
Tet decorations in market place

Franciscan Parish in Vinh

Franciscan students from the 
Vinh area

Newly built Vinh Friary

Festive meal, including d - - meat!

Week Four: Sunday — February 15, 2015
Da Lat, Vietnam ! Franciscan Novitiate House

A Land of Contrasts . . .

This past week was spent in Vinh City, Nghe An Province
of Vietnam. It is a modern bustling city of about 450,000 souls.
The daily cacophony of the car and motorbike horns was
reminiscent of a symphonic orchestra warming up before their
performance. I got the impression that the drivers enjoyed the
sound of the horns rather than for any warning device because the

traffic was beyond description.
Vinh is where the Vietnam Franciscan Province was first
established over 100 years ago. Unfortunately the friars were
forced to leave the area after the wars of the 1960s but I am happy
to report that they have once again been able to return to the area.
They have been given the care of
a parish on the outskirts of the
city and they now have a
community of six friars living in

their new friary. They have the one main church and four mission
churches where they also offer Mass each week. 

This area of Vietnam is a spiritual greenhouse for
Franciscan vocations. I was able to attend a pre-Tet luncheon
for the 20+ Franciscan students  at the newly established
Franciscan parish. It was nice to be able to visit many of my former students while they were

home for the Tet holiday. We enjoyed a festive meal which did
include the verboten (in the USA) d -- meat. And, yes, I did
sample it! I am alive and well and I will say that it tasted very
much like pork. It is considered a delicacy here in Vietnam and it
is served only for very special occasions. Another example of how
cultures throughout the world differ. We would be considered
sacrilegious pagans in India for
eating their beloved cows. Location
— location — location.

I was not able to stay at the Vinh Friary because the Friars
are having a bit of a problem with uncle ho. It appears that
permission for the new structure was nebulous and so now the
friars are making attempts to show their remorse. The old adage is
true . . .better to ask for forgiveness rather than permission. And
so to avoid any unnecessary problems I stayed at a very  hotel in
the city. By USA standards it would be a five star operation for sure. The daily rate was



Visiting one of the Aspirants

A big chair for big boy Br Bruce!

No work table so the floor
will suffice

No microwave in this kitchen

St Anthony Shrine established by
friars over 100 years ago

Images of Blessed Mother
or St Joseph are a common

site on the homes of
Catholic Vietnamese

families

unbelievably low . . . about 35 USD per day, including a full breakfast buffet.

I did have the opportunity to visit the family homes of a few
of the students and it was most enjoyable.
So many of the students come from what
we would consider rural homes. The
villages are small and somewhat
underdeveloped, at least by our standards. I
found the family homes to be extremely
clean but simple in design and quite
compact. The families are generally large
and it is common for even the older
children to share a bedroom. There may or may not be a bed for sleeping
in the room but a large mat or mattress will be on the floor. In one of the
homes I visited a bedroom was shared by
28 year old, 25 year old and 14 year old

brothers. The floor mattress took up about 75% of the room and
there was one desk but no closet for clothes. The kitchen facilities
are sometimes quite primitive but it is amazing to see what
marvelous foods are prepared. Plastic chairs seem to be the

furniture of choice and so I am
always a bit apprehensive when
invited to sit down. But, being the
typical courteous and discreet
people that they are, a sturdier chair magically seems to show up
just in the nick of time!

The Vinh friars also took me to a very inspiring St
Anthony Shrine outside of Vinh. It has
been in existence for over 100 years and is

visited by thousands of faithful Vietnamese Catholics from all over the
country. The Feast Day celebration will attract upwards of twenty
thousand pilgrims. And during the summer months it is common for

youth groups to spend two or three days
camping on the grounds and attending the
daily Mass and other Prayer Services. It
was most inspiring to see. Catholicism is
the major Christian religion in this country
of 90+ million people. There are
approximately 10 million Catholics. Even
though this is a communist run country, the
Catholic population is thriving. Daily Mass
is a common practice even for the young. It

is not uncommon to have two or three hundred faithful at the daily Mass which is usually at 5:00
A.M. and many of the homes will have large statues of either the Blessed Mother or St Joseph on



Imagine a two or three day journey
in a straight back train seat

Power motor not available

Washy-washy . . . rinsey-rinsey

display either on top of the house or in the front yard. Almost as if they are saying “in your face,
uncle ho!”

Vietnam is truly a land of contrasts. It continues to hold
on to traditional family values of past generations while it
grapples with twenty-first century technology. Families struggle to
eke out an existence from extremely low wages (300 or 400 USD
per month) but yet somehow they are able to live comfortably.
Hot water heaters are rare and so room temperature showers are
the norm. Wood burning stoves are often supplemented with
propane burning stoves. The antiquated train system somehow

struggles to provide minimal service
to hundreds of thousands of travelers who patiently endure the park
bench style seats for trips lasting two, three, or four days. Modern
day air travel is available to the very rich but the primitive
reservation system does not allow
luggage transfers when flying to
multiple cities. I had to pick up my
luggage in Saigon and then re-enter
the airport to check in for the flight to

Da Lat even though I was flying on the same airline and on the
same day. The Internet system has been dramatically hindered
because the government literally cut one of only five Internet cables
for the whole country in order to “control” the news of an
upcoming international meeting of like minded communist controlled countries which will be
hosted by Vietnam. The official explanation is that a shark bit the cable in half! The list goes on .
. . and the people silently endure.

Peace and All Good!

Bruce


