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Abstract 

 

The focus of this historical ethnography is a Vietnamese American Catholic parish community in 

the Archdiocese of Saint Paul and Minneapolis in Minnesota.  When the Church of Blessed 

Joseph Hein was canonically erected in 1987, its mission was to meet the spiritual needs of 

Vietnamese Catholics who desired to worship in the Vietnamese language and preserve their 

cultural traditions.   The parish is now merged with a 125 year old parish with French Canadian 

roots.  The parish‟s name is now Church of St. Anne and St. Joseph Hien; it is located in 

Minneapolis.  The primary focus of the study was to document how this particular Vietnamese 

American Catholic community came into existence, and evolved into the thriving parish that it is 

today.  Initially, a parish-wide survey, available in both Vietnamese and English, was designed to 

discern the most important questions that needed to be explored.  Twelve Vietnamese American 

Catholic parishioners were then interviewed.  Six interviewees were randomly selected by age 

and gender from those who had volunteered at the end of the parish-wide survey.  Two 

additional volunteers were asked for interviews to meet age and gender goals set for the study. 

There was one male and female interviewee from each of four age groupings.  Another four 

individuals were interviewed for their lay leadership insights. In order to remain true to the 

primary focus of the study, parishioners‟ stories of their Catholic experiences while growing up 

in Vietnam were recorded, as well as parishioners‟ reasons for leaving Vietnam and their stories 

of flight.  The study includes a history of how the Vietnamese Catholics began worshiping 

together in Minnesota, formed an incorporated Vietnamese Catholic Community within the 

Archdiocese, and eventually became a parish.  Parishioners also shared their ideas about the 

present and future church, and the study concludes with recommendations for faith communities 

and social services as they attempt to meet the needs of newer refugee and immigrant groups.    
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Chapter One 

The essential point is that we travel in company with one another 

because we are human, and because we are all children of God (#589). 

(Cardinal Francis Xavier Nguyen Van Thuan, 2001) 

 

In June of 2004, the Minnesota State Demographic Center estimated the Vietnamese 

population in Minnesota to be approximately 25,000 people (Ronningen, 2004).  This number 

increased from the 2000 Census that reported 20, 209 Vietnamese living in Minnesota (p. 6).  In 

the preface to his book, Vietnamese-American Catholics, Peter C. Phan (2005b) stated that there 

are now over one million Vietnamese living in the United States, of which over 300,000 of them 

are Catholic.  Archdiocesan demographics do not break down membership by country of origin, 

but rather tabulate membership based upon broader geographic and ethnic categories (Asian).  

However, if Peter Phan‟s estimates hold true, approximately 7,500 Vietnamese in Minnesota are 

Catholic, 84% of whom are living in the seven-county Twin Cities region (Carlson, 2002, p. 3).  

Could it be that there are 6,300 Vietnamese-American Catholics in the Archdiocese of Saint Paul 

and Minneapolis with the largely Caucasian and Hispanic/Latino membership not even being 

aware of, let alone understanding, their Vietnamese-American Catholic brothers and sisters?   

Although some Vietnamese American Catholics in Minnesota‟s Twin Cities metropolitan 

area choose to become members of a Catholic Church close to their homes, many (if not most) of 

them commute to one of three Catholic communities located in inner city areas where they can 

worship in Vietnamese.  Two of them are more newly emerging Vietnamese Catholic 

communities and are located in St. Paul.   The focus of this study was on the oldest Vietnamese 

American Catholic parish community, St. Joseph Hien, which was renamed St. Anne-St. Joseph 
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Hien Catholic Church in 2005.  It is located in the inner city area of Minneapolis known as North 

Minneapolis.  

Human-interest stories about Vietnamese refugees and immigrants have occasionally 

appeared in the archdiocesan newspaper over the past 35 years.  However, very little has been 

officially written in English by either the Archdiocese or the local parish community which 

historically documents the birth and growth of a parish.  An example is the short four-paragraph 

history I received from the parish that was prepared for an Archdiocesan Year Book of Jubilee in 

2000 (St. Joseph Hien Church, 2000).  The published version of this summary sheet was edited 

and written by Scott Wright (2000) in his book, Gather us in: A History of the Parishes of the 

Archdiocese of Saint Paul and Minneapolis.  I have not been able to find any other written 

histories. 

According to the unpublished summary (St. Joseph Hien Church, 2000) and Wright‟s 

(2000) published description (p. 224), this particular Vietnamese Catholic Community began 

forming in 1976 after the first Vietnamese refugees started moving to the Twin Cities after the 

fall of Saigon on April 30, 1975.  When the Vietnamese Americans first came to the Twin Cities 

area, they did not immediately congregate to worship in Vietnamese.  Many of the earliest 

Vietnamese refugees were strangers to each other, so the Catholics among them were initially 

worshiping in predominantly English speaking churches close to their homes.  It was their desire 

to worship in Vietnamese that brought many of them together – once the transportation 

challenges were overcome. 

The unpublished historical summary (2000) briefly details that when the Vietnamese 

refugees began to come together for worship in Vietnamese, they borrowed space from two 

Catholic Churches in St. Paul: St. Peter Claver and later, St Vincent De Paul.  Then on October 
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28, 1987, Archbishop John R. Roach decreed the canonical erection of a Vietnamese Parish to 

be named for one of 117 Vietnamese Martyr Saints, St. Joseph Hien.  He allowed the members 

of the parish to buy, for $180,000, a former Evangelical Lutheran Church building named St. 

Peter Church, located in North Minneapolis.  Archbishop Roach entrusted the pastoral needs of 

the community to the Congregation of the Mother CoRedemptrix (CMC) priests, which has a 

membership comprised of Vietnamese, and Vietnamese American priests.  According to the 

unpublished historical summary (2000), St. Joseph Hien Catholic Church had 3,000 registered 

parishioners from 97 different zip codes.   

