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Dalat, Vietnam

The Beginning of the End . . .

 I have begun my last week in Vietnam and I am filled with mixed emotions. Each year that I
have been here has brought new insight, both personal and fraternal. 

On a personal level, I have discovered that I can, in fact, survive without
all of the material comforts afforded me in the USA. I haven’t had the pleasure

if sitting in a soft easy chair for three months. And English
language television and radio are distant memories, as well
as attending Mass and praying the Divine Office in my
mother tongue. Certainly, sleeping on a flour sack-like bed
is not one of my favorite experiences. And fresh milk?
Hmmm . . . I think I remember how it tastes. For some
unknown reason, milk that is available here has sugar added
to it. So far, no one has been able to offer a reasonable explanation. And being able
to eat a meal without having to ask, “what’s this?” will be welcomed. To be able to
have a conversation with someone and know that everything you say is understood

can be satisfying. Most times here, I estimate that the level of understanding is optimistically in the 50%
range. I have to remind myself to always ask, “Do you understand what I said?” Individual freedoms
are also somewhat vague here because of the communist government. I had to submit my passport

information in order to purchase a SIMM card for my
cell phone. Uncle Ho wants to know who I am and
whom I am calling. And there are areas of the country
that are “off limits” for western tourists.

Fraternal Religious Life in Vietnam is
decidedly very different from my USA experience.
We USA types are strongly independent. We value
our personal space and our right to privacy. Vietnam
seems to be the exact opposite. Community Life is paramount. Daily life decisions are

always made with the Community in mind. Plans for special activities are made so that the Communal
Prayer schedule is maintained. If one receives a special gift of food, it is
immediately shared with the Community. I have given single sticks of gum to
individual novices and, without hesitation, they immediately share a small
piece with two other brothers. The Hours of the Daily
Office are chanted, so what might take us fifteen minutes
to recite in the USA will take thirty minutes or more in
Vietnam. And perhaps this final observation is more
about the Asian culture in general, rather than Vietnamese
Religious Life, but it seems that there is more of an
appreciation for the simple beauties of flowers and

nature. The Religious houses that I have visited all have meditation gardens
exploding with colorful flowers and orchids. They also quite often have exotic birds
as pets which they have managed to capture. And there is a protocol to be strictly
maintained here. The Guardian of the house is consulted on all matters. This
includes informing him and the Community if you are going to be gone from Community Prayer or



Meals. This is the case not only in the formation houses but also in the other houses of the Province. 

On Sunday evening, with the permission of the Guardian, I visited the Aspirant House in Dalat
which houses a total of eight young men who are discerning their vocation to religious life or priesthood.
The Franciscans have four young men and there are three studying for the Diocese of Dalat and one

young man who is with the Salesians. The youngest student is all of
nineteen and the “old man” student is twenty-three! What was so
impressive is that they are living in a community style house without any
supervision from their respective religious groups other than a monthly
visit by Novice Director of the Franciscans. The young men maintain a
daily Prayer schedule including attendance at a nearby diocesan parish for
the 5:30 P.M. Mass where they also participate in the choir. They are
attending various colleges in Dalat while
maintaining contact with their sponsoring

institution (Franciscans, Salesians, Diocesan). I have been tutoring all of
the Franciscan Aspirants as well as one of the Diocesan students. In the
case of our Franciscan Aspirants, they will enter a two-year “official”
Aspirancy at the Thu Duc Seminary in Saigon after they complete their
college work here. The Thu Duc Aspirancy Program maintains between
fifty and sixty students each year. So, not counting the “pre-Aspirancy”
years in Dalat, it takes approximately eight years to complete their
Religious Formation before Solemn Vows. The young men seem to be very much focused on their
vocation, even at their young age. Their sense of personal discipline in following the daily routine at the
house is inspiring.

This final week will end with a stimulating Saturday night Youth Gathering for Palm Sunday
which is sponsored by the Diocese of Dalat. I will be attending the celebration with our novices. You can
be sure that next week’s final letter will be filled with pictures of the gathering. Now I have to start
sorting through my “stuff” and start packing. I depart for the USA on Palm Sunday morning. 

Peace and All Good!

Bruce


