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As a child, Minh Ha Nguyen escaped Vietnam on a dilapidated 

fishing boat. Thirty years later, this two-time immigrant and 

three-time Virginia Baptist Foundation scholarship recipient 

is impacting the world through his work as a missions 

researcher and through a network of native-language house 

churches he started in his new hometown.
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As the boat’s jerry-rigged van-motor 
wrenched them from their homeland, 
the not-too-distant beach filled with 
lights and shouts of enraged police. 
Gunshots sought out victims, but to 
no avail. The now-refugees had barely 
escaped bullets’ reach, barely escaped 
Communist threat.

Safe departure was their first miracle, 
but relief was short-lived. The next 
six days, these “boat people” endured 
more hardship than most Americans 
face in a lifetime. By day two, there 
was no drinking water. By day three, 
all food was gone. And, as if luck had 
totally abandoned them, day five 
delivered a devastating storm. Incessant 

rain poured into the boat faster than 
everyone could bail. To avoid sinking, 
they threw overboard all their worldly 
possessions. Anything not breathing 
had to go, even the navigational 
equipment.

The story should end here, but 
for another miracle. The refugees 
survived nature’s onslaught and 
shortly thereafter, happened upon 
an Australian oil rig off the coast of 
Malaysia. The crew provided them 
lifesaving water and food, and then 
directed them onward to Malaysia.  
Finally, the weathered, yet hopeful 
passengers reached land … only 
to be denied entry. The stress and 

disappointment were so intense that 
one man attempted (unsuccessfully) 
to commit suicide. And then, yet 
another miracle ensued. The Malaysian 
governor happened to pass by, saw the 
ruckus and delivered timely news. The 
“boat people” could stay due to their 
refugee status, based on a resolution 

nder the cloak of darkness, the 

frightened families and desperate 

bystanders climbed aboard a 

ramshackle fishing boat. They 

carried those too young or too old 

to walk, as well as their bundled 

belongings. The wooden vessel, 

built for 70 persons maximum, 

was barely afloat once all 140 souls 

huddled aboard. Theirs was not 

a voyage for fishing or fun, but an 

illegal journey to freedom. By leaving, 

they risked perils of the open sea. By staying, they 

risked certain death—if not physically, at least emotionally 

and spiritually—at the hands of the Viet Cong. Rather than 

living with the prospect of blacklists, merciless torture 

and “Circle of Hell” prison camps, these brave Vietnamese 

families endeavored to escape.

By day two, there was no more water. By day three,  

all food was gone. And, as if luck had totally abandoned them, 

day five delivered a devastating storm.
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passed just two days prior by the  
United Nations High Commissioner  
for Refugees.

Minh Ha Nguyen was 11 years old at 
the time, and the suicidal man was his 
father. He and his six siblings relived 
the terrifying events through horrific 
nightmares over the next five years. 

“My people and generations before 
endured harsh persecution and 
isolation,” he shared. “But God was in 
this all the time, every time.”

Minh Ha’s entire family survived, 
including his father: a Christian 
evangelical pastor whom the 
Communists had previously abducted, 
imprisoned and persecuted for his faith. 
“My parents believed God had a plan for 
us,” Minh Ha said. “If we all died, if we 
all lived, we all stayed together. I thank 
God for that.” 

His family yearned to resettle in 
America, where they could freely 
worship and build new lives, but God 
opened other doors. A Swiss church 
provided financial support for relocation 

and visas. “We 
cried when we 
couldn’t find 
Switzerland on 
the map,” Minh 
Ha remembered, 
but those tears 
eventually changed 
to joy. For the next 
13 years, he lived 
in Switzerland, 
where he was 
educated, obtained 
citizenship and 
served in the 
Army. 

He also made 
another significant 
decision during 
that time: Minh Ha 
committed his life to Christ. 

“That specific night I accepted Christ, 
I had an image of the hand of God,” he 
recalled. “He was pulling up the boat [I 
had escaped in as a child] … and I knew 
God was with us. That memory really 
affirmed my life. I was supposed to die, 
but lived because God saved us. He was 
faithful.”

Minh Ha’s father remained faithful, 
too, traveling Switzerland to locate 
other Vietnamese refugees so they 
could share life and faith in their new 
land. Eventually, his father pastored 
Switzerland’s Vietnamese Evangelical 
Church, never realizing he also was 
mentoring his son for future Kingdom 
service.

Years later, Minh Ha was called to full-
time ministry. He attended Emmaus 
Bible College, where he met his future 
wife, Corinne. They married, and in 
1993, Minh Ha’s childhood dream was 
realized when the couple relocated to 
America for graduate school. Today, 
they live in Richmond, along with their 
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“My parents believed 

God had a plan for 

us,” Minh Ha said.  

“If we all died, if 

we all lived, we all 

stayed together. I 

thank God for that.”

Right: The 

Nguyen family, 

along with close 

friends, prepares 

to leave their 

homeland for the 

sake of religious 

freedom. 

Below: Minh Ha 

Nguyen’s father, 

a Vietnamese 

pastor who was 

imprisoned and 

tortured for his 

faith, continued 

to faithfully 

serve the Lord 

after fleeing to 

Switzerland.

