
Week Four: Sunday — February 18, 2018
Franciscan Novitiate House
Da Lat, Vietnam

Rejoice in the Lord Always . . .

This past week has been a whirlwind of activity and
celebration. I returned to Da Lat on Friday with our Provincial Jack
in tow. We were only here for a day and a half before we boarded a
“luxury limo” for our journey to the coastal city of Nha Trang.  The

trip was sort of pleasant in that the
vehicle was basically a large passenger
van outfitted with lounge style seats. The maximum capacity is eight and
there were only five passengers for our particular journey. The road itself
reminded me of the infamous “Road to Hana” in Hawaii which has more
than 900 curves within its 64 miles. What made our Vietnamese version of
the road a bit more exciting was the fact that we were also driving through a
mountain range with five thousand foot elevations to negotiate. And so, for
about four hours it was . . . a left turn . . . right turn
. . . up the mountain . . . down the mountain . . . left
turn . . . a right turn, ad infinitum! I don’t think that
we traveled more than a thousand feet before the
driver would have to negotiate another turn or hill.

And right about the time that I was contemplating a contribution to the motion
sickness bag, we arrived in Nha Trang. Again I Say Rejoice!

The highlight of our visit to Nha Trang was a visit to the grave site of
the founder of the OFM Franciscan Province. Fr. Maurice Bertin, OFM came

from France with the original band of Brothers and the
Province was established in 1929. His grave is situated
in the back yard of a family home because the
government “borrowed” the Franciscan houses and properties in Nha Trang in
1975.

I returned to Da Lat on Wednesday, just in time to
begin the celebration for Tet. This 3-day Lunar New Year
event actually evolves into more of a week of festivities
which includes visiting family and friends, praying for
deceased family members, and wishing health and prosperity

to everyone. It is difficult to put the experience into words that can properly
describe it. Perhaps, if you can imagine the emotions that you might feel if your
preferred sports teams (baseball, football, basketball, hockey, etc.) all won their
league championship in the same year. OK, now add to that mix the feelings that
you have for Christmas, New Year, 4th of July, and Thanksgiving and then you will
have an approximation of what Tet is like for the average Vietnamese citizen. It is the great “equalizer”
because it is celebrated by everyone: Buddhist; Catholic; atheist; rich; poor; communist, etc. Poorer



families save up for the entire year in order to enjoy the special foods of Tet, especially the “banh
chung” rice cakes which are prepared with sticky
rice, pork, and mung bean. 

Another special treat for Tet is the
distribution of Lucky Money. It is intended to be
spent for pleasure. It is not supposed to be used to
pay bills but I suppose that some of it does in fact
end up being used for such mundane purposes.
Even the novices receive Lucky Money from the
Guardian of the house. They usually use it to play
cards and then give all of the money back to the
Novice Director so that he can distribute it to the
poor. 

And, of course there are flowers everywhere. Tet is like celebrating the Rose Bowl Parade. Da
Lat is the recognized “flower basket” of Vietnam and so the main streets of the city are lined with fresh

flowers. The homes too are also decorated with fresh
flowers. Rejoice in the Lord Always!

The novitiate chapel was decorated with a colorful
“Tet Tree” which I suppose is comparable to our
traditional Christmas tree. Its branches were decorated with
balloons and rolled up scrolls of paper which contained
sayings from our St Francis of Assisi. At the end of Mass
on the first day of the feast everyone was invited to choose
one of the scrolls. Mine was the Admonition 17 of St Francis: “Of the

Humble Servant of God.” . . . Blessed is that servant who is not more puffed up
because of the good the Lord says and works
through him than because of that which He
says and works through others. A man sins
who wishes to receive more from his neighbor
than he is himself willing to give to the Lord
God.

Tet is officially over on February 18th

but its spirit will continue throughout the year.
Lent can now be observed without the distraction of this most special
holiday. I am so very thankful to be a part of the celebration. It reminds me of earlier times in the USA
when families seemed to be closer. Family and friends are precious commodities in Vietnam. Tet is a
time to enjoy both. Again, I Say Rejoice!

Bruce


