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Vietnam Epilogue —Sunday May 3, 2015 
Casa Guadalupe  • Albuquerque, New Mexico

“Your Old Men Shall Dream Dreams . . . ” (Joel 2:28)

The silver bird extracted me from Saigon and deposited me
back in the First World USA on April 9th after about twenty-two hours
of flying. I hesitate to say that it has been a easy transition. I continue
to end my days and begin the mornings with thoughts of the friars and
students at the Thu Duc Seminary and the Da Lat Novitiate. I must
admit, however, that I am eternally grateful for the cooler weather here

in Albuquerque. The last three weeks
of my time in Saigon saw daily temperatures in the mid to upper 90s
and high humidity. Needless to say, Brother spent most of his free
time in the relative comfort of his moderately air conditioned room
where the temperature hovered around 80. 

Saigon is a very large metropolitan city of about nine million
people. That would put it in about the same size as New York City, 
I suppose. The air is hopelessly
polluted not only from the multitudes
of motor bikes, buses and cars but also

from industrial pollution that bathes the city from manufacturing
plants which have slowly crept in. These plants are owned by Chinese
and Japanese companies for the most part and they do offer jobs to a
needy population. But at what cost to the people and Vietnam? The

average wage in a plant is about six or
seven USA dollars and the communist
government of Vietnam closes it’s eyes
to the extreme air pollution caused by
these plants. It is a common occurrence for the government to
confiscate homes and property “for the good of  the people”and  to
offer the land to foreign manufacturers.
A majority of the city dwellers wear
face masks to filter out the larger dirt
particles that are ever present in the air.

It got so bad for a while that I ended up with chest congestion for
about a week. No fun when you have to teach.

In the midst of the craziness of Saigon stands the Oasis of
Peace and Tranquility called St Francis Seminary in Thu Duc. It was
my home for the three months that I was in Vietnam. It is literally a
beehive of spiritual and academic activity, seemingly “twenty-four,
seven” as they say. Each day begins at 4:30 A.M. and ends at around 10:00 P.M. In the evenings I
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would attempt to sit outside for a bit of fresh air and quiet but I would be accosted by the sounds of
the good friars and students praying or singing in chapel along with a distant whisper of karaoke

floating in from the neighboring apartment buildings. So, back in to
my moderately cooled bedroom only sometimes to have a surprise
blackout. The electricity goes out rather often because of the lack of
power generating plants. And it is guaranteed to happen during the
hottest part of the day or night. The outage can last for a few minutes
to eight hours or more. Murphy’s Law
prevails in Vietnam and so it is
usually off for quite a while. So, you
take a cold shower and wait!

 And did I mention ants? A
word to the wise . . . don’t keep any food in your room. The ants seem
to have a radar second to none and they are guaranteed to sneak into
even the most secure of storage places to enjoy whatever you might have to offer. I had a bag of
cough drops that were consumed by the little beggars in a matter of days. It wasn’t so much of a
problem when I was at the Postulant house out in the country side last year. That’s because I had a

family of geckos in my room who considered the ants to be a major
part of their daily diet. 

I hope you don’t think that I am complaining? Not at all.
These are the memories that keep coming into my consciousness.
This is life in the Second World. My time in Vietnam was a
powerful dose of reality for me. I found myself constantly making
comparisons and mental notes of the things I would relish and
appreciate more upon my return
to the USA. For instance: Freedom
of worship — Vietnam is about 80%

Buddhist and 10% Catholic. Our Catholic Christian church is
constantly under close watch of  the government. The bishops and

religious superiors must get
permission from the communist
government to ordain men. Priests
and Religious must have written
authorization from the government to
travel. Protestant denominations are
practically non-existent. And: reliable electricity; air conditioning
almost everywhere; freedom of movement — Vietnamese citizens
must get prior approval for travel even within their own country. As
a western tourist I was not allowed to visit the Kontum region of
Vietnam because it is “off  limits” to foreigners. This is the region
where many of  the ethnic tribes live. There are fifty-four such tribes

and they have been ostracized by the communist government because they were supportive of the
invading USA troops during the conflict years of the 60s and 70s. The Vietnamese friars live and



Rail service from Saigon to Hanoi
takes about forty-eight hours. A

distance of 900 miles.
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The local markets are filled with
colorful displays.

work with these people. They educate their children and provide
medical assistance because the ethnic people are denied such from
the communist government. And food variety — rice and fish three
times a day gets old really fast. Also enjoying four recognizable
seasons — in south Vietnam it’s hot and “oh my God!”. It’s
comforting to have the availability of proper medical treatment.
Planes, trains, automobiles — the roads in Vietnam are fairly well
maintained but they can’t handle the tremendous amount of traffic.
As a consequence the speed limit on most highways is only 45 to 50
mph. Buses are plentiful but often very crowded and the same is true
for the north to south railroad line. The  convenience of shopping at

full service stores or even on line shopping — even the large cities
such as Saigon do not have the large shopping centers as we do. You
still have to go to multiple stores to buy what you need but what an
exciting adventure it is to walk through the dozens of open air
markets. If you are curious, do a
Google search on items that are
prohibited for shipment to Vietnam. I
guarantee that you will be amazed. 
And I don’t even want to start talking
about the sights and smells that you
encounter — all free for your

enjoyment. There are so many other memories swimming in my head
and they pop up at the most inconvenient times. Flashbacks, I guess? 

I want to end my epilogue with a quote from an article that one of  my former students sent
to me. He read it in a UK magazine called The Guardian. He is a English teacher at a private school
in Vietnam. He earns about eight USA dollars per day. He is being “watched” by the communist
officials because of his outspoken criticism of the government. Pray for his safety. He may very well
end up in a “re-education camp.”

Vietnam’s recovery from war is close to miraculous. The country did not receive much aid from
other countries but the resilience of the people gave it new life. But the reality now is that it has
ended up with the worst of two systems: the authoritarian socialist state and the unfettered ideology
of neoliberalism; the two combining to strip Vietnam’s people of their money and their rights while
a tiny elite fills it’s pockets and hides behind the rhetoric of the revolution. That, finally, is the
biggest lie of all. Victorious in war but defeated in peace, the claim by Vietnam’s leaders to be
socialist looks like empty propaganda. In the words of one former guerrilla who risked his life for
this: “They are red capitalists.”

I cannot in conscience bring myself to capitalize the “c” in Communist. I have seen and
experienced so many tragic situations that were a direct result of their control.  I just can’t do it. I
know, I know . . . John 13:34 haunts me. Pray for my conversion.

Bruce