This dilapidated fishing boat 

miraculously carried Minh Ha Nguyen, 

his family (pictured above) and another 

123 refugees from Vietnam to Malaysia, 

where Red Cross nurses provided care. 

Minh Ha’s journey took him from 

Vietnam to Malaysia to Switzerland, and 

then finally to the United States. Along 

the way, Minh Ha found more than a 

place to call home. He found a Savior.

12,000-MiLe joURNey
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two American-born daughters, Lois 

and Wendelyn. Corinne achieved a 

master’s degree in English as a foreign 

language, which she applies as a teacher 

of English and French at John Tyler 

Community College and the University 

of Richmond. Minh Ha completed a 

master of divinity degree in 1997, and 

more recently, a master of theology 

degree. Today, he works full-time at 

the International Mission Board, where 

he is a manager in the global research 

department.

It was through statistical data that 

God revealed to Minh Ha the plethora 

of unreached people groups in the 

Richmond region. As an immigrant 

himself, he also realized the 

internationals’ distinct needs. In 2009, 

Minh Ha launched the International 

Community Church (ICC): a house-

church network where unique ethnic 

groups worship in their heart language 

and come together for monthly 

celebration using simple English. No 

wonder the house churches quickly 

reproduced, for they meet spiritual and 

cultural needs. Now, eight years later, 

the ICC serves a dozen people groups, 

including Vietnamese, Cambodians and 

Nepalis. “I wasn’t a planter, but I had 

made a vow to God,” said Minh Ha. And 

though thrilled with the results thus far, 

Minh Ha knows his work is not done.

Supported by other planters, churches 

and believers sharing the vision, ICC 

seeks to establish in the Richmond 

region at least one house church for 

every language group, which currently 

Believers worship in their heart 

language at a Cambodian house church 

(left) and Nepali house church (above).

Minh Ha’s vision was for the network to 

establish a church for every language 

group in the greater Richmond area, 

which currently totals 125. 

totals 125. Within the first six years 
of setting that goal, 30 house-church 
groups were formed. Though Minh Ha 
stepped down from ICC leadership more 
than a year ago to concentrate on his 

doctorate, ICC growth and geographic 
expansion continue. ICC now extends 
beyond the city and state of its 
origin, engaging many other ethnic 
communities across the U.S. 

A three-time Virginia Baptist 

Foundation scholarship recipient,  

Minh Ha completed a master of divinity 

degree in 1997, and more recently, 

a master of theology degree from 

Southeastern Baptist Theological 

Seminary. Today, he’s working on his 

doctorate in missiology, which he plans 

to use in his position at the international 

Mission Board, where he is a manager  

in the global research department.

In 2009, Minh Ha launched the International 

Community Church: a  house-church network 

where unique ethnic groups worship in their 

heart language and come together for monthly 

celebration using simple English.
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the VBf Scholarship Program benefits student applicants of various ages and cultures. your gift 

to the fund—whether $50 or $5,000—demonstrates your commitment to continued education for 

christian students and scholars, such as Minh ha Nguyen. Won’t you help further God’s Plan for 

his people and his church? contact Virginia Baptist foundation for additional information.

ARE yOU READy TO InvEsT In A sTUDEnT’s EDUCATIOn?
COnTInUED EDUCATIOn 
FOR COnTInUED 
OUTREACh

Realizing that advanced education will 

strengthen his missional leadership, 

Minh Ha currently pursues a PhD in 

international missiology at Southeastern 

Baptist Theological Seminary. His 

research focuses on global trends of 

urbanization and mass migration of 

people groups. “My goal is to develop 

new missional and cross-cultural 

models of advancing the Gospel,” he 

said. “My advanced training will help 

me equip pastors in Richmond and 

other cities to better reach the nations 

God has brought to our communities.” 

Additionally, as new disciples emerge, 

they will take the Gospel of Jesus Christ 

to their home countries. 

The doctoral program has not been 

easy for Minh Ha in terms of workload, 

finances and stamina. Fortunately, 

Virginia Baptist Foundation has 

responded with a cumulative total of 

$8,000 in scholarships. “Their extra 

financial support was more than 

welcome, especially since my daughter is 

in college, too,” Minh Ha noted. “It makes 

a huge difference in terms of emotional 

support, as well. The scholarships 

demonstrate that people care about 
us and our studies, and churches and 
foundations think education is important 
enough to invest in.”

Minh Ha is grateful for VBF’s generosity, 
as well as its vision for the nations. “The 
Global Commission is not just cultural, 
it’s biblical,” he said. “Churches through 
the centuries have thought it important 
to develop strong Christians who God 
would use to influence cultures and 
society for the Gospel. Today, God wants 
us to wake up the church and feel His 
joy of being part of His mission. 

“We all need to join God in what He  
is doing.” 

Minh Ha leads 

prayer during a 

commissioning 

service for a 

Vietnam mission 

trip in 2015.

Left: Minh Ha 

and his wife, 

Corinne, have two 

daughters, one of 

which is attending 

college at the 

same time as her 

father.

Below: Minh Ha 

leads worship for 

a Vietnamese iCC 

group. He has since 

stepped down to 

work on his PhD.
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