On July 3, 2005, I witnessed another milestone in the history of the parish when a 

Vietnamese priest from California was installed as pastor of the newly merged St. Anne/St. 

Joseph Hien parish.  St. Anne‟s roots can be traced back to 1884 (Wright, 2000, p. 89), with its 

founding members being Canadian French.  At the time of the merger, St. Anne Catholic Church 

had fewer than 100 families and St. Joseph Hien had more than 700 families that included over 

3,000 men, women and children.  Previous to the merger, there were no Vietnamese American 

children in the school partially supported by St. Anne‟s; however, there were over 450 children 

in St. Joseph Hien‟s faith formation programs.  The present building of the combined St. 

Anne/St. Joseph Hien Catholic Church seats 700 people and on July 3, 2005, every seat was 

filled.  Folding chairs were used wherever possible with a standing-room crowd present to 

witness this historic event.  And…there were children of all ages everywhere.  

Researcher’s Positionality 

Between 2003 and 2006, I was a member of the board of trustees for an inner-city 

Catholic school in the Archdiocese of Saint Paul and Minneapolis.  As an archdiocesan chancery 

staff person in the education division, I was assigned to represent the Archdiocese on this 
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particular board.  The protocol at the time was that every school receiving significant 

archdiocesan financial support had to have a chancery staff person sitting on the local decision-

making board.    

This particular school, subsequently closed in June of 2009, was a consolidated inner city 

school serving one of the poorest and most dangerous areas of the city.  It was partially funded 

by five struggling neighborhood parishes including St. Anne/St. Joseph Hien Catholic Church.  

The school was experiencing all the challenges typical of inner city Catholic schools.  It had 

declining enrollment, a tuition scale higher than the neighborhood families could afford, and the 

majority of teachers and the administrator were of northern European heritage which did not 

reflect the racial or ethnic background of the student population.  The five parishes partially 

supporting the school had similar challenges – declining membership, declining budgets and a 

membership that also did not reflect the neighborhoods they were located in.  Contradictory to all 

of these challenges, both the school and the parishes were known for the quality of their 

education programs and strong social ministries, respectively. 

It was within this context I had an experience that provided the inspiration for my 

dissertation topic.  Members of the school‟s board of trustees were asked to attend the 

installation of a new pastor at one of the five parishes.  The request might not have been so 

unusual except it was scheduled for July 3
rd

, two parishes were merging into one, and the 

Vietnamese pastor was recruited out of Oakland, California.  I wondered if there would be many 

people at the holiday weekend liturgy to witness the event, and if there were enough parishioners 

from the two parishes to fill the once elegant church in this run-down neighborhood.  I wondered 

how the decision was made to merge a parish with Canadian French roots and 100 members with 

another parish, distinctively Vietnamese in heritage with 700 families and over 3,000 members.      
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July 3, 2005 came with all the sun, heat and humidity that a summer day in the Midwest 

can bring.  The freeways were empty as I came in from my small hometown in the northern 

suburbs.  However, the closer I got to the church I realized that cars and pedestrians were 

streaming into the area, much like for a sporting event and that parking might be a problem.  The 

small parking lot was cordoned off for use after the church service, and no street parking was 

open within blocks of the church.  It had never occurred to me that I would be parking blocks 

away in a residential neighborhood.  As I looked for a parking space, I had a fleeting thought that 

walking down these side streets as a white, middle-aged unaccompanied woman carrying a purse 

might not be the best way to start the Fourth of July weekend.  However, throngs of people were 

parking and walking along the streets, and they were all going in the same direction.  As I looked 

around, everyone seemed excited, and I never thought about my personal safety again the rest of 

the day.  Most of those walking were in Vietnamese-style clothing, far more elegant than my 

summer outfit.  All were speaking in a language I did not understand, yet I could guess from the 

smiles, laughter, and parents giving their children last minute instructions that this was a big day 

for these families.    

As I entered the church building, I felt strangely awkward and out of place.  I did not 

know if I was breaking any rules by entering a side door.  I was in the midst of a standing-room-

only crowd and did not know where I should stand to be out of the traffic patterns.  I kept 

wondering if I was offending anyone, and I did not want to appear upset with needing to stand.  

As I waited for the church service to begin, I observed that there were people (and notably, 

children) everywhere.  Folding chairs were being added around the perimeter of the church.  

Families were shuffling to get their elderly and pregnant members seated.  I just kept smiling, 

and I wanted my body language to send the message that I was enjoying the moment.  Although 
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I knew that other members of the board were there, and that some parishioners from the original 

church must also be present, I saw no one of European heritage in my view.  I felt like I was 

truly witnessing an historical moment in the lives of these parishioners and the Archdiocese. 

The music began, but I could not join in the singing.  Normally I might find this 

unwelcoming, but the Vietnamese singing was so beautiful I was perfectly satisfied with being a 

listener.  The opening procession was full of vibrant colors with glistening reds everywhere.  It 

truly was a feast for the eyes.  The only rather disjointed moment in the opening occurred when 

the Knights of Columbus and their Ladies proceeded in before the bishop.  So that is where the 

older members from the St. Anne‟s parishioners were hiding.  (I wondered how the Knights and 

Ladies might look ten years hence.)  The liturgy progressed, but I could only imagine what was 

being said much of the time.  I was very thankful for the fact that a bishop was present, so that 

some of the rituals were spoken in both English and Vietnamese. I was also thankful that 

Catholic liturgy is so universal in its rituals.  The homily was delivered in English, although I 

cannot remember the message, given all of the stimuli distracting me.      

What continued to be remarkable were the sights, sounds, smells, and even the tastes 

involved in this experience.  As I shared communion with these fellow Catholics, it occurred to 

me that I needed to learn more about this parish.  What were their individual and collective 

stories? How did they begin to form a parish community?  Why did I not know more about this 

local Vietnamese American Catholic community, both as a practicing Catholic and as an 

archdiocesan employee?  How did they get the attention of the bishops and decision-makers 

within the Archdiocese?  Where did all of these children go to school? 

