
Every year, members of the Hmong Christian Church 
of God in Minneapolis gather for a cherished Thanks­
giving celebration. But this Thanksgiving takes place 
in the spring, in remembrance of the turbulent days 
in May 1975 when thousands of Laotians were evac­
uated for resettlement in the United States. For many 
Hmong, passage to America was also a spiritual 
crossing. As they found novel approaches to living, 
they also embraced Christianity—called kev cai 
tshiab, “the new way"—as a means of navigating 
their complex spiritual landscapes.

Melissa May Borja explores how this religious change 
happened and what it has meant for Hmong culture. 
American resettlement policies unintentionally de­
prived Hmong of the resources necessary for their 
time-honored rituals, in part because these practices, 
blending animism, ancestor worship, and shaman­
ism, challenged many Christian-centric definitions of 
religion. At the same time, because the government 
delegated much of the resettlement work to Christian 
organizations, refugees developed close and depen­
dent relationships with Christian groups. Ultimately 
the Hmong embraced Christianity on their own terms, 
adjusting to American spiritual life while finding op­
portunities to preserve their customs.

Follow the New Way illustrates America’s wavering 
commitments to pluralism and secularism, offering 
a much-needed investigation into the public work 
done by religious institutions with the blessing of 
the state. But in the creation of a Christian-inflected 
Hmong American animism we see the resilience of 
tradition—how it deepens under transformative con­
ditions.
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Melissa May Borja is Assistant Professor of 
American Culture and a faculty member in Asian/ 
Pacific Islander American Studies at the University of 
Michigan. She has worked with many civic organiza­
tions, including the Vietnamese Boat People project 
and the Virulent Hate Project.
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