
Thien Tan Mai serving our 
Pre-Lenten feast which included
steaming hot bowls of Pho, the

traditional Vietnamese Beef Soup.

Fire Grilled Oysters and Venison
Skewers were prepared on a simple

charcoal grille.

Week Six: Sunday — March 3, 2019
Da Lat, Vietnam                       
Getting Started . . .

I don’t know how or why the time goes by so
quickly but it does. This coming Wednesday will be Ash
Wednesday, and the beginning of the Lenten Season, and

the novices are already
making remote preparations.
I have already been asked
multiple times if I could
teach them some appropriate
Lenten songs and they are
talking about the various acts
of mercy that they will take
part in during this Holy and Somber Season.

As far as I know there is no unique Vietnamese
version of Mardi Gras but I suspect that perhaps a special
treat or two might show up on their plates come Shrove
Tuesday. I was lucky enough to be invited to the home of
my “special angel” for a pre-Lenten feast. Thien Tan Mai
(Angel Mai) was influential in
saving my toe from

amputation about five years ago when I managed to contract
a severe infection as the result of a blister and wearing my

sandals in sometimes less than
sanitary conditions. The
Vietnamese doctor plied me
with antibiotics but the sore
would not heal. My “Thien
Tan” happens to be a
registered nurse and she asked
if I would allow her to use
traditional Vietnamese herbs to
heal the wound. I naturally
agreed and she proceeded to wrap my infected toe in a
poultice of mysterious herbs and roots that she purchased at
the local Da Lat open air market. Twice a day (before and
after work), morning and evening, she would come to the
Friary and bathe my foot and then wrap the toe in her
magical poultice. Lo and behold, the wound healed



Lost in Translation — Peanut Butter
& Jelly sandwich a la Vietnamese

style!

No gas or electric ranges in sight.

The novices cut down fifteen loads of
firewood which were donated by a

nearby family.

A typical breakfast consisting of rice
and a small portion of dried fish.

completely after about five weeks of her loving care. I am
forever grateful to this “Angel of Mercy.”

I know that the Church recommends that we abstain
from eating our usual larger
portions of food and that the
meals should be simpler. When
I look at the usual fare that the
novices eat during the rest of
the year I find it difficult to
imagine what they could
possibly eliminate to simplify
their Lenten repast. The usual
menu is generally rice, stewed
vegetables, and a precious
small amount of protein in the

form of fish or tofu (on rare occasions.) I honestly don’t
know how they are able to maintain their health and strength
with such sparse meals but I can assure you that they are all

healthy, strong, and enthusiastic.
On occasion I will treat them to a sampling of western style
foods which they readily consume but with a leery eye. I do
enjoy seeing the looks on their faces when they are first
introduced to such western staples and peanut butter and jelly
sandwiches. I, of course, reciprocate by tasting whatever
Vietnamese foods that they place before me and they express
their satisfaction when I
gobble it down. 

Life is not as easy here
as it is in the USA, that’s for
sure. Such items as gas stoves
and air conditioning are rare.
Most of the food here at the
novitiate house is prepared on

a wood burning stove top, just like my Grandma Michalek
used but only much bigger. And with practice one can
learn how to use the wood burner to produce the most
exquisite of meals. 



The novices built a hermitage in the
woods which is available to them for

extended periods of prayer, contemplation
and silence.

I’m looking forward to my Lenten journey with these Sons of St Francis. They
exude his spirit of love for all creation and their
commitment to our Brotherhood is extraordinary. The

“it’s all about me” mentality
that is so common in our part
of the world is a completely
foreign concept. How
fortunate I am to be able to
bask in their example during
my time here in Vietnam.

Lent is a time for
Prayer, Fasting, and
Almsgiving. I’m waiting in
anticipation to experience it in
a new and challenging way. 

Peace and All Good!

Br Bruce