The event ended with a parish picnic with the bishop and attending priests seated at a 

table overlooking the rest of the picnickers.  This seemed oddly formal and yet traditionally 



New Life - 7 

respectful of the clergy present.  The food was, of course, Vietnamese.  I kept hoping I would not 

do something that would draw negative attention to me and a co-worker of mine that I found 

after the church service.  I wondered what type of church, in terms of theology and religious 

traditions, these parishioners experienced in Vietnam and how those traditions influenced their 

worship now.    

I went back to work and in the following weeks began making inquiries.  There were no 

Vietnamese families in the school.  Why? I quickly learned that most of the Vietnamese families 

did not live in the immediate area but came to the church on Saturdays for scouts and youth 

group meetings, and on Sundays for Mass and Sunday School.  I then looked at the 

demographics of other Catholic elementary schools that were located in areas where parishioners 

lived.  Although the Vietnamese are known for valuing education, there appeared to be very few 

Asian (no demographic information regarding country of origin) families attending any of the 

Catholic schools close to their homes.  Why?  Were we looking in the right areas?  What were 

we missing?  Many of the Catholics from St. Anne‟s original church membership, and some 

archdiocesan chancery offices had answers that they were willing to share with me.  However, I 

questioned if their answers were accurate or simply part of the ever-present, inner-city lore.  

As I began reading more about Vietnamese American Catholics, I became captivated 

with their story. It was evident how little I knew about this newer wave of refugees and 

immigrants to the United States, and within the Catholic Church.  The more Vietnamese 

American memoirs I read, the more committed I became to writing the story of this Vietnamese 

American Catholic community, and how the community came into existence from some of the 

members‟ earlier roots as Catholics in Vietnam.  I did not want the story to be lost because its 
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members were justifiably busy making a new life for themselves, their families, their ethnic 

communities and their faith communities.    

There was one other, very selfish reason for pursuing the documentation of this parish 

community‟s history.  As the family historian for my own ancestors (German Lutheran and Irish 

Catholic), I realized that I knew more about my ancestors‟ economic and cultural backgrounds, 

and less about the families‟ religious histories.  Most of the religious histories have been lost.  

Although I will never be able to retrieve the detailed stories involving my ancestors‟ experiences 

with their churches, I think that many of the stories that the Vietnamese American Catholics are 

able to tell contain similar themes of religious commitments, persecution, and hope that my 

ancestors experienced. Although the story of my own family‟s religious history will forever go 

untold, my hope as I began the research was that I would gain insights regarding my own 

religious roots through hearing the stories of newer groups of refugees and immigrants.  

Research Purpose and Core Questions 

The purpose of this historical ethnographic study was to describe and document the 

history of how one Vietnamese American Catholic community came into existence, evolved into 

a parish community, and grew to its present size and identity as a vibrant Catholic parish.  In 

addition to researching relevant literature, I reviewed archdiocesan archives and demographic 

information pertinent to this study, and also scanned the archdiocesan newspaper archives for 

relevant historical information.  I used the background information gathered to establish my core 

research questions, and devise the parishioner survey.  Likewise, after the parish-wide survey 

data was tabulated, I then used that information to revise the core research questions and 

formulate the interview questions.  I analyzed and cross-referenced both the survey results and 

interviewee transcripts to capture the parish‟s history, present priorities, and future hopes. 
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In recording the history, I was most interested in investigating the following questions.  

How did this thriving Vietnamese American parish evolve over the past thirty years into a 

national/cultural parish?  What historical factors from parishioners‟ lives in Vietnam, and 

cultural and social factors early in their experiences in Minnesota influenced their commitment 

to form a national/cultural parish?  What were the challenges to their desire for a regional, 

culturally-organized church, given the fact that many American dioceses used assimilation, 

multicultural, and intercultural organizational parish models?   

I also sought to understand why parishioners were, and continue to be, so committed to 

this parish model.  Many of them drive long distances from all over the Twin Cities in order to 

attend Sunday liturgies and other parish activities during the week.  Additionally, I was 

interested in understanding their commitment to their Sunday school programs that begin after 

the mid-day Sunday Mass and continue until after 4:00 p.m. every Sunday during the academic 

year.  Are these classes meeting the religious and cultural needs of their children?  Do 

parishioners feel a need for Catholic schools to serve Vietnamese American families?   

A third set of questions focused on the differences in religious and cultural priorities 

among the first, second, and third generations of Vietnamese American Catholics, and between 

the membership within the two previous parishes.  I wondered if any St. Anne‟s traditions and 

rituals impacted the formerly St. Joseph Hien parishioners?    

Lastly, I wanted to know how generational differences would impact the future of the 

parish community of St. Anne/St. Joseph Hien Catholic Church.  I also wanted to know what the 

hopes and dreams of parishioners were for both their families‟ faith lives and for the parish‟s 

future existence. 
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Rationale for Study 

The time seemed right to record the stories of current parishioners before some of the 

founding members died, chose to relocate to other regions of the United States, or returned to 

Vietnam without ever having the opportunity to relate how this parish community evolved.  This 

study gives the Vietnamese American Catholics in this region preliminary historic, ethnographic, 

and demographic information that will be helpful to them if sometime in the future they choose 

to write a more complete history of individual members of the parish community.  It is 

particularly helpful to younger generations of Vietnamese American Catholic parishioners who 

may not be fluent in Vietnamese, but who have an interest in learning about the founding 

parishioners‟ lives. 

It is also helpful to archdiocesan staff to have a glimpse of what the successes and 

failures have been within this particular refugee and immigrant Catholic community.  Many 

metropolitan area public, and nonpublic service organizations, including the Archdiocese, are 

attempting to welcome and support the needs of an ever-increasing population of Catholic, 

Christian, and non-Christian refugees and immigrants who are moving into the area.  

