





Conclusion

Figure Six: “From the United States How Can the Hmong Get Into Heaven?”
Source: Refugee Studies Center Records, Immigration History Research Center,
University of Minnesota
In the order of service for their annual thanksgiving celebration, members of the Hmong
Christian Church of God in Minneapolis offered a spiritual sequel to their odyssey on the “I Am
the Way” airplane and a fuller narrative of their past and future spiritual migrations, as they

understood it. Fearing for their lives, they had left Laos for Thailand, and in Thailand, they had

learned about the United States. After coming to America, they learned that Heaven is a better
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place yet. “From the United States, how can the Hmong get into heaven?” the picture asked. In
the church’s view, Christianity, kev cai tshiab, was the new way to freedom and security in the
celestial Promised Land, the homeland that they, as refugees, had longed for and never truly had.
“Hmong are strangers and exiles to the many countries of the earth, because Hmong have no a
lasting country [sic],” read the order of service, “but Hmong are seeking the country to come that
is heaven.”'

As I have argued, refugee resettlement set in motion profound transformations in the
religious lives of Hmong Americans. On one hand, the public-private, church-state organization
of refugee resettlement meant that, for many Hmong refugees, migration through Christianity
precipitated migration to Christianity. These religious changes had begun, to a limited degree, in
Laos and Thailand, where pre-migration encounters between Hmong people and foreign
missionaries had introduced Christianity to a segment of the Lao Hmong population.
Missionaries won a few converts and, more importantly, planted the idea that Christianity could
function as a spiritual alternative to the indigenous rituals that Hmong people traditionally
practiced to maintain amicable relations with the spirit world. As Hmong people resettled in the
United States, Christianity carried special appeal. American refugee resettlement policies, in a
variety of ways, disrupted the practice of indigenous Hmong religion. Continuing to face
spiritual and physical problems, but deprived of the human and material resources to solve them
through traditional means, Hmong refugees turned to Christianity to fill the ritual and spiritual
void. Particularly for the earliest arrivals, it was an obvious and rational solution. Christian
congregations had sponsored Hmong refugees, offered generous assistance to them, and

developed close relationships with them. Hmong refugees, in turn, were grateful for and

" Folder 62, Box 2, The Refugee Studies Center, University of Minnesota Records,
General/Multiethnic Collection, Immigration History Research Center, University of Minnesota.
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impressed by their help. Thus, resettlement policies, by imposing unintentional constraints on
indigenous Hmong religion and facilitating religious contact between Hmong people and
Christian churches, shaped the religious options available to Hmong refugees and, in turn,
directed the development of Hmong American religious life. For these geographic and spiritual
migrations, the Hmong Christian Church of God expressed their gratitude, declaring, “Thanks
God, and the United States Government.”

What would have happened had the United States government approached Hmong
refugee resettlement differently? Historians rarely assess the past through counterfactuals, but the
experience of Hmong refugees resettled in Australia suggest a different set of resettlement policy
possibilities and also offer a powerful testimonial to the influence of resettlement policies on the
religious lives of refugees. Gary Yia Lee has argued that, in contrast to the resettlement program
of the United States, Australian refugee resettlement policies have been conducive to the
maintenance of indigenous Hmong religion. Australian resettlement differed in two significant
ways. First, religious institutions provided fewer resettlement services. “[T]he Australian
Government's refugee program does not depend entirely on church and community sponsorship,”
he observed. “Most of the Hmong were admitted under this official program which provides all
necessary support services with minor assistance from voluntary agencies. They do not,
therefore, come into early contacts with people who may influence them to doubt their traditional
religion and to embrace a new one.” The Australian government, by performing much of the

resettlement work without church involvement, created a situation in which Hmong refugees had

greatest direct contact with the government, rather than the church.

? Ibid.
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Hmong refugees in the United States found Christianity appealing in part because
assimilation-oriented American resettlement policies undermined their indigenous religion. In
this way, too, Australia took a different path. “[T]he Australian Government actively supports
the idea of a multicultural nation, as mentioned previously, and has made funds available to
various groups to test out the concept, especially in the fields of culture, arts and education,” Lee
noted. “The Hmong happen to be in Australia at a time when this experiment is only at its
beginning stage. By joining in, they are thus encouraged to carry on with their changing
traditions while learning to adapt to the host community.” In taking positive action to help
Hmong refugees retain their indigenous beliefs and practices—here, identified as “culture”—the
Australian government created circumstances in which Hmong refugees felt free to continue
their traditions. These two policies, in combination with a small refugee population with a
democratic and responsive ethnic leadership, meant that, “[u]nlike some of those in the United
States of America, the Hmong in Australia have never questioned the relevance of traditional
beliefs to their new life, even when only rituals involving no killing of live animals are
observed.”

