
Week Ten: Saturday — April 13, 2018
Saigon, Vietnam (a.k.a. Ho Chi Minh City)

Time to Say Goodbye . . .

Imagine my surprise when I was greeted with a huge 50th Jubilee
of Profession cake at my farewell luncheon in Da Lat. It was typical of

the general attitude of hospitality, fraternity, and
affirmation that seems to be a prevailing quality
among the Vietnamese Friars. My experience is
that they somehow have a sixth sense about them
that foretells ones unique life moments or events.
And the Farewell Mass was celebrated in English
in deference to me.   

I departed my from comfortable nest at the Da Lat novitiate house
yesterday evening and flew directly into the sultry
arms of Saigon. This city can best be described as
a clone of New York City on steroids. There is a

feeling of perpetual Mardi Gras in these steamy environs and I don’t
think that the city ever goes to sleep. I am spending my final days in

Vietnam visiting former students who are now
living and working here in the city.

The highlight of my Saigon stay has to
be the exhilarating if not also frightening rocket
ride on the back end of a motorbike through the
impossibly congested streets of the city. I
continue to marvel at the intricate ballet that takes place between
motorbikes, cars, busses, and the occasional foolhardy pedestrians who 
play-act as matadors in a frantic attempt to
cross a street. I have come to accept the fact
that traffic lights in this city are more useful for

Christmas decorations rather than for traffic control and that the marked
traffic lanes are more of a suggestion rather than a required discipline.

The cacophony of underpowered motorbikes
blend in with the bleating sounds of multiple
horns, bells, and whistles to create a surrealistic
atmosphere that can’t be duplicated anywhere
else in the civilized world. On the plus side, I
was able to get in a few extra Hail Marys, Our
Fathers and Glory Be’s as my very accomplished chauffeur blended into
the school of motorbikes that were competing for any open space on the
road.



My three months in Vietnam went by very quickly and I know that it will take a while for me to
process everything that I experienced. Franciscan Life in Vietnam is dramatically different than
in the United States. But for now I would like to make a few preliminary observations and/or
comments:

This is my ninth year here and it is very clear that the Community Aspect of the Fraternity is of
utmost importance among the Vietnamese Friars. Most everything is based on how it will affect

the Community. I was so taken aback the other day when I
commented on the possible benefits of eating our meals buffet
style rather than family style. I was reminded by one of the
novices that eating family style encourages more interaction
between the Brothers. One has to actually speak to the other to
ask them to pass the food dishes
along. And changing the table
seating arrangement each week
allows for a better integration of

all personalities as well as discouraging cliques. I confess that I
never thought of these ideas before.

Prayer in Common is the highlight of each day here.
The Friars will stop what they’re doing in order to
participate in the Hours of the Divine Office. Community Prayer has supremacy over

parish meetings and other functions. 

Living Simple Lives comes easily for these men. Their
bedrooms are sparsely furnished with a plank bed and thin pad, a
desk and a straight bach chair, and a small upright clothing
closet. Personal books, magazines, and music CDs, are kept to a
bare minimum. I have witnessed Friars moving from one
assignment to the next and them being able to put all of their
belongings into one suitcase or a couple of boxes. No U-Hauls
needed.  

Treating those in need with simple dignity is another
hallmark. I have never seen or heard a friar belittle any of the
people whom they minister to. What I have been privileged to
witness is that the friars will always find the time to care for
anyone who rings the bell at the front entrance. Not only will
they provide food and a small amount of money but they will
sit and talk with the people in order to affirm them and offer
them hope.



Please do not misunderstand me. I am not in any way stating that Franciscan Life in
Vietnam is better or worse than in the USA. I am merely making a feeble attempt at identifying

what I perceive to be the predominant characteristics of the OFM
Franciscans of Vietnam. Some might say that I have a Pollyanna view
of the Friars here. Perhaps that is true. All I know is that this experience
had reinvigorated my soul to better appreciate our Franciscan lifestyle. I
am only reporting what I have personally seen and experienced.  I am
certain that I will have multiple flashback
memories of various events that occurred
during my time here and that they will carry
me through the upcoming year back in
Albuquerque. As Jack Benny used to say,
“Thanks for the Memories.”

Peace and All Good!

Bruce