Archdiocesan chancery staff members are working with local Catholic parish and school staffs to 

make them more aware, welcoming, and supportive of the area‟s refugees and immigrants.  This 

research gives the Archdiocese a glimpse into one of the newer refugee and immigrant groups 

that are Catholic.  Additionally, it is my hope that this study helps the Archdiocese‟s Catholic 

schools find their place in bringing quality education to newer generations of refugees and 

immigrants. 

Lastly, I think it is very helpful for parishioners coming from northern European Catholic 

backgrounds to know more about Catholics who have come to the Twin Cities from all over the 
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world.  Within the Archdiocese of Saint Paul and Minneapolis,  weekend Masses are celebrated 

in African French, Arabic, Aramaic, Hmong, Korean, Polish, Spanish, and Vietnamese 

languages, yet I think there is little awareness of, or opportunity to interact with, members of 

these newer immigrant groups. 

Organizational Structure of Document 

The literature review of Chapter Two provides an overview of pre-1975 Vietnamese 

Catholic history and culture, and background information regarding the Vietnamese refugee and 

immigrant experience.  The review also includes demographic information to help understand 

the context for the research findings and data analysis.  Additionally, the literature review gives 

background information on the cultural complexities Vietnamese American Catholics find 

themselves negotiating, and an overview of their present religious practices.  The chapter 

concludes with an overview of church documents pertinent to Asian and immigrant Catholic 

communities, and a brief summary of emerging Asian theological thought that will influence 

Catholic theology in future years. 

Chapter Three outlines the procedures used for the survey and the interviews, and the 

challenges that occurred during the course of the study. 

Chapter Four focuses on participants‟ stories of their memories growing up Catholic in 

Vietnam, and the stories of their experiences as refugees and immigrants.  It is important for 

readers to understand that the Vietnam War and Vatican II were occurring simultaneously, and 

that the war did impact the ability of the Vietnamese Catholic Church‟s to be influenced by 

Vatican II documents.  The participants‟ memories, experiences, and the timing of the Vietnam 

War are deeply rooted influences that shaped the nature of the parish community and visibly set 

it apart from contemporary mainstream American Catholic churches. 
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Chapter Five describes parishioners‟ early worship experiences in the Twin Cities, the 

initial incorporation of a Vietnamese Catholic Community, and the eventual canonical erection 

of the Church of St. Joseph Hein to serve the needs of the Vietnamese Catholic community in St. 

Paul and Minneapolis.  It also explores the merger of St. Joseph Hein parish with the Church of 

St. Anne in 2005, and how the merger has impacted the Vietnamese American community.  

Additionally, Chapter Five investigates differences that appear to exist among those who are 

first, second, and third generation Vietnamese American Catholics.  Preliminary survey 

information suggested that the religious and cultural priorities of parishioners over 70 years of 

age were very different from those who are 29 years of age and under.  Likewise, both of these 

age groupings were contrasted to the 30 to 49 year olds, and the 50 to 69 year olds. 

Chapter Six provides an analysis of the parish‟s current strengths and future challenges.  

It also analyzes what has been learned from this research, and suggests strategies that might be 

helpful to those who are attempting to meet the pastoral needs of refugee and immigrant 

communities.  My hope is that Catholics from across the Archdiocese will become more aware 

of the Vietnamese American Catholics in the Archdiocese, and will be inspired by their faith-

filled lives. 



New Life - 13 

Chapter Two 

Relevant Literature 

The time of study is a time of prayer (#558).  Study in order to understand. 

Study in order to reform.  Study in order to serve.  Study in order to love (#560). 

(Cardinal Francis Xavier Nguyen Van Thuan, 2001) 

 

Overview 

 

For this historical ethnographic study, the goal of the review of literature was to learn 

about the history of Catholicism in Vietnam, as well as to understand the historical context that 

brought Vietnamese Americans to Minnesota and inspired them to form a Catholic community 

where they could worship in the Vietnamese language and preserve their Vietnamese culture.   

The first three sections of this chapter are arranged chronologically beginning with a 

history of religion and Catholicism in Vietnam, continuing with an overview of Vietnamese 

migration to the United States of America and Minnesota, and concluding with an overview of 

the challenges experienced by Vietnamese refugees and immigrants in relocating to the United 

States.   

The fourth section of this chapter explores the various contexts Vietnamese American 

Catholics find themselves negotiating in being both Vietnamese and American within the Roman 

Catholic Church tradition in the United States.  The fifth section describes current religious 

practices of Vietnamese and Vietnamese American Catholics, with the final section outlining 

various Roman Catholic documents that address issues of inculturation and migration.  This last 

section also includes a number of theological considerations that will be helpful in more fully 

appreciating Vietnamese American Catholics in the Archdiocese of Saint Paul and Minneapolis. 
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History of Religion and Catholicism in Vietnam 

In order to understand Vietnamese American Catholics in Minnesota, it is necessary to 

understand Catholicism‟s early roots and minority status in a country that has been highly 

influenced by many of the world‟s major religions and cultural traditions.  Four sources provide 

the most helpful information regarding Vietnamese religious history.  They include: Carl 

Bankston III‟s article, Vietnamese-American Catholicism: Transplanted and Flourishing (2000); 

Sucheng Chan, The Vietnamese American 1.5 Generation (2006); Linh Hoang, Rebuilding 

Religious Experience: Vietnamese Refugees in America (2007); and Peter C. Phan, Vietnamese-

American Catholics (2005b).    A summative chronology is included at the end of this section in 

Table 1.  Chan‟s historical overview will be exceedingly helpful for readers who wish to learn in 

greater depth about the history of Vietnam. 

Pre-Chinese references.  Although archeological findings indicate that the Vietnamese 

had a stable society in the seventh century BCE (Phan, 2005b), Linh Hoang (2007), cited an 

earlier indigenous myth being documented as far back as 2,879 BCE.  This suggests that the 

history of the Vietnamese people is rich and long.  Hoang also suggests that the Vietnamese 

culture, since its very beginnings, had a religious spirit.  He quotes a French author, Leopold 

Cadiere, who wrote in 1944 that Dao Dan Gian, the indigenous religion, “has no history because 

it dates from the origin of the race” (Hoang‟s translation from the French, 2007, p.17).   

