51

The “new method” [tân pháp] of meditation taught at CQPTGL opens a 
pathway for the acquisition of spiritual knowledge and for receiving com-
munication from divine beings, but does not advertise itself by “miraculous” 
cures. Its claims to grant access to secret knowledge play on the same 
“dynamic of display and concealment” that Robert Campany documented in 
his study of the quest for transcendence in early China: meditation is devel-
oped as a “mystery,” in which only those willing to observe strict prohibitions 
(on eating meat, other “unclean” foods and sexual relations) can hope to 
reach the highest levels of spiritual attainment.52 Religious study combines 
the memorization of certain revealed texts and a series of oral instructions 
that guide both the bodily postures of the person meditating and allow him 
or her to understand the deliberately arcane terminology. Formal rules of 
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transmission require adepts to swear not to reveal these instructions to the 
uninitiated, so that the intimacy of the spirit séance (with only six partici-
pants) is transferred to the meditation room.

Not everyone can gain access to esoteric techniques of meditation, even if 
they strive for many years to do so. Three levels are defined by an increasing 
number of restrictions, and in addition, all initiates seeking to enter Chiếu 
Minh must perform a divination ritual [xin keo], in which Chinese coins are 
tossed to see if the spirits accept the candidate. (A successful toss produces a 
yin/yang pattern of paired heads and tails, achieved over three coin tosses.) 
Those who are not successful on a first try are advised to spend more time on 
moral improvement and social work in order to do better the next time, after 
six months have passed.

There is also attention to what Campany calls “a carefully controlled tex-
tual scarcity: the text is not to be transmitted so frequently as to dilute its 
power, but not so infrequently as to risk letting the text disappear.”53 The 
archives of CQPTGL contains hundreds of thousands of messages, 90 per-
cent of which are open to the scrutiny of interested visitors, but 10 percent of 
which are restricted to those “at the highest levels” of spiritual attainment.54 
(Participation in meditation workshops can allow disciples to “be promoted 
to a higher level,” and so many overseas Cao Đài followers now take part in 
one of these workshops while visiting family members in Vietnam.) The Tây 
Ninh Holy See has its own archives and has similar restrictions on a quantity 
(unknown to me) of messages that are considered particularly sensitive and 
have not been released by the ranking dignitaries for publication. Some of 
these messages, it is implied, might be politically sensitive, but the emphasis 
is more on their “high esoteric content,” which would make them unintelli-
gible to less accomplished readers. In California, the Thiên Lý Bửu Tòa tem-
ple, which archives hundreds of messages and presents them on the internet, 
also has a group of “secret” communications that its governance committee 
decided to withdraw from general circulation.55 

The “secret knowledge” contained in these messages is displayed at the 
same time that it is concealed through demonstrations of its wondrous 
“effects.” The first of these effects, evident over many centuries of East Asian 
culture, is an extension of the human life span—well evidenced by Đỗ Thuần 
Hậu, who died at 86 and was surpassed by his son, Đỗ Vạn Lý, who lived to 
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be 98. The followers of Ngô Minh Chiêu may mark their ascension to tran-
scendence by having their own visions of the Divine Eye, by learning to sleep 
in modified meditation position with the left leg on top of the right thigh, 
and the left hand cradled in the right. When they die, or perhaps a few sec-
onds afterwards, their left eyes remain open as they sit in meditation position 
(like Ngô Minh Chiêu, who died on a boat crossing the Mekong) and they 
“ride the golden dragon” to be directly united with God.56 At visits to four of 
the most important Chiếu Minh temples in Vietnam (in Cần Thơ, Chợ Lớn, 
Phú Quốc, and Vĩnh Long) I was shown the “visual evidence” of this tran-
scendence in gruesome photographs of dozens of corpses, all of them gazing 
outwards with open left eyes.

