
A Lenten gift for the novices.

Week Six: Ash Wednesday — March 1, 2017
Franciscan Novitiate House
DaLat, Vietnam

Return to Me With Your Whole Heart . . .

I find it interesting that here in Vietnam the ashes are not placed
on the foreheads of the people but rather on top of their heads (in their
hair, for those fortunate to have hair!) I suspect there is a two-fold
explanation. It has been my experience with the Vietnamese that their
gracious manner discourages any show of attention to themselves and

therefore ashes on the forehead would be a bit
pretentious. The other reason perhaps is that
this is that Vietnam is still a communist run
country. Catholicism is the only surviving Christian denomination in the
country. There are small groups of Lutherans, Methodists, Baptists, etc.
but none of them come close to the nine million plus Catholic population.
There is an attitude of caution among the
Catholic population. There is no need to draw
attention to oneself in the current political
environment.
And so, Lent began with the distribution of
ashes at Mass this morning. The novices did not
eat breakfast and they left the church in silence.

Being the ripe old age of 70, I enjoyed a bowl of Pho (traditional
Vietnamese soup and rice noodles with eggs) in the privacy of my room.
In many ways it is easier to practice the Lenten admonitions of Prayer,
Fasting, and Almsgiving herein Vietnam. The distractions are certainly
minimal.

The classes continue to progress nicely. It is such a pleasure to
work with these highly motivated young men. I marvel at their ability to
maintain such a rigid schedule. Not only do they spend hours in the
chapel for prayer and meditation but they also
have daily classes in Franciscan studies as well
as Scripture, Theology, and Religious Life. They
also find the time to work in the greenhouse with
the ethnic minority men and women and they
cultivate their own vegetables for the
community. 

As if they don’t spend enough time in prayer and meditation, the
novices will participate in a nine-day Ignatian Retreat at the Diocesan
Retreat House, beginning on the Thursday after Ash Wednesday. That
means I am free for the coming week and so I will be traveling to Saigon to visit my former
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students at the Franciscan Seminary in Thuduc. I am also going to take the opportunity to visit
the imperial city of Hue (pronounced HWAY) which was the capital of the country and the seat of
the Nguyen (pronounced NWIN) dynasty. The last emperor abdicated in
1945 when the communist government was established.  I’ll have lots of
pictures to share in next week’s letter. 

I pray that your Lenten experience is filled with many graces and
blessings. I’m learning to appreciate prayer and meditation more and

more during my time here with the Friars. They
are such good teachers through their examples. 

Peace and All Good!

Bruce