Beyond the myths of ancient Vietnam, more relevant to understanding Vietnamese 

American Catholics today, is an oft quoted verse by songwriter, Trinh Cong Son, who 

summarizes the history of Vietnam with the following words.  “A thousand years of Chinese 

domination, a hundred years of French rule, twenty years of daily war (between North and 

South)” (Phan, 2005b, p. 9).   
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Chinese domination.  Chinese domination of Vietnam lasted from 111 BCE until 939 

CE (Chan, 2006; Phan, 2005b).  During this time, the Chinese imposed upon the Vietnamese 

their social, cultural and political norms that were highly influenced by the Chinese philosopher, 

Confucius.  Although Confucianism is more of an ethico-political system than a religion (Phan, 

2005b, p.39), it continues to have a place within present day Vietnamese society.  According to 

Phan, historians think it is noteworthy that after a thousand years of domination, the Vietnamese 

were still able to retain a “distinctive language, culture, and national identity” (p. 11).  Three 

reasons cited for the maintenance of this distinctiveness include: (a) Vietnam was geographically 

far from China‟s cultural centers; (b) the Vietnamese language was very different from the 

Chinese language; and (c) the Vietnamese peasants, who constituted 80 % of the population, 

were not influenced by the more sophisticated Chinese culture (Phan, 2005b).  It is also 

interesting to note that many of the Chinese influences that did become imbedded into 

Vietnamese culture were originally imposed by the Vietnamese dynasties that ruled from 939 – 

1862 CE (Phan, 2005b).  

It was also during this period of Chinese domination that three of the legendary early 

leaders of resistance were Vietnamese women (Phan, 2005b).  In 40 CE, the two Trung sisters 

expelled the Chinese only to die at the hands of Chinese generals three years later.  Then in 248 

CE, Trieu Au became a national heroine when she led a rebellion.  Their stories and their 

historical status are important considering this was an era when the Chinese and Confucian 

beliefs diminished the role of women.      

Vietnamese dynasties.  From 939 CE until 1862 CE, Vietnam was governed by a series 

of Vietnamese Dynasties.  It was during the reign of Emperor Tien Hoang of the Dinh dynasty 

(968 – 980 CE) that Taoism and Buddhism were first introduced, and during the next Early Le 
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dynasties (980– 1009 CE) that Buddhism became dominant.  Vietnam‟s Buddhism evolved into 

a blend of Buddhism, Taoism, and indigenous animistic beliefs.  Scholars have found evidence 

of both major branches of Buddhism in Vietnam.  The Theravada branch came from India first, 

and then the Mahayana branch came from China in the first century A. D. (Chan, 2006; Phan, 

2005b). 

It was also in the era of Vietnamese dynasties that Vietnam was introduced to Catholic 

Christianity for the first time in the early sixteenth century (Phan, 2003b, 2005b).  Although 

there is a record of a missionary known as Ignatius having preached in two villages in 1533 CE 

(Phan, 2005b), and of Portuguese Dominican, Franciscan and Augustinian missionaries from the 

Philippines and Malacca having come to Vietnam between 1550 and 1615 CE, neither of these 

influences seemed to have left noticeable traces (Hoang, 2007; Huon, 2000; Phan, 2005).  Of 

historical importance is the arrival of the Jesuit priests beginning in 1615 CE.  The first Jesuits 

came from Macao (China) and were Portuguese.  However, the most influential of these 

missionaries was the French Jesuit, Alexandre de Rhodes (1593 CE – 1660 CE). 

Peter C. Phan (1998, 2003b, 2005b) is a noted biographer of Alexandre de Rhodes.  

Rhodes arrived in central Vietnam in December of 1624 and then went to northern Vietnam in 

1627.  After almost four highly successful years he was expelled in 1630, but returned again to 

Central Vietnam in 1640.  Over the next five years, he was expelled four more times, leaving 

Vietnam for the last time in 1645.   

Phan (2005b) describes Rhodes‟ efforts as “extraordinary” (p. 85).  Beside the conversion 

of approximately 10,000 Vietnamese, he set up an organization of lay catechists who could 

continue evangelizing during the missionaries‟ absences.  Two of these early Vietnamese 

catechists were beheaded and became the first of many martyrs (Hoang, 2007).  Although Phan 
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believes the numbers to be exaggerated, Rhodes reported that in 1650 there were 300,000 

Catholics in northern Vietnam with an increase of 15,000 Catholics every year (p. 86).   

Rhodes also lobbied Rome to establish a hierarchy in Vietnam.  In 1658, Pope Alexander 

VII appointed Francois Pallu bishop of Tonkin (northern Vietnam) and Pierre Lambert de la 

Motte bishop of Cochinchina (southern Vietnam) (Phan, 2005b).  Installed as bishops in 

Thailand because they were prohibited from entering Vietnam, they established the first 

seminary on a fishing boat.  In 1668, four Vietnamese priests were ordained for Tonkin, and 

another two were ordained for Cochinchina (Hoang, 2007).  This was also when the first order of 

nuns, the Lovers of the Cross, was formally established in Thailand in 1667, although Hoang 

found that the order could be traced back to Vietnam in 1640. Hoang also found from his 

research that there were 11 Vietnamese priests, seven European missionaries and two French 

bishops in northern Vietnam by 1682. 

In addition to these accomplishments, Rhodes was the major contributor to modernizing 

Vietnamese script to use the Roman alphabet with diacritical marks (Phan, 2005b).  It was 

Rhodes who then authored the first dictionary and catechism in Vietnamese.   