How Does one Finish a life? a Meditation on Closure
Scholars have long noted that the stories we tell ourselves about our lives are 
structured by a search for coherence, a wish to settle certain “unfinished 
business” by discovering connections and finding a narrative line that makes 
sense of our experiences. In Đỗ Vạn Lý’s case, I analyzed the story of his life 
through a series of specifically religious notions of the self and the process of 
spiritual perfection (“self cultivation”), and contrasted these to his erstwhile 
“worldly ambitions” (which he did at times acknowledge emerged in the 
vacuum of leadership left by the death of Phạm Công Tắc). Even though he 
presented Phạm Công Tắc as power hungry and self-absorbed, and perhaps 
a bit too close to French inspirations in the 1930s, Đỗ Vạn Lý recognized a 
certain kinship with him, which he saw as “weighing him down” and “need-
ing to be cast off ”:

At this point, I have been vegetarian for forty-two years, totally vegetarian, 
with no meat or alcohol, since I answered the calling of God the Mother and 
God the Father in Sài Gòn in 1963. This prepares my spirit to go up to a 
higher level of heaven, because it becomes lighter. Meditation also helps the 
spirit to become lighter. Caodaism has its own theory of “Anthropology,” of 
the origins of the world and of mankind. There are several levels from the 
point of origin down to the earth. The earth is heavy, and its air is heavy, so 
we come down to earth by getting heavier and heavier. When your soul 
descends down all those levels they are like layers of clothing that you can 
eventually shed to become lighter. Meditation teaches you to go back to God 
by shedding the clothing that makes you heavy. If we shed the outer layer, 

JVS0601_02.indd   63 3/31/11   2:29:59 PM



64  H o s k i n s

then we can raise higher on the cosmic ladder. There are levels of enlighten-
ment. In Cao Đài meditation, you say the sutras to invoke God to supervise 
for you. So if you make mistakes, you are corrected through séances or 
through dreams. To enroll in meditation classes, you first have to modify 
your behavior, to be good in terms of virtue, honesty, sincerity, showing 
compassion in order to be admitted. If you do not have all these qualities, 
you will not have complete peace. Your mind will jump about like a monkey. 
You need to have a good karmic life first before you can rest your mind in 
meditation. Meditation is a complete rest of the mind.57

This presentation of how Đỗ Vạn Lý’s life was changed by joining Cao Đài is 
an interesting one to analyze. Perhaps the crucial moment came in the temple 
in Sài Gòn when he decided, after thirty years of not bowing down to anything, 
to kneel and submit his soul to the guidance of a higher power. This corporeal 
expression of submission, expressed during a period of personal and spiritual 
crisis, was one that he would stress in a number of our conversations:

Americans do not like to bow down. They do not want to bow all the way 
down, as we do, to honor the angels, immortals, bodhisattvas, and deities 
that we pray to. But I have told people here, “You should not be ashamed to 
bow down.” This is a part of Vietnamese culture, a tradition that has been 
remembered through the generations, and one that gives Asian philosophy 
its ethical orientation.

One man saw me in my white robes and said “You must be a very good man 
to dress in those robes.” I told him “I am not a good man at all. I am often car-
ried away by my passions, so I need to look down and see the white sleeves of 
my robe, and that reminds me that I need to learn self control, that I should 
not do as I please.” The white robes of Cao Đài remind us of our goal of purity, 
and the bowing reminds us that we should seek guidance from above.58

Đỗ Vạn Lý narrated his life by focusing on a series of heroes he tried to fol-
low. As a young man, he left France to “go east,” following in the footsteps of 
Phan Bội Châu, and eventually sitting at the feet of Cường Để—feet which he 
found, if not exactly made of clay, at least made only of flesh and blood. After 
Franklin Roosevelt indicated that he would support Vietnamese independ-
ence, Đỗ Vạn Lý traveled to New York and became a self-appointed lobbyist 
for the Democratic Republic of Vietnam and Hồ Chí Minh. Norman Thomas 
and Ngô Đình Diệm were people he respected and who influenced his politi-
cal reorientation, but it was the death of Ngô Đình Diệm that left him, briefly, 
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without a sense of direction. He reinterpreted his confused homecoming as a 
divinely mandated mission once he received his calling in 1964.

