
Week Seven: Sunday — March 1, 2020
Da Lat,  Vietnam              
Prayer, Fasting, Almsgiving . . .

And so begins the Holy Season of Lent with the novices receiving
blessed ashes on Ash Wednesday. It is interesting to note that the

custom here is to sprinkle the ashes on
top of the head rather than to trace the
customary cross on the forehead. I’m
not sure why but perhaps it is because
Vietnam is predominantly Buddhist
and such a public display might create
difficulties for the minority Catholic
population. The fact that the country is under communist rule might
be another factor. Whatever the reason, the act of receiving the
Ashes was done with great
humility and reverence.

Every year the novices
attend a special week long retreat

to learn about the Spiritual Exercises of St Ignatius of Loyola.
The Jesuits maintain a small presence in Da Lat at a small local
parish and one of them will be leading the novices on their Eight
Day Spiritual Journeys. The two primary forms of praying
taught in the Exercises are meditation and contemplation. In
meditation, we use our minds. We ponder the basic principles

that guide our life. We pray
over words, images, and ideas.
Contemplation is more about
feeling than thinking.
Contemplation often stirs the emotions and enkindles deep
desires. Contemplation relies on ones
imagination to place themselves in a
setting from the Gospels or in a scene
proposed by Ignatius. It was a sight to
behold as twenty-five novices with
backpacks and other paraphernalia into

four very small taxi cabs. The retreat will take place at the Da Lat
Diocesan Spirituality Center which is mercifully a short ten minute ride
by taxi.

Our Lenten Meals have been most interesting and somewhat
challenging to my taste buds anyway. Tofu is a fairly common and
inexpensive alternative protein source and I have seen and sampled multiple variations. The food



itself does not have much flavor so it is ideal for mixing
with herbs, spices, and sauces. If I had to describe the
taste of plain tofu, I would have to go with something like
ABC gum (already been chewed) which has texture but
not much flavor. I suppose it is an acquired taste?! And, if
there is a silver lining to the current corona virus scare, a
resourceful Saigon baker developed a rather creative

recipe for baking Dragon Fruit
bread. It seems that because of
government quarantines the local
Vietnamese Dragon Fruit crop has
nowhere to go. China was their main customer and goods are no longer
being exported. The baker replaced the liquid in his bread recipe with a
smoothie concoction made from the scarlet blood red Dragon Fruit and
voila a new culinary taste sensation was created. I think that this new
product will remain on the shelves long after the virus scare has gone.

And, speaking of the virus, I have to say that we really haven’t
heard much about it in Vietnam. I find it a bit curious that such is the case because of our
proximity to China. Vietnam is a very popular vacation destination for the Chinese and so one
would think that the virus would be present here. I suspect that it is but not much is being said
about it. So far, no one here has been
infected. Thanks be to God.

Since the novices will be gone this
week, I am taking the opportunity to visit
the ancient city of Hoi An. It is located on
Vietnam’s central coast and it is known
for its Ancient Town which is a UNESCO
World Heritage site. The city dates back
to 1595 when it was established by the Nguyen Dynasty Lords as a trading post. The Vietnamese
Franciscans have recently accepted a parish in the city and so I am planning to explore the area

with the friars. 

Please say a special prayer to the Holy Spirit this week for
the Vietnamese Franciscans as they conduct their Chapter of
Elections. The Friar delegates are meeting this week at the
Archdiocesan Retreat Center in Vung Tau, which is a coastal city
about 45 miles outside of Saigon. They will be meeting for the entire
week as they discern their leadership for the coming years. 

Peace and All Good!

    Bruce