From the perspective of Catholicism‟s growth in Vietnam, the Roman Catholic Church 

had two significant challenges beyond internal Vietnamese political turmoil, and the missionary 

infighting that was occurring between the Portuguese and French.  The first challenge was what 

became known as the Chinese Rites Controversy (Phan, 2005b).  The Jesuits had originally 

allowed the Vietnamese to continue offering sacrifices to Confucius and the ancestors.  

However, Dominican, Franciscan, and Paris Foreign Missions missionaries, mostly from 

Portugal and Spain, convinced Pope Clement XI in 1710 to condemn the practice as 

superstitious.  Even though actions were taken in 1739 to bring harmony between Rome‟s 
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hierarchy and the Vietnamese Catholic faithful, it was not until 1939 that Pope Pius XII 

permitted the veneration of ancestors as long as it was a “civil and political act” (p. 88).   

The second and more severe challenge to the growth of Catholicism in Vietnam during 

this time period was the persecution of Catholics.  During the 17
th

 and 18
th

 centuries, 30,000 

Catholics were killed (Phan, 2005b, p.88).  One documented example of this was in August of 

1798 when Canh Thinh, king of the then unified Vietnam, issued an anti-Catholic edict and 

began persecuting Vietnamese Catholics and missionaries (Bankston, 2000; Hoang, 2007; Huon, 

2000).  Another 100,000 were killed between 1820 and 1885 (Phan, 2005b, p.88).  Included in 

the “130,000 killed for the faith, there were 8 bishops, more than 200 priests, 340 catechists, and 

270 members of the Lovers of the Cross Society” (p. 88).  Despite these difficulties, Phan 

(2005b) estimated there were 320,000 faithful in 1802, and this number grew to 613,435 

Catholic faithful in 1889 shortly after the French completed its colonization of Vietnam (p. 89). 

It was during this era of persecution that two separate apparitions of Mary occurred.  The 

first apparition occurred at La Vang in 1798.  Hoang (2007) noted that there were several 

versions of the story, but in all the stories there was agreement that Mary appeared to several 

people hiding under a large banyan tree, and that Mary was a protector and healer.  One version 

of the story actually comes from Buddhists who “described seeing a heavenly lady under a 

banyan tree” (pp.101 – 102).  Later, during Christian persecutions between 1820 and 1840, 

Buddhists built a pagoda over the place.  “After it was built, the leaders of La Vang had a dream 

in which Buddha told them to remove the pagoda because there was a lady far powerful [sic] 

than he who occupied the place” (p.102). 

The second apparition occurred at Tra Kieu in 1885, during another period of 

persecution.  Catholic villagers were being attacked by Emperor Ham Nghi‟s army.  The canons 
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kept missing the church and “a soldier reported seeing a lady dressed in white standing on top of 

the church” (Huon, 2000, p.415 as cited in Hoang, 2007, p.103).  With both of these apparitions 

having been verified by Buddhist observers, Mary is very appealing to Vietnamese Buddhists, 

and her statues are often displayed in Buddhist pagodas (Hoang, 2007).  

French rule.  In the mid-1800s, at a time when France was attempting to acquire more 

colonies and anti-Catholic activities had intensified in Vietnam, Napoleon III decided to 

intervene on behalf of the Vietnamese Catholics.  He invaded and seized Saigon and three 

surrounding provinces in 1859.  After a war between France and China in the 1880‟s, he 

extended his control over all of Vietnam (Bankston, 2000).   

The French ruled Vietnam from 1862 – 1954 (Phan, 2005b) with the Nguyen dynasty set 

up as mere puppets for the French government.  According to Bankston (2000) because of the 

association between French colonial expansion and Catholicism, Vietnamese Catholics were 

often seen as agents of the French during times when the Vietnamese were attempting to become 

independent of France.  Bankston also attributes the persecution of Catholics, especially in the 

19
th

 century, and the relationship of Catholics to the French colonization of Vietnam as two 

factors that intensified and shaped Vietnamese Catholicism.   

It was the French colonization of Vietnam that set the stage for Ho Chi Minh and Ngo 

Dinh Diem becoming national heroes.  Ho Chi Minh was the powerful communist leader 

instrumental in defeating the French at the battle of Diem Bien Phu on May 8, 1954, and forcing 

the world leaders to agree during the 1954 Geneva Accords to split Vietnam temporarily into two 

areas (Phan, 2005b).  The North was governed by the Democratic Republic of Vietnam 

(Communist), and the South was to be governed by the French until 1956 when general elections 
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were to be held.   A year later, in 1957, Ngo Dinh Diem, a strong Catholic, anti-Communist 

leader proclaimed himself as president of South Vietnam. 

Twenty years of war.  The 1954 Geneva Accords stated that people who wanted to 

move from the North to the South, or vice versa, would have three hundred days to do so (Chan, 

2006).  Somewhere between 860,000 (Phan, 2005b) and 900,000 (Chan, 2006) people moved 

from North Vietnam during this period.  Approximately 650,000 were Catholic.  Unfortunately 

for the Catholic Church in North Vietnam, this left 831,500 Catholics being served by 7 bishops 

and 327 priests (Phan, 2005b, p. 89).  Phan writes that Church statistics indicated that in 1957, 

three years after the exodus, there were 1.1 million Catholics with 254 seminarians and 1,264 

priests in the South (p. 89).  As a result of the mass migration to the south, the Catholic Church 

in North Vietnam “barely survived” (Phan, p. 90). 

By 1954, the United States was already paying 78% of France‟s war costs in an effort to 

fight against the spread of communism during the Cold War (Chan, 2006). The United States 

supported Diem because of his anti-communist and nationalistic efforts.  However, his main 

support came from the Catholics of central Vietnam, and the Catholic refugees from the north 

(Bankston, 2000).  With Catholicism being a minority religion, Diem attempted to seek the 

support of other religious groups, but over time he found himself relying almost exclusively on 

his Catholic supporters.   In 1961, President John F. Kennedy, himself a Catholic, sent military 

advisors to South Vietnam to assist Diem‟s failing government. 