But Đỗ Vạn Lý had no more human heroes after that point. Because of the 
direct contact that Cao Đài séances provide to spiritual beings, Đỗ Vạn Lý 
believed he had found a more efficacious way to train himself spiritually than 
the path followed by his father. He provided the organizational skills to estab-
lish the new Agency to Disseminate Cao Đài Doctrine, and set up specific 
protocols for visits of delegations from CQPTGL to the head temples of differ-
ent denominations. He also worked with its founder, Trần Văn Quế, to pro-
vide a new context for the systematic study of Cao Đài teachings, guided by 
quarterly séances to consult spiritual authorities. Although this mission was 
“interrupted” by the fall of Sài Gòn in 1975, his contributions are clear in the 
charter of the organization and reflected in its more recent publications.59

In California, he was able to organize the first congregation in Los Ange-
les very much as he pleased, although by the 1980s an Orange County-based 
congregation that followed Tây Ninh procedures split off. In 1994, Đỗ Vạn Lý 
established a new temple in Perris, California, on land purchased in rural 
Riverside County. Until 2008, his final year, he traveled two hours out there 
each Sunday to lead services and preach to his congregation.

self-Cultivation, agency and Movements 
for social Change
Describing Vietnamese Supernaturalism in the southern region, Thien Do 
outlines the linkages between a narrative of the self, the development of new 
modes of action, and a critique of the state:

The decision to embark on self-cultivation, considered as part of a healing 
process, initiates the development stages of a social engagement, or means of 
affecting the person’s immediate social environment. Taoists (đạo sĩ or ông 
đạo) embodied the path of self-cultivation which began with a cathartic per-
sonal event. Their prestige was aided by popular belief in powers evinced by 
sacred mountains. The Taoists’ innovative approaches to healing and magic 
also partook of the promotion of millenarian thought. Their mythic gestures 
concerning individual well-being overlap or intertwine with local and 
national aspirations. From a solitary and self-defined identity, to a leadership 
role which implicitly challenges existing authorities, the Taoists’ contribu-
tion to southern history demands proper recognition.60
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Đỗ Thuần Hậu is primary among the “Taoists from the mountain” that 
Thien Do describes, and Đỗ Vạn Lý figures prominently in Thien Do treat-
ment of Cao Đài, although he was unaware of their family connection.61 The 
cultural connections between what the French called “the cult of immortal-
ity” [tu tiên], the collective rites of the village council house [đình], the “three 
religions” [tam giáo] of the pagoda, and forms of trance possession and spirit 
writing, however, show how both father and son were drawing on cultural 
resources in order to deploy them to effect social change.

The idea of the self as perfectible, unique, continuously and obsessively 
self-evaluating, and a “project” that has to be finished properly, features in 
the work of some literary critics as “part of the story of modernity,” but it also 
has deep roots in the literary traditions of East Asian religious practice.62 
This idea of the self is an important component of notions of a “new socialist 
man,” and linked by many to the origins of nationalism. Benedict Anderson 
argues that although nationalism is imagined in many of the same ways reli-
gion is, it could only emerge in “the dusk of religious modes of thought”:

The literati were adepts, strategic strata in a cosmological hierarchy of which 
the apex was divine. The fundamental conceptions about “social groups” were 
centripetal and hierarchical, rather than boundary-oriented and horizontal.63

