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A Time to Celebrate . . .

The Feast Day of St Joseph is celebrated in a most wonderful way
among the Vietnamese Catholic community. He is the Patron Saint of the
country and his Patronage is a perfect metaphor for the people of
Vietnam. Very little is known about Joseph. Scriptures tell us that he was a
carpenter; he accepted the will of God; and he supported Mary and helped to

raise Jesus as a child. He was a devoted husband and father. In spite of the
criticisms he received from the people of Bethlehem, he stayed with his
precious cargo, Jesus and Mary. 

The Vietnamese Catholic community makes
up about 10% of the total population of Vietnam.
That translates into approximately ten million
Catholic souls. Since it is easily the only viable
Christian denomination in this communist
country, its relationship with the government has
a cautious relationship at best. The government
continues to monitor the activities of the Church but
gives it some freedom to function. Church services
are permitted but any special public display such as a
procession or outdoor  by large group gathering must

first receive permission from the local government officials. Religious
Professions and ordinations must also be approved by the government. I
suppose that laws are laws and they must be obeyed. What is so inspiring to witness is the profound
sense of faith of the Catholic population and how they live it out. The people and the Church officials

“play the game” with the government but they continue their Faith-life. 

We currently have a group of six construction
workers on the property who are installing a brick facade
on the chapel. They are all married Catholic men. They
have been here for two weeks and they have not missed a
day in attending Mass at 5:30 A.M. It is very common
for the local Catholic churches to have a daily Mass
as early as 4:30 A.M. and the church will almost be
filled with worshipers. Now, I am not inferring that our
faithful Catholics in the USA do not attend daily Mass. I

know that it is a common practice in the USA as well but it is not generally as popular an exercise as it is
here in Vietnam. Faith-life is a priority here.



The penitential season of Lent is dispensed by the Vietnamese
bishops on this feast day. Our St Joseph’s festivities began on Sunday
evening with a preliminary party in the dining room. It included messages of
congratulations and prayers to all of the Friars Joseph as well as singing, folk

dancing, gift giving and snacks. The Guardian of
the house presented the Joseph named friars
with special gift boxes of chocolate and, no
surprise to me, they opened the gifts and
immediately put them on the table to be shared
by everyone. And our senior friar, Fr. Paul (93
years young) participated in the dancing and
snacking. 

I presented the Community with a gift of Vietnamese Pho for dinner. It is considered the
national dish of Vietnam and it is absolutely mouth watering delicious! Basically it is a rich beef broth
made from beef bones, roasted garlic, ginger root, cinnamon sticks, and onion. Two large pots were

placed on the wood burning stove on Sunday evening and allowed to simmer
for twenty-four hours. Novices got up during the night to stoke the fire so that
the soup would simmer properly. By noon time, the two large pots were
reduced to one pot and the delectable broth was transferred to individual soup
bowls that were filled with rice noodles and pieces of
uncooked beef. I was honored with a SUPER-SIZED
bowl. The boiling hot broth was poured into the
bowls and the heat of the broth cooked the meat.
Bean sprouts and other types of lettuce are added to
the Phó at the last minute just before serving and a
wedge of fresh lime is squeezed into the bowl of
deliciousness. Do yourself a favor sometime and give
it a try. It is most satisfying. Oh, and we finished the meal with chocolate

candy cigars which I brought with me from the States. It brought a look of surprise and happiness to the
faces of the novices.

In some ways, this Feast Day is similar
to our St Patrick Day celebrations in the USA
but the focus is more on the religious aspect
here. Joseph a the popular hero for the people.
They know how he suffered criticism and
hardship in caring for Mary and Jesus. He gives
the people hope. Life here is difficult for the
common folk. The economy is very poor and it
forces everyone to work from sunup to sundown and often for seven days a
week in order to provide food and shelter. Joseph is a shining hero for

Vietnamese Catholics. Would that we had such a hero for our United States!

Peace and All Good!

Bruce


