
This is the Year of the Rat, according
to the Chinese Lunar Calendar.

The Diocesan Pastor ordered the gates closed to
prevent possible infections from the 

Corona Virus.

Week Eight: Sunday — March 8, 2020
Da Lat,  Vietnam              
Surrealistic Hoi An . . .

My five-day excursion to Hoi An was filled
with many new experiences but the most memorable
was that I felt as if I was thrown into the middle of a
Disney Theme Park back in the USA. All of the

tourists were from either
Europe, Scandinavia,
Russia, Australia, or North
America. It was certainly
unique to see all of the blue eyed and blond haired people
walking the streets of the city. Vietnam is heavily dependent
on the tourist trade from both China and Korea but the Corona
virus scare has put an abrupt halt to the flow. China alone has
more than 80 million people with passports and their love of
travel is well known. 

The city of Hoi An has a
population of about 150,000 but
there is only one Catholic Church

to serve the population. The tiny church is considered to be
the cradle of the
Vietnamese Catholic
Church. The original
structure was dedicated on
January 18, 1616. The
original clergy consisted
of three Jesuit
missionaries from Portugal (2) and Italy (1). In 1615
there were 10 baptisms but by the following year there
were more than 300. I am told that this site is also
where the missionaries began to develop the modern
Vietnamese script which was previously similar to
Chinese or Korean Script. The church is currently
staffed by a diocesan priest from the Diocese of Da
Nang but the Franciscans have been invited to

establish a mission here as well. The two pioneer Franciscans (one priest, one brother)
are currently living at the parish and ministering to the hundreds of Vietnamese workers
who have come into the city from the outlying countryside to work in the hotels,



Outdoor shrine to St Joseph at
the Hoi An Church.

restaurants, and other tourist attractions. The friars spend a lot
of their time visiting the families in their homes to assist them
with medical needs as well as spiritual needs. It is hope that in
the very near future a new Franciscan mission will be
established so that the friar community can be increased in order
to better serve the poor.

It has been my experience
that the Vietnamese are masters at
making lemonade out of sour
lemons. They are experts at
changing adversity into
opportunity. An example of that is
the newly created Dragon Fruit bread that was developed to
use the surplus amounts of Dragon
Fruit that could not be sold as a result
of the Corona embargoes. Another

prime historical example is their invention of the Woven Bamboo
Basket Boats. The thung chai, or “basket boat,” traces its history
back to the French colonial era. As the story goes, the French arrived
in Vietnam and began levying taxes left, right and center – including
a tax on the ownership of boats. Most of the poor Vietnamese
fishermen who depended on boats for their livelihood could not
afford to pay the taxes, so they invented a new type of boat: the

thung chai. The fishermen who built them argued that these were
not boats at all but baskets – and therefore couldn’t be taxed.
Their crafty plan seems to have worked, and ever since then these
domed vessels have been a feature of the landscape of central

Vietnam. To be truthful, I was a bit
apprehensive about trying one on
for size but I was immediately
converted once we got going.
These “boats” are amazingly
strong and stable. They are
handcrafted from bamboo shoots.

The local people use the fishing boats to go out to the
open sea to catch octopus.  



Cao Lao noodles drying in the sun are
unique to Hoi An.

I am very impressed with how much the younger friars
interact with the senior friars of the Province. Our novitiate
community here is blessed to have Fr. Paul living with us. He

is 95 years old and in relatively good
health. The novices dote over him as
they do whatever they can to make his
life easier. He is affectionately known
as “Fr. Ho” and he is very much loved
by everyone in the community. As I
have often mentioned in the past,
community life for the Vietnamese
Franciscans is of primary importance.
If anything, the Friars tend to err on the side of community and
prayer life rather than ministry. It certainly offers a contrast to
our American focus on what we do rather than on who we are. 

Peace and All Good!

Bruce


