
Week Two: Sunday — January 26, 2020
Da Lat,  Vietnam                    
Chuc Mung Nam Moi, Happy New Year!
— The Year of the Rat —

I know that it doesn’t sound too attractive to our Western
ears but here in Asia this is a perfectly acceptable and polite

nomenclature for 2020. It is the first animal
in the 12-year Chinese Zodiac cycle and it
influences all of the other signs. According to the mythology, the rat loves
its freedom and does not like being coerced into unpleasant or boring
situations. The rat is the most jealous and most domineering of its peers.
Its thirst for recognition and admiration doesn’t
seem to have any limits. The rat is ingenious and
brilliant when it comes to solving difficult
problems but it has a hard time learning from its
failures. Not fond of solitude, when he is deprived
of unwavering moral support of his relatives, the

rat is prone to depression. The rat is intelligent and intuitive. There,  you
have it in a nutshell. If it’s not true, it ought to be! The official date for
Tet this year is January 25, 26, and 27.

The Vietnamese celebrate Tet (The
Chinese Lunar New Year) to its extreme. Tet
takes place from the first day of the first month of
the Lunar calendar (around late January or early February) until at least
the third day. Many Vietnamese prepare for Tet by cooking special
holiday foods and cleaning their house. There are a lot of customs
practiced during Tet such as visiting a person’s house on the first day of
the new year (xông nhà), ancestral worship,
wishing New Year’s greetings, giving lucky
money to children and elderly people and

opening a shop.

Tet is also an occasion for pilgrims and family reunions. During
Tet, Vietnamese visits their relatives and
temples, forgetting the troubles of the past
year and hoping for a better upcoming year.
They consider Tet to be the first day of spring
and the festival is often called Hoi xuân
(spring festival).

Like other Asian countries, Vietnamese believe that the color of red
and yellow will bring good fortune, which may explain why these
colors can be seen everywhere in Lunar New Year. People consider



what they do on the dawn of Tet will determine their fate for the whole year, hence people
always smile and behave as nicely as they can in the hope for a better year.

For the novices here in Da Lat, it is the
first time for many of them to be separated
from their families and you can sense the
disappointment in their demeanor. The mood
is melancholy with a splash of joyfulness. Not
to worry though because the Vietnamese are a
resilient  people. They will survive and they
will have a good time and to prove the point,
two days before Tet they all helped to prepare
the special Banh Chung rice cakes that are

eaten by everyone during the three days of celebration. The cake is
formed in a wooden mold lined with banana leaves and a layer of
glutinous rice is spread on the bottom. The filling is composed of
pork and Mung Bean and then the cake is tied into a neat bundled package which are placed into
a large kettle steaming pot. And now here’s where the fun

begins . . . the pot is placed on an
open fire which  cooks the cakes all
night long. And this, of course
necessitated the novices to have an
overnight outdoor sleeping party in
order to tend to the party. It should
be noted that I politely declined
their invitation to sleep with them
on the concrete volleyball court
where the cooking took place. And
one can’t have a sleeping party without snacks and games, could one?

And what a party it was! We feasted on grilled corn on the cob,
snails simmered with lemon grass, fresh waster clams from their
own pond, and a wok cooked whole kernel corn mixed with garlic
and chili peppers. The mood
definitely moved farther from
melancholy to one of
gratitude and joy.

A special Tet Eve
Mass was celebrated at the St
Joseph church and, as
expected, it was filled to
capacity. The traditional Tet
holiday rice cakes called Banh Chung were distributed to each
family in attendance to begin the holiday celebration. After the



evening Mass, the novices came back home and played cards until the clock bell rang midnight (
while Brother was sawing logs in his room.)

On the first day of Tet we filled a shuttle bus to capacity and
drove to the family home of
the Novice Director, Fr.
Francis De (Day). We enjoyed
yet another feast day meal
with his family and then
visited a number of religious
sisters convents on our way
back to Da Lat. The good
sisters are members of the

FMM Congregation and they are a very large presence in the
country. They provide nursing and medical care for the many

impoverished families in the
countryside. Please
remember them in prayer as
they are in danger of losing
one of their child care facilities as a result of prohibitions
on what religious are allowed to do in the country.  

The second day of Tet was today (Sunday)and the
novices spent most of the day walking throughout the
surrounding neighborhood to visit some of the migrant
families that live in shacks behind the stately homes. They

go in groups of five and give each family a Banh Chung cake that they made and also some
Lucky Money. The young men return home with a new appreciation of God’s blessings upon
them.

Tomorrow we celebrate Day Three where deceased family members are honored. Stay
tuned for a full report in Week Three’s letter.

Br Bruce


