
The novice artisan
fashioned this Tau ring

from the metal of a spoon.

Week Twelve: Palm Sunday — April 9, 2017
First Hotel — Tan Son Nhat Airport
Saigon, Vietnam

Time to Say Goodbye . . .

 My last week in Dalat seemed more like a dream rather than reality. I
continued my daily routine of tutoring the novices and aspirants but I found myself

wandering off the topic at hand. I just couldn’t seem to
focus. I was already musing about my hopeful return in
January of 2018. 

The Novitiate Community played host to the
Deacon and Priesthood Candidates for the Province. They
participated in a six-day retreat prior to their ordinations
which will take place on the second Sunday after
Easter. The Bishop of Saigon will ordain eight
Friars to the Priesthood and four friars to the
Transitional Diaconate. Any USA Franciscan

Province would give its right arm for such a crop of ordinands. The
annual number of Solemn Professions averages eight to ten, as well.
And this is a common occurrence which repeats itself every year. Because

the Province is so richly endowed, they have been
able to send missionaries to many of the
surrounding Asian countries. To my knowledge, the
Vietnam Province currently has Friar missionaries in China, Cambodia,
Thailand, Laos, Phillippines, and Australia. I think that it has a very bright future
in the life of the Worldwide Franciscan Theater. Their men are ready, willing, and
able to spread the Gospel wherever there is a need. 

 Yesterday was supposed to be the day for the Diocesan Youth Mass for
Palm Sunday but it was rescheduled for today. Instead, the Bishop officiated at the
Chrism Mass for the Diocese. It was quite inspiring to

see more than one hundred seventy-five priests of the Diocese in
attendance. And the cathedral church was filled to overflowing with hundreds
of Faith-filled Vietnamese. Our small cadre of Friar novices and yours truly
ended up in the balcony of the school auditorium where we watched the
service via closed circuit television. The novices were allowed to walk to the

cathedral from the novitiate house and they did so
wearing their Franciscan habits. This small
insignificant event represents a huge change in
policy by the communist government of Vietnam.  It
was the first time in my eight years of coming to
Vietnam that I have seen the Friars wear their habits
in public. Up until now, it was prohibited. This is
yet another subtle sign that the communist regime is losing its grip on the
country. Vietnam is complicated. There is an intricate dance that takes place on
a daily basis between the people, the local police and officials, the regional
officials (like our county governments) and the Federal agencies. It’s a mix of
political savvy and knowing how far one can “push” the envelope. And, of



The novices stopped by my
room on Saturday night to say

Goodbye and Thanks.

My brain as it tries to process
the Vietnam experience!

course, an occasional “under the table contribution” to the appropriate official
doesn’t hurt. As our young novice missionaries paraded through th streets in their

brown habits they were greeted with smiles and “God Bless
You’s” from perfect strangers. Their actions exemplified
what was reportedly said by St Francis: “Preach all the
time, and when necessary, speak.” 

My departure this morning was mercifully quick. I
attended Morning Prayer and the Palm Sunday Liturgy with
the novices at the regular 5:30 A.M. starting time. My cab ride to the airport
arrived at 7:15 A.M. and I arrived at the airport a little before 8:00 A.M. for a
9:20 A.M. flight to Saigon. I decided to stay at one of the many airport hotels

rather than with the Friars because I have an early flight tomorrow morning
to Singapore. From Singapore I will fly to Tokyo and from there to Chicago
and finally to Albuquerque. The route is rather convoluted but it was more
economical to do the “hop scotch” routing rather than a more direct route.
All told, I will be flying for about twenty-two hours. I will arrive in
Albuquerque on Tuesday night at around 10:30 P.M.    

Perhaps it’s the result of aging but it seems that this year my time
absolutely rocketed by. My initial three weeks visit to Papua, New Guinea

was also a factor, I’m sure. It’s going to take me the
rest of the year to unravel all of the expected and
unexpected grace-filled moments that I
experienced. I mentioned to one friar that my time
here and my subsequent return to the 21st century
USA sets me up for something I might call “PVE”
syndrome — Post Vietnam Experience.  I find
myself regularly remembering small incidents that
occurred during my stay and I can’t help but

include it in whatever conversation I might be having. It will take me the next
nine months to unravel everything. Your prayerful support and your
occasional notes during the past three months were heartfelt. I hope that my
weekly musings caused a smile or two and perhaps a “hmm, that’s
interesting” comment.   

Peace and All Good!

Bruce


