
Week Three: Sunday — February 10, 2019
Da Lat, Vietnam                       
From the Beginning to the End . . .

To pick up where I ended last week, I will make a
feeble attempt to capture the essence of each day of this years
Tet celebration. The pictures in this weeks letter will most
definitely provide the best descriptive story.

Day One: Honoring Ancestors and Living Parents not out of
obligation but from a deep sense of appreciation, love and
respect. 

Actually the festivities started the night before the first
official day of Tet when the novices assembled a production

line operation to make the
traditional Banh Chung rice cakes. They are to the Vietnamese
what a Roasted Turkey is to Americans. The cakes are a
national symbol for Tet. The process of making them is quite
extensive. It begins with cooking a special type of sticky rice
that eventually has the consistency of chewing gum. The
individual grains of rice are almost
unrecognizable in the finished
product. Instead you have a
product more closely related to a
thick pudding or perhaps a bread
pudding. The cooked rice is placed
into a square wooden form which

is lined with banana leaves and a thin layer of cooked soybean
paste and pork meat is spread
over the lower layer of rice. And
then another layer of rice is put
in and the whole concoction is
wrapped in the banana leaves and
tied together with a string. 

The novices made about 80 of the cakes so that they
could distribute some to needy families in the neighborhood.
Once the cakes have been assembled they are placed in a
very large pot and covered with water. The cakes are then
cooked over an open fire for 8 to 10 hours. Of course, since



I had the pleasure of celebrating my 72nd

birthday on Day 2 of Tet.

Lost in the translation . . . Last name
first . . . Vietnamese style.

the fire needs to be tended, the novices stayed up all night
and slept outside next to the
fire to make sure that the
flames kept burning. In lieu of
singing around the campfire
during the night they played
some sort of card game that
seemed to be centered into
who could make the loudest
noise with their cards as they
slapped them down on the
ground. I haven’t the slightest
idea as to how to play!
Everyone seemed to be having
a good time however and it reminded me of our custom in

the USA of people watching a football game after their Thanksgiving turkey dinner. I
didn’t participate in the cards but I thoroughly enjoyed

the grilled pork and the
corn that was served up
with lots of Viet beer to
help pass the time.

Day Two: Honoring living
relatives and friends with
gifts and home visits.

The second day began with our usual Morning Prayer,
Mass, and breakfast. The featured item on the menu was of
course the Banh Chung rice cakes which were lovingly and
meticulously prepared by the
novices. In my experience the

taste is neither good or bad. It is more
about the satisfaction and comfort of
preparing the food in a loving and
meticulous way, not as individuals but
as a focused community. Families all
across Vietnam participated in the same
ritual preparation and the air was still
thick from the smoke of the thousands
of camp fires used to prepare this very
unique dish. It wasn’t roast turkey by a



longshot but it was the food of unity, thanks, and pride for the Vietnamese people
throughout the country. For this one time of the year everyone is on an equal footing:
North; South; communist; atheist; Buddhist; Christian; ethnic minority; Vietnamese. I
can’t imagine celebrating Tet without it.

After breakfast we boarded a chartered mini bus for
a convoluted trip through the countryside where we visited
a number of FMM (Franciscan Missionaries of Mary)
convents to bring gifts and
to celebrate Tet with the
good sisters. The visit
always included a formal
presentation of thanks and
good wishes  by the novice
group leader to the local
religious superior and then
the roles were reversed and
they would offer their thanks

and blessings to us. We would then sit with them for a
while and enjoy a glass of freshly brewed green tea and

perhaps a piece of fruit.
The ultimate
destination for the day was the childhood home of the
novice director, Fr De. The mini-van deposited us in
front of the home after about a three hour tour of the
sisters convents. All of Fr De’s relatives were waiting
for us in the front of the simple home. Again, the
formal declarations of
thanks and appreciation
were made by both sides

and then we sat down to a feast of specially prepared foods
that I can’t begin to describe because of the shear amounts
and varieties. Suffice it to say that they were all “Good for
Your Health!”

Day Three: Honoring the deceased Family, Friends, and
Community members.

And then on the morning of the Third Day we
dedicated our Morning Mass to our deceased family
members. After Morning Prayer at 6:00 A.M. in our chapel
we processed solemnly and in silence to the nearby Friars grave site which is located on



the adjacent land nestled among
young banana trees and other tropical
plants. Each grave 
monument was decorated with a
bouquet of fresh flowers, burning
incense sticks, and a lit candle.
Amazingly the morning air was so
calm that it allowed for the candles
to remain lit during the entire
celebration. Prayers for the Dead
were recited reverently and we
concluded with our morning Mass in
the midst of the deceased Franciscans who served their final
days in Da Lat. The tradition

reminded me of the Mexican Dia del Muerte (Day of the
Dead) whereby families visit the graves of their deceased
loved ones and leave foods on the grave sites for their
loved ones. What a coincidence. We live thousands of
miles from each other but traditions are really similar. Is
there anything really new under the sun?

Peace and All Good!

              Bruce