That Lee noted in passing that “only rituals involving no killing of live animals are
observed” in Australia offers a hint that Hmong people in Australia did experience religious
changes, even if these changes did not involve the adoption of Christianity. Indeed, a proper
telling of the spiritual migrations of Hmong refugees does not draw the boundaries at the Hmong

encounter with Christianity, but also includes the wide array of transformations that refugee

’ Gary Yia Lee, “Culture and Adaptation: Hmong Refugees in Australia 1976-83,” in The
Hmong in Transition, ed. Glenn Hendricks, Bruce Downing, and Amos Deinard (New York:

Center for Migration Studies and the Southeast Asian Refugee Studies Project of the University
of Minnesota, 1986), 65.
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resettlement produced in the beliefs, practices, and identifications of indigenous Hmong religion.
In Laos, where geographic boundaries were often coterminous with ethnic, cultural, and religious
boundaries, the great majority of Hmong people adhered to a set of beliefs and rituals that were
so fused into their self-identities and practices of daily life that it was never conceptualized as a
bounded, separate sphere designated as religion. Hmong people had no official name for their
religion, nor did they even think of themselves as having a religion. Similarly, foreign Christian
missionaries and Buddhist ethnic groups in Laos both dismissed the idea that Hmong people had
any religion at all.

In the process of their refugee migration, however, Hmong people not only encountered
religion as a concept, but also discovered that this category matters. Lao, Cambodian, and
Vietnamese refugees who were resettled in the United States during the same period belonged to
a familiar religion, Buddhism, and church sponsors and voluntary agencies assisted Buddhist
refugees in the search for monks and temples so that they could continue to practice their own
religions. Indeed, these pluralistic resettlement workers considered the maintenance of refugees’
religious and cultural traditions as a critical piece of effective resettlement.

In contrast, Hmong people did not arrive in the United States with a recognizable
religion. Unlike the Southeast Asian refugees who had a religion that was familiar and official
and thus respected and accommodated, Hmong refugees were not able to cite a holy text, affiliate
with a congregation, or identify their religion by a common name and thus found themselves in a
significantly more difficult situation. Even more, resettlement policies, through its preference
categories and dispersal plan, unintentionally but powerfully undermined the practice of
indigenous Hmong religion. Deprived of the clan members, ritual experts, sacrificial animals,

and open space necessary for the proper practice of Hmong rituals, Hmong refugees found
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themselves spiritually lost—though not for long. As Hmong people acclimated to their new
American environment, they adapted their indigenous beliefs and practices. Even more, they
began to describe and organize their indigenous traditions as religion in order to secure
recognition, protection, and accommodation. Religion did not always afford advantages, though,
and in this regard, Hmong Americans have cleverly used the flexible categories of religion and
culture, in addition to the fluid boundaries of their traditions, to keep their indigenous beliefs and
practices alive, albeit in new, reinvented form.

Hmong people have a reputation for never staying still. Even in death, their souls
must travel. At times, the migration has been welcome—a journey to heaven, perhaps,
or an odyssey on a golden airplane to reunite with the ancestors. Other times, their
movement has been forced and tragic, with war, poverty, and spiritual troubles
precipitating their uprooting and flight. Wherever they have gone, so, too, have their
religious traditions gone, bearing the mark of these journeys and the interactions with
people, spirits, and even governments that they encountered along the way.

A Hmong legend tells the story of Siv Yis, the Hmong hero and the father of all
Hmong shamans, and his encounter with the evil spirit brothers. Nine evil spirit brothers
ambushed Siv Yis while he was walking home one evening and challenged him to a fight,
which the clever and courageous Siv Yis accepted. The oldest of the evil spirit brothers,
believing that he could easily conquer the clever shaman, transformed into a raging wild
water buffalo bedecked with ferocious horns and fangs. Siv Yis, however, transformed
into a brutish beast as well, and the two struggled fiercely for some time, until the other
eight evil spirits became water buffalo, intending to aid their older brother. Realizing that

he could not defeat all nine alone, Siv Yis changed into a human being and sliced the
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spirits to pieces with his magic saber. But when he saw that the nine evil spirit brothers
could easily pull themselves together again, Siv Yis turned into an airy wisp of cloud that
drifted high into the refuge of the sky. The evil brothers, determined to catch Siv Yis,
transformed into a mighty gust of wind that blew the cloud around, sending Siv Yis
tumbling topsy-turvy toward the burning sun. So Siv Yis changed into a drop of water,
hoping to plunge to the earth and disappear amongst the dew. And when one of the evil
brothers turned into treetop leaf to catch Siv Yis on the swoop, Siv Yis became a long-
legged deer that trampled on the leaf and galloped swiftly away to the safety of the forest,
leaving the evil spirit brothers behind, defeated in the dust.”

Like the famous shaman Siv Yis, Hmong refugees have survived several decades of war
through flight and self-transformation. Resilient and responsive to changing circumstances, they
have found that religious change—especially the adoption of Christianity and the transformation
of indigenous Hmong religion—has achieved multiple practical goals, including the security of
home and health and the vitality of families and communities. Yet these religious changes arose
not only from Hmong people’s will for survival; they have been due in equal measure to external
circumstances to which Hmong people have creatively responded. Like Siv Yis, who
transformed into a cloud wisp and a raindrop in response to the transformations of the evil spirit
brothers, Hmong refugees have survived through self-reinvention and through dynamic

interaction with the changing world around them. For many Hmong people, “to follow the new

* Se Yang, “Shee Yee and the Evil Spirits That Ate People and Drank Blood,” in Myths,
Legends and Folk Tales from the Hmong of Laos, ed. Charles Johnson (Saint Paul: Macalester
College, 1985), 39-42.
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rule or way” has meant to become Christian, and yet that has not been the only way that Hmong

people have changed in order to stay alive. There are, indeed, many ways.
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