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The Frequent Flyer Friar . . . 
Itinerant Thoughts on Thailand

I returned home to the gentle embrace of Vietnam on
Sunday and my head is filled with a riot of memories and first
impressions of my first visit to Thailand. Please remember, I am
not now an “expert” on all things Thai. I did, however, come back with some impressive
memories. 

Thailand is ruled by a monarchy but it is currently
controlled by a military junta. The king of Thailand is the
longest reigning monarch in the world and he is practically
worshiped as a god by the Thai people. Everyone in
Thailand has a deep respect for him and, in their eyes, he
can do no wrong. Criticism of the king or his family
members will
very likely land

you in jail. I was told that a Thai gentleman made the
mistake of joking about the royal dog on Facebook and
he is now a “guest” of the Thai military in one of their
prisons. Censorship of the Internet, newspapers,
magazines, television and radio is very strict. 

Truthfully, I didn’t want to risk offending the
Thai military’s sensibilities by making an innocent comment about the royal family and then
also end up being another “guest” in one of their penal facilities. There are pictures of the king
and the queen everywhere and most of them portray him as a young vibrant man but, in fact, he is
in his 80s and confined to a wheelchair. The public image of a benevolent king is beneficial to
the military and it helps to keep the country under control. 

The country is saturated in Buddhist culture and
traditions. The prevailing attitude among the people is
“live and let live.”  Thai
people put great importance
on “saving face” and will
attempt to do so in all
situations. Consequently, such

things as negotiating heavy traffic in a car or on a motorbike can be
a bit unsettling to the western mind. No one uses a horn! It is silent
chaos. This attitude spills over to every aspect of life, including



marriage.  It is very common for men to have multiple lovers, even though they are officially
married. I found it interesting also that dogs seem to have a comfortable symbiotic relationship
with the Thai people. There were packs of them in many of the neighborhoods but they were all
well fed. They seemingly belong to no one but yet belong to everyone. They protect the
neighborhoods from strangers and the people feed them and, happily they are not on the preferred
menu of the Thai people.

The Catholic population of Thailand is less than 1%
of the total population which translates to about 200,000
souls. Thailand is proud of the fact that it has never been
occupied by a foreign power. Consequently, the people are
skeptical of “outsiders” coming to their country. This
attitude carries over to the
missionaries in particular

and the Catholic Church in general. The Catholic Church in
Thailand is able to maintain itself with its current number of
Thai priests but the Church is still struggling with the
introduction of “foreign missionary congregations” such as the
Franciscans. And the “opening bid” for the priest’s homily
starts at a minimum of fifteen minutes. The people seem to

associate being well prepared with the length of the
homily. Many of the congregants can be seen falling asleep
and I was among that group. I attended the ordination
ceremony for diocesan deacons and they actually had
medical nurses positioned throughout the congregation just
in case someone fainted, and it did happen! 

Our Franciscan Foundation in Thailand was
established in 1985. It has a total of six professed Friars:

Two from Indonesia; one from the USA; one fro Italy; one from India; and one Thai. They also
have: three Temporary Professed Thai Friars; one Thai
Postulant; and two Vietnamese Postulants. They all live
together with their one Friar director at St Bonaventure

Formation House in Sampran,
Thailand. It is located about a
mile from the Diocesan
seminary and so it provides for
easy access to academic classes.
The numbers are a bit discouraging but the continue to live in
hope. The Foundation cares for one very small parish in the south
and it also maintains a Retreat House and a HIV hospice on the
outskirts of Bangkok, in the middle of a Buddhist neighborhood.



The “St Clare Hospice” is truly a powerful presence
among the Thai people. It is located on the same grounds as
the “Garden of Gospel Peace” retreat center in Lamsai. The
area is predominately
Buddhist and so the Friars are
a bit of an oddity to the local
people. They refer to the
retreat center as the “red roof
temple.” The hospice receives
patients from all over and

does not discriminate because of religion. It can accommodate
thirty patients. They range in age from early 20s to mid 40s and

beyond. These men and women are basically “throw away’s”
who have  been abandoned by their families. They have nowhere
to go and so they are lovingly received by the Friars. Sadly,
there are currently no professional medical people available
to care for these poor souls. The stronger patients care for the
weaker ones. The Thai government provides free medication but
it does not offer medically trained personnel. There is some
hope that in the near future some
medically trained religious sisters

will be coming to help.

I didn’t really see any of the “touristy” parts of Thailand
because the Friars were just too busy to entertain me. I was,

however, treated to a whirlwind
tour of a nearby open air market
where we selected some of the
more exotic Thai carry out foods for my final meal before I
returned to Vietnam. As you might imagine, it was a riot of
color, smells, and people. Note to self:
Ask what you are eating AFTER it is
ingested rather than BEFORE.

Otherwise, you might not have the pleasure of tasting such delicacies as
burned coconut milk or pig skin with chili peppers.

I found myself constantly
comparing the Church of Vietnam with the Church of
Thailand. At first glance,
both countries share similar
beginnings with the
introduction of the Catholic
Faith by the Dominicans,
Jesuits, and Franciscans.
Both countries are



predominantly Buddhist. The populations are similar: Vietnam has about 90 million people and
Thailand has about 70 million inhabitants.  But Vietnam enjoys a Catholic Christian population
of over 10 million while Thailand hovers at around 200 thousand. the major difference seems
to be that the Vietnam Catholic Christians endured incredible persecution from the very
beginning of its introduction. Approximately 300,000 martyrs for the Faith are recorded
from the 1700s to the present time and in 1988, the Church
canonized 117 of those whose names were recorded. Could
it be that the blood of these martyrs has provided
nourishment for strengthening the roots of Christianity in the
country?

It goes without saying that
Thailand was an eye opener for me. I
learned a lot about being a missionary. It requires much patience and a
strong Faith. People are not always enthusiastic about your presence and so
you must practice your Faith in your actions to demonstrate what it means
to be a Catholic Christian. The missionaries will never become one of the
natives, nor should they be. They must always remember their own culture
and customs and be willing to accept and appreciate the same from those
they are ministering to. It takes a long while to establish a Local Church.
The Friars in Thailand are living a life of presence that is to be praised.
They desperately need more Friar missionaries to strengthen their
Fraternity. Being a missionary allows one to truly live out the word
“Catholic” . . . Our God is present im ALL PEOPLE and in EVERY
CULTURE. I beg you to say an extra prayer for our missionaries
throughout the world during this Lenten season. Be thankful for the

freedoms we enjoy in our country.

Peace and All Good!

Bruce