In nationalist thinking, the sacred community becomes territorialized 
and endowed with a particular mission, an idea that is often expressed as a 
doctrine of “national exceptionalism.” “American exceptionalism” is an idea 
that originated in 1835 with Alexis de Tocqueville, but more recent writers 
have noted critically that it cuts both ways, being associated as much with 
abuses of American power as with the idea of an inspiring example.64 In Cao 
Đài, an idea of “Vietnamese exceptionalism” is explicitly linked to prophecies 
about a “chosen people” [dân tộc chọn; race bénite], selected because they 
were virtuous but suffered tremendously under the yoke of colonial domina-
tion. In its softer form, this idea is reflected in the unique perspective of 
Vietnamese colonized intellectuals who seek to heal the wounds of colonial-
ism by reconciling the philosophies of East and West. In its stronger form, it 
becomes a mandate for revolutionary change, consistent with Jesus’ call for 
the meek to inherit the earth. And Jesus, himself the “Oriental” subject of a 
colonial empire based in Rome, is seen as anticolonial resistance leader who 
was persecuted for demanding self-determination for his people. Christian 
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millenarianism helps to destabilize Confucian respect for authority, and 
combines with Buddhist millenarianism to create a syncretistic liberation 
theology for a postcolonial age.

Reformulations of Millenarian Messages from the Diaspora
The universalizing power of Cao Đài was that it claimed to restore earlier 
Asian teachings to their original, pristine form, no longer corrupted by his-
torical distortions and local practices. It also claimed to absorb Christianity 
into the more encompassing vision of the three great religious and philo-
sophical traditions of East Asia. But, at the same time, a more specific spirit-
ual mission was given to the Vietnamese people whose destiny was tied to 
the fulfillment of an ancient prophecy. On the first page of his 1989 book, Đỗ 
Vạn Lý quotes a message sent on September 27, 1926, from the Supreme 
Being, Cao Đài: 

One day, a country now in servitude will arise, through My words, to 
become the master teacher of all humanity.

[Ngày kia, có một nước trong vòng nô-lệ vì ta mà làm chủ nhơn loại]65

The Vietnamese were chosen, it was detailed in other messages, because they 
had been able to absorb many other religions with a spirit of tolerance and an 
appreciation for their value. While they had, in the past, suffered greatly under 
the colonial yoke, the Vietnamese would now be “rewarded with a compensa-
tion greater than that of any other nation.”66 As Đỗ Vạn Lý explained, Vietnam 
was at this time given the potential to become the first nation to become 
“founded by heaven, organized by heaven, guided by heaven, and managed by 
heaven,” as long as its people agreed to embrace this universal faith and follow 
its precepts.67

Hue-Tam Ho Tai has interpreted this aspect of Cao Đài as an effort to 
blend nationalist aspirations with the familiar apocalyptic rhetoric of Viet-
namese millenarianism: “The Social Darwinian vision of perpetual struggle 
for survival had by then percolated into popular culture and was incorpo-
rated into the millenarian rhetoric of the Cao Dai sect, but with a twist. It was 
presented, not as an eternal law, but as a world historical stage: in the new 
millennium, competition over limited resources would be rendered unnec-
essary by unbounded prosperity.”68 Many Cao Đài followers note, however, 
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that the prophecy of a new world order was contingent on the response of the 
Vietnamese people to this new offer of salvation. Đỗ Vạn Lý gives great 
emphasis to this point in his 1989 spiritual manifesto.

He quotes another famous message from the Supreme Being in 1926: 
“From this day on, in Vietnam, there is only one religion that is genuine, and 
that is the religion of the Great Master who came to give it to his children, 
calling it the religion of the nation, do you understand?”69 But Cao Đài also 
said: “If you, my children, do not respond to this message and take it into 
your hearts, then a great calamity will come, and there is nothing that even I 
with all my supernatural power can do to prevent it.”70

For many overseas Cao Đài followers, this “great calamity” was the fall of 
Sài Gòn in 1975, which was also supposedly prophesized in a famous message 
received October 26, 1926, and translated by Đỗ Vạn Lý in this way:

From now on, the race will no longer be divided in three parts
As your father I brought all of you under one roof
Whether from the South or North, many of you will have to leave  
 the country 
[To show others that] I am the only true master of the faith

[Từ nay nòi giống chẳng chia ba
Thầy hiệp các con lại một nhà
Nam, Bắc, cùng rồi ra ngoại quốc
Chủ quyền Chơn Đạo một mình Ta]71