Diem and his brother Ngo Dinh Nhu became increasingly suspicious and intolerant of 

Buddhist monks fearing that they were supporting the communists, and they began repressing 

Buddhist dissenters.  In May of 1963, a woman and eight children were killed during a 

celebration commemorating Buddha‟s birthday.  Then on June 11
th

, a Buddhist monk burned 
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himself to death in protest.  On November 1, 1963, three weeks before the assassination of 

President Kennedy, both Diem and Nhu were murdered in a coup (Chan, 2006).    

Following Diem‟s death on November 2, 1963, the war between North and South 

Vietnam escalated.  At the height of the Vietnam War, there were 525,000 (Phan, 2005b) to 

540,000 (Hoang, 2007) Americans serving in Vietnam.  On January 27, 1973, the United States 

signed the Paris Peace Accords in which the United States agreed to end its direct military 

involvement in Vietnam.  On April 30, 1975, North Vietnam‟s military forces captured Saigon 

and South Vietnam‟s government surrendered.   

Most United States citizens know more than 58,000 American lives were lost during the 

war (U. S. National Archives, 2007).  What Americans are less likely to know is that more than 

2,000,000 Vietnamese civilians and 1,000,000 Vietnamese soldiers died during this 20 year 

period (Phan, 2005b, p.1). 

Table 1 summarizes the most important dates in the history of religion in Vietnam up to 

the Fall of Saigon on April 30, 1975. 
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Table 1 

Important Dates in Vietnamese Religious History 

Dates Events 

Before  111 BCE  Indigenous Religions 

111 BCE - 939 CE Chinese Domination of Vietnam – Introduction of 

Confucian  Beliefs 

939 CE - 1862 CE 

 

 

Vietnamese Dynasties 

 968 – 980     Introduction of Taoism and Buddhism 

 980 – 1009   Buddhism Became Dominant Religion 

 

1624 CE - 1640 CE 

 

Alexandre de Rhodes in Vietnam – Introduction of 

Catholicism 
 

1745 – 1862 Persecutions of Thousands, Including 117 Martyrs 

1798 Our Lady of La Vang 

1885 Our Lady of Tra Kieau 

1862 – 1954 French Colonization of Vietnam 

1954 

 
Ho Chi Minh defeated French at Diem Bien Phu, Geneva 

Accord Divides Vietnam, Mass Migration of Catholics 

1962 - 1965 Vatican II 

1973 Parish Peace Agreement Ends U. S. Military 

Involvement 

April 30, 1975 Fall of Saigon 

 



New Life - 23 

Vietnamese Catholic Migration to the United States of America and Minnesota 

Three statistics can set the context for discussing Vietnamese migration to the United 

States.  Takaki (1998) mentioned that in 1964 there were only 603 Vietnamese living the United 

States.  “They were students, language teachers, and diplomats” (p. 448).  Ten years later, in 

1974, there were 18,000 Vietnamese living in the United States.  They were “mostly students and 

the families of businessmen and diplomats” (Phan, 2005b, p.66).  For the most part, these 

Vietnamese were using various visas, and had no intention of staying in the United States.  All of 

this changed in April, 1975.  The 2000 census numbers indicated that at the time there were 

1,122,528 Vietnamese in the United States. 

First wave of refugees to the United States.  Phan (2005b) outlines five successive 

waves of Vietnamese migration to the United States.  The first was during, and shortly after the 

collapse of the South Vietnamese government.  On April 18, 1975, President Ford authorized the 

entry of 130,000 refugees from Indochina, including 125,000 Vietnamese (Bankston, 2000, 

p.42).  Non-essential Americans had been told to evacuate, beginning on April 1, 1975, but many 

waited until April 22
nd

 when the collapse of the South Vietnamese government was imminent 

(Chan, 2006, pp. 62 – 63) in order to depart with their Vietnamese dependents.  Historically, exit 

papers of Vietnamese family members were often delayed. United States citizens hoped to stay 

until the papers were processed in order to evacuate with their families, but as the end drew near, 

exit papers became a non-issue.   

Evacuation from South Vietnam.  From April 22-28, 1975, 7,500 people were evacuated 

by plane every day (Chan, 2006, p.63).  Then, on April 28
th

, the runways at Tan Son Nhut 

Airport were destroyed by South Vietnamese pilots as they dumped their heavy loads of bombs 

in order to transport more family members to safety.  Only helicopters could be used on April 29 
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and the morning of April 30.  Altogether 130,000 Vietnamese escaped, with over 73,000 

escaping by sea before the North Vietnamese soldiers entered Saigon (p.63).  In the chaos, “tens 

of thousands of Vietnamese who were definitely at risk failed to be evacuated while some who 

were not a risk bribed their way out” (p.63). 

The word chaos is used by historians and researchers to describe the last days before the 

communist takeover, and the time period shortly thereafter.  South Vietnamese Air Force pilots 

flew family members and friends to U. S. bases in Thailand.  Other South Vietnamese planes and 

helicopters landed on U. S. aircraft carriers anchored in the South China Sea, only to be dumped 

into the sea after unloading the passengers.  There were 26 South Vietnamese naval vessels with 

approximately 30,000 passengers docked at the U. S. naval base at Subic Bay in the Philippines 

the first week of May, and many other ships made their way to ports in neighboring countries 

(Chan, 2006, p. 63).       

Three summative ideas about this period of evacuation are pertinent to the research.  The 

first is that the 1975 Vietnamese refugees “did not choose to come here.  In fact, they had no 

decision to make, for they were driven out by the powerful events surrounding them” (Takaki, 

1998, p. 449).  Many of the refugees thought they would be leaving only temporarily, in order to 

escape the anticipated bloodshed as the communists captured Saigon.  Indeed, 1,546 refugees 

asked, and were granted permission to go back to Vietnam from Guam (Chan, 2006, p.64).  In 

returning, they were considered repatriates and were placed in re-education camps.    