The words he translated as “race” [nòi giống] have been translated by others 
as “people,” “country” or “descent line,” and reflect a sense of collective line-
age traced back to the mythical dragon and fairy who gave birth to all of the 
Vietnamese.72 When Cochinchina, Annam and Tonkin were in fact united in 
1975, there was a huge exodus of people in boats escaping to save their lives 
but also, later, founding new congregations of Cao Đài all over the globe. The 
“True Way” [Chơn Đạo] according to one interpretation of this prophecy, 
would only be found after an experience of exile, and this exile was itself 
predestined. The British Cao Đài follower, Khánh Phạm, argues that “Caoda-
ism now depends on Caodaists living overseas to make it survive,” and a 
similar sentiment is echoed in studies of Cao Đài communities in Canada, 
Australia, and California.73 For Đỗ Vạn Lý and several other commentators, 
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this millenarian vision had to be postponed until after the end of the Cold 
War because of divisions among the Vietnamese themselves (“God’s chil-
dren” united under one roof but only by the threat of violence).

the teleology of exile and Diasporic theodicy
Timothy Smith argued that migration itself is a “theological experience.” Since 
it produces a profound dislocation in space, time and culture, it requires a 
dramatic reassessment of belief and practice.74 Scholars have addressed the 
impact of exile on Vietnamese communities in a number of ways, often refer-
ring to notions of a “temporality,” or even a “teleology” of exile. The original 
meaning of teleology came from religious discourse: a teleological argument 
was an argument for God’s existence from the existence of order and design in 
the universe. Confucian ideology was in this sense deeply teleological, since it 
established the mandate of heaven that justified the hierarchical order of a just 
ruler and the harmonious community over which he ruled.

Cao Đài followers have argued since the early days of revelations that 
their religion would eventually triumph, but only after a period of many tri-
als. This would entail much suffering, the catastrophes appropriate to the end 
of one cosmological era (what one might call the Age of Empire), the dawn-
ing of a New Age, and the third universal redemption of mankind. This con-
trasts with the interpretation of certain scholars. Ashley Carruthers for 
example, suggests that the key trauma of the “theologizing experience” for 
Vietnamese refugees was the loss of a social future, and the reconfiguration 
of Vietnam as “the social past.”75 Vietnam, Carruthers was told by Vietnam-
ese refugees, is a “place without a future,” a “dead end,” and the primary rea-
son for leaving Vietnam was to “give their children a future.”76 As survivors 
of incarceration, torture and flight, they had experienced the sense of power-
lessness that comes from having one’s social future arbitrarily taken away. 
Carruthers concludes that this “teleology of exile that locates Vietnam firmly 
in the past” is perhaps a key characteristic of overseas Vietnamese commu-
nities.77 He also notes that this perspective is now in contradiction with a 
new celebratory view of Vietnam as a Tiger Cub with consistent GDP rates 
of around 8 percent since 2000, second only to China. I, however, think 
the question of the “teleology of exile” is more complex than Carruthers 
acknowledges.78
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Đỗ Vạn Lý’s explanation of Cao Đài teachings in his huge volume published 
in California situates Cao Đài as a millenarian tradition (carrying on a heritage 
also evoked by the Hòa Hảo Buddhists and a number of earlier anticolonial 
organizations) with its own teleology of history, and, in some respects, 
almost a Vietnamese form of Zionism.79 Cao Đài followers explicitly see the 
Vietnamese as a chosen people with a particular spiritual mission that should 
be fulfilled in their homeland. Today, some people argue that this millenar-
ian goal can only be fulfilled “after the end of communist rule,” while others 
argue that the resurgence of popular religion in the reformation period is 
already a sign that “God’s plan for Vietnam is being realized.”80

Anderson argues that “the date at the top of a newspaper” was the single 
most important marker of the “steady, onward clocking of homogeneous, 
empty time,” which he opposed to the “messianic” or “millenarian” time of 
earlier religious world views.81 But since the specific dating of séance mes-
sages is a key characteristic of Cao Đài scriptures, it offers a “historicized 
theology” that defies this opposition. Did Đỗ Vạn Lý’s conversion from secu-
lar revolutionary to religious leader necessitate a shift also in notions of time 
and the significance of history? The temporality associated with a diasporic 
group does nourish ideas of “long-distance nationalism,” but it is explicitly 
oriented towards future possibilities as well as past suffering. A major inspi-
ration for any movement is to make a case that its triumph is inevitable, 
predestined, written in the stars, and mandated by heaven (or, if not heaven, 
than at least a master dialectical process that has achieved an almost tran-
scendental status).