Secondly because Catholics disproportionately supported the South Vietnamese and 

American governments and military, they feared for their lives during the fall of Saigon.  

Bankston wrote “those who arrived in this first group were the most heavily Catholic of all the 

refugee waves, since over half of them professed Catholicism” (2000, p.42).  Among the earliest 
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refugees were 200 Catholic priests and 250 Catholic nuns (p.42).  According to Phan (2005b), 

although Catholics make up only 8% of the population of Vietnam, in the United States they 

comprise 30% of Vietnamese Americans.   

The third contributing factor suggested by Phan (2005b) is that many of the Catholics had 

already fled from North Vietnam to South Vietnam in 1954 in response to the communist 

takeover.  “Having had firsthand experiences of the evils of communism, they had much greater 

incentives to emigrate in 1975” (p. 68).   

 Refugee camps for first wave evacuees.  Before arriving in their host locations in the 

United States, most of the first wave of Vietnamese refugees experienced at least two refugee 

camps.  Refugees were first brought to the major processing camp in Guam, or smaller camps at 

U. S. military bases in Subic Bay and Wake Island.  These camps were initially set up by a 

combination of U. S. military personnel, Guam‟s civilian and tourist population, and early 

Vietnamese refugees.  The U. S. Immigration and Naturalization Service and the Public Health 

Service proceeded to process refugees before sending them to one of four reception centers in 

the U. S.  There were four reception sites in the United States: Camp Pendleton, California 

opened April 29, 1975; Fort Chaffee, Arkansas opened May 2; Eglin Air Base, Florida opened 

May 4; and Fort Indiantown Gap, Pennsylvania opened May 28 (Chan, 2006, p. 64).  It is 

noteworthy, that in spite of U. S. efforts, only one tenth of the refugee population was relocated 

to other countries, mostly France and Canada.  Internationally, the refugees were viewed as an 

American problem (Chan, 2006, p. 65).                

  For the first wave of refugees, the process of finding host locations was timelier than 

what was experienced by some of the future waves of refugees.  In 1975, under President Gerald 

Ford, the Federal Government Refugee Dispersion Policy was enacted in order to quickly move 
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refugees out of the reception camps.  All 50 states received refugees.  Although California 

(20.1% of refugees), Texas (7%) and Pennsylvania (5.5%) initially received the most refugees, 

Minnesota initially accepted 3,802 (2.93%) refugees (Do, 1999, p. 39).  The Minnesota number 

grew to 4,123 by year‟s end (p. 40).  All of the initial processing and reception camps were 

closed by December 31, 1975, and the Interagency Task Force itself was disbanded on December 

31
st
.  No one anticipated what was to come in the following years. 

Characteristics of first wave refugees.  Takaki (1998) described the first wave of 

Vietnamese refugees as having come from the urban, educated populations of South Vietnam.  

For this reason, 37 % of the heads of households had a high school diploma, 16 % had attended 

college, and two-thirds of the refugees had some degree of English fluency.  He characterized 

them as being more westernized than the general Vietnamese population, with most having 

worked for either the French or American governments or corporations.  Takaki also stated half 

of the first wave refugees were Christian, even though they represented only 10% of the 

population at the time.  The refugees came as family units, thus there were almost an equal 

distribution of men and women. 

Vietnam after April 30, 1975 and the second wave of refugees.  For those who 

remained in the former South Vietnam after April 30, 1975, the feared bloodbath during the 

takeover of Saigon did not occur, but hardship soon prevailed.  Both memoir accounts (Chong, 

1999; Elliott, 1999; Thuan, 2000) and historical accounts (Chan, 2006; Takaki, 1998) described 

first the silence, and then the almost immediate changes.  After the last helicopter left, the media 

coverage of Vietnam also fell silent. 

Re-education camps.  Within days, Vietnamese radio stations announced that certain 

groups of people would need to report to various locations for 3-30 days of re-education.  These 
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groups included elected officials from all levels of government, civil servants, non-Communist 

political party members, military officers, policemen, religious leaders, professors, teachers, 

writers, and artists (Chan, 2006).  People were told to bring one week‟s worth of rations, leading 

them to believe the re-education classes would be short-term.  Contrary to this, when they 

arrived at the gathering areas soldiers herded them into covered vehicles, and the invitees were 

transported to secured, re-education camps where they were actually prisoners.  A few low-level 

civil servants were freed after a couple of days; however, the vast majority of prisoners were 

forced into hard labor, subjected to near-starvation diets, and indoctrinated into the Communist 

political agenda (Chan, 2006).  It is estimated that between 1975 and 1980 (highest internment 

years), there were 300,000 people in Vietnamese re-education camps with approximately 95,000 

Vietnamese dying in these camps between 1975 and 1987 (Rummel, 1997, Table 6.1B).  

Although most of the re-education camps were in the southern and central areas of 

Vietnam, many of the higher ranking officials were transported to camps in northern Vietnam.  

In this way, “in one fell swoop, virtually all the potential opponents of the new government were 

removed from society” (Chan, 2006, p.66).   

One of the most famous prisoners for Vietnamese American Catholics was Cardinal 

Francis Xavier Nguyen Van Thuan (2000, 2002, 2003), the coadjutor bishop of Saigon in 1975.  

On August 15, 1975, he was arrested.  December 1, 1976, he was sent to a North Vietnam re-

education camp prison where he remained for nine years, spending some of that time in isolation.  

During his time of incarceration, and before he was placed in solitary confinement, he continued 

to communicate with the Catholic faithful by writing brief reflections on scraps of paper that 

were then smuggled out of prison, hand copied, and distributed.  One thousand and one of these 

reflections later became his book, The Road to Hope (Thuan, 2001).   



New Life - 28 

In describing the ship that took him to North Vietnam years later Cardinal Thuan wrote in 

Testimony of Hope (2000):  

I understood that at this point, on this ship, in this prison, was my most beautiful 

cathedral, and that these prisoners, without exception, were the people of God 

entrusted to my pastoral care