It is certainly clear, Carruthers argues, that overseas Vietnamese temporal 
identifications are not limited to a “political refugee” narrative of flight from 
the dystopic or aberrant modernity of socialism to a utopic modernity of 
freedom and democracy in the West. But there are also many other ways to 
narrate the story of exile and return. The Cao Đài argument that the “exodus” 
of 1975 was simply part of God’s plan to globalize the religion and send his 
disciples all over the world to acquire new languages and technological 
expertise is based on a religious teleology that expects that these exiles will 
eventually return to new positions of leadership in Vietnam. And, through 
quite a different series of rhetorical moves, this is a conclusion that a new 
group of Hà Nội-based publications have also begun to advance. Now that 
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the Vietnamese government welcomes overseas Vietnamese to return to 
“rebuild the country” through investment and the development of global 
markets, Vietnam’s “indigenous religions” have returned to a position of 
much greater official favor.82

Conversations in California: Reinterpreting the  
Moment of Conversion
In certain respects, the two narratives converge because of what could loosely 
be called the characteristics of both “California culture” and the Mekong 
Delta in the early years of the twentieth century—eclecticism, synthesis and 
an ideology of perpetual self reinvention. This is why I sometimes describe 
Cao Đài as a “New Age religion made in colonial Vietnam.”83 In both places, 
a great interest developed in combining Eastern and Western philosophy, 
and groups of disciples gathered to work out a common ground. In French 
Indochina, it was colonized intellectuals educated at French-language 
schools in Sài Gòn who tried to fuse what they learned in the classroom from 
French professors with the literary and cultural heritage of the mandarin 
tradition of their ancestors. In California, Asian “gurus” come to teach “spir-
itual seekers,” and what resulted was generally an Asian religion “adapted” 
for westerners. What is distinctive about Cao Đài in California is that it 
retains a very Vietnamese perspective on fusing East and West. Jesus, for 
example, is defined as the son of the Jade Emperor and encompassed into a 
broader Taoist-Buddhist karmic system.

Since Đỗ Vạn Lý’s sessions with me were structured as a combination of 
“spiritual instruction” and ethnographic interview, it is legitimate to also 
explore what Gelya Frank has called the “biography in the shadow” that lies 
within any collaborative life history.84 The exchanges between investigator 
and subject tend to blend consciousness to a certain extent, especially if their 
theme is spiritual exploration. Đỗ Vạn Lý told me that he experienced his 
religious calling after the age of 49. And while the force of historical events 
(Ngô Đình Diệm’s death, his own return to Vietnam after many postings 
overseas) would seem to be crucial in the timing of his calling, he also noted 
that this was the same age at which his father had received a rather different 
series of mystical revelations.85 Forty-nine is a crucial threshold age, since it falls 
after four twelve-year cycles, and is perceived as a time of special vulnerability.86 
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When he asked me at what age I had discovered my own interest in Cao Đài, 
I confessed, a bit flustered, that I was 49—an age that I had considered simply 
transitional in moving towards the milestone of the half-century mark, but 
which now appeared to me as infused with new meaning.

Since he had an academic background, and was used to explaining “Viet-
namese culture” to Americans, Đỗ Vạn Lý was more inclined to see my inter-
est in Cao Đài as research (in contrast to many others who assumed I was 
simply preparing to convert). But he also believed that coming to an under-
standing of Cao Đài doctrine would also involve spiritual reorientation on 
my part. For this reason he shared certain meditation techniques with me, in 
which the very different material and cultural backgrounds between Viet-
namese and American disciples would come to seem “immaterial,” since 
they were guided by the same deeper principles. But he was skeptical of 
efforts by other Cao Đài leaders to “collect” Western disciples since, as he 
noted, “Once you have collected them, what do you do with them? They still 
can’t read our scriptures in Vietnamese!” For him, the crux of Cao Đài doc-
trine was the idea of Vietnamese unity and Vietnamese leadership, not sim-
ply a homogenizing of Eastern and Western creeds.87

Đỗ Vạn Lý’s book, Understanding Caodaism [Tìm hiểu đạo Cao Đài], 
notes that specific references to “Vietnamese teachings” occur in spirit mes-
sages most frequently in the 1960s, when the new nation was struggling to 
defend itself from both external threats and internal ones, communist armed 
forces and insidious American influence.88 In conversation, he stressed the 
fact that “Vietnam was divinely selected” to be the home of the new religion 
because the country had remained moral in spite of a long history of oppres-
sion. In his final chapter, he argues: “Vietnam served as an experiment for a 
form of esoteric knowledge that needs to be made visible and concrete in one 
country, to serve as a model that can be followed in other contexts, to pro-
mote the spread of the Great Path in other countries.”89

It is here that many of Đỗ Vạn Lý’s arguments make up what I would call 
a specifically diasporic theology, in the sense outlined by James Clifford: 

Diasporic discourses reflect the sense of being part of an ongoing transna-
tional network that includes the homeland, not as something simply left 
behind, but as a place of attachment in a contrapuntal modernity. Diasporic 
consciousness is thus constituted both negatively and positively. It is constituted 
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negatively by experiences of discrimination and exclusion. . . . Diasporic 
consciousness is produced positively through identification with world his-
torical cultural/political forces. . . . It is also about feeling global. . . . a sense 
of attachment elsewhere, to a different temporality and vision, a discrepant 
modernity.90

Because diasporic experience includes both suffering and survival, Clifford 
argues that “Diaspora consciousness lives loss and hope as a defining tension.”91 
While on the one hand diasporic thinking “makes the best of a bad situation,” 
the transcendent value that is placed on recovering the homeland is linked to a 
utopian vision that stretches beyond a specific territory or homeland.

Compared to other Cao Đài followers, Đỗ Vạn Lý’s life is unusual because 
so much of it was lived outside of Vietnam before 1975. In this sense he is 
atypical, since most early Cao Đài leaders were generally people with a cosmo-
politan education who were not able to pursue their studies overseas. However, 
Đỗ Vạn Lý defined a perspective that was to become the diasporic perspective 
of a much larger Vietnamese community after 1975. His life thus combines the 
views of the “original disciples” (those born before the advent of Cao Đài) and 
the new generation that has grown up overseas (that embraces Cao Đài as a 
way of “returning to the homeland” through spiritual pilgrimage, and infusing 
their imaginary journeys with elements of long-distance nationalism).

Đỗ Vạn Lý juxtaposed Vietnamese and American perspectives most 
explicitly in interpreting Cao Đài’s key symbol, the Left Eye of God:

Professor Hoskins, The Vietnamese and the Americans are the two peoples 
who worship under the sign of the eye. We have it on our temples, you have 
it on a sacred object in your society—the dollar bill. Yours is the right eye. 
Ours is the left eye. Therefore they complement each other. The left eye is 
closer to the heart, it is connected to morality, tradition and ethics. The right 
eye is closer to the brain, it is connected to technology, industry and devel-
opment. America has given the idea of democracy to the world, but they 
have lost the ethical dimension. One day there will be a people that will 
develop that ideal of democracy and bring it back to the world with its origi-
nal ethics. These people will be the Vietnamese.92

By articulating the left as the side of Asia/Vietnam, and also of all that is 
progressive, positive and forward-looking [dương], Đỗ Vạn Lý both inverts 
the usual Orientalist binary and provides a logic to justify the mission he 
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believes will be fulfilled by Western-educated Vietnamese. This vision is part 
of a diasporic narrative because the remaking of the world is given meaning 
by ideas of a transcendent connection to “home,” making the longed for land 
of origin into a “holy land” [thánh địa] of universal importance.

Conclusions: Diaspora as Doctrine in Vietnam and overseas
Đỗ Vạn Lý has had a significant impact on Cao Đài thinking in both Vietnam 
and the United States in three ways. First, he shaped a new direction for the 
religion in Sài Gòn after the death of Phạm Công Tắc, when one out of five 
people in southern Vietnam had moved to the city. This new direction was 
less rigidly hierarchical, less avowedly “political,” but very much concerned 
with uniting the Vietnamese people across the dividing lines of both religion 
and Cold War politics. His conversion in 1964 can be understood as moti-
vated both by his disenchantment with politics after the fall of Ngô Đình 
Diệm (due in part to Buddhist vs. Catholic conflict), and by his adolescent 
memories of the tremendous appeal of Cao Đài in the late 1920s and early 
1930s, when it swept across the Mekong Delta as he prepared to study in 
France. The Cao Đài calendar he published in Perris, California was present 
in every overseas temple I have visited, from Paris to San Jose to Sydney.93

Second, he was the first Vietnamese religious leader to draw on his knowl-
edge of American culture and values to work out an alternative vision of the 
unity of Vietnamese culture in reaction to the American model. (Another 
religious leader, the Buddhist monk Thích Nhất Hạnh, who studied in the 
United States in the 1960s, would follow a different, more universalist model 
in his own career in exile.) While those who remained in Sài Gòn after 1975 
saw Đỗ Vạn Lý as the most “pro-American” of CQPTGL leadership, after 
1963 he was deeply disenchanted with America and articulated a religious 
vision with a separate space for Vietnamese national aspirations that was 
distinct from both the Sài Gòn regime and its American advisors.94 In the 
years 1965–1975, this vision successfully recruited new supporters among 
intellectuals and professionals, but larger political forces determined its 
immediate future. In the millenarian framework Đỗ Vạn Lý came to embrace, 
the end of the colonial era was a cosmic rupture that would “test” the Viet-
namese people and cost many of them their homeland, but eventually give 
birth to a new global order of peace and Asian spirituality.
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Third, Cao Đài’s relevance has re-emerged with the post 1995 resurgence of 
popular religion in Vietnam, and increased contacts with diasporic communi-
ties. Many Vietnamese scholars and public figures now talk about returning to 
indigenous foundations and infusing the nation with a spiritual dimension—
themes that resonate with the concepts developed by Cao Đài during the colo-
nial era and the southern Republic.95 Edward Miller reminds us that rather 
than seeing leaders of this period as the victims of American foreign policy or 
unwitting collaborators, it is important to recognize their agency and their 
significance in articulating alternative models of Vietnamese modernity.96

Đỗ Vạn Lý’s fusing of religious discourse and nationalist political goals is 
not unusual in a post-Cold War era in which the resurgence of religious 
politics has challenged the predicted triumph of secular nationalism. As 
scholars rethink earlier trajectories that predicted that the “imagined com-
munity” of the faithful would inevitably be replaced by the nation state, we 
may come to see new diasporic formations as crucial to understanding the 
competing ideologies of order in the twenty-first century. ■
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Abstract
Religion and nationalism are analytically separated and often even seen 
as opposing forces. But Cao Đài history and theology fuses religion and 
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nationalism, and their relationship is the defining tension in the life of Đỗ 
Vạn Lý (1910–2008). As a revolutionary, diplomat, ambassador, and religious 
leader, he was both a political and a religious activist who articulated a 
vision of “Vietnamese exceptionalism” first announced in spirit messages 
from the 1920s, and later developed into a diasporic theodicy to explain the 
fall of Sài Gòn and provide a new set of goals for exiled religious practitioners. 

Keywords:   diaspora, religious doctrine, nationalist politics, temporality, 
Đạo Cao Đài, Ngô Đình Diệm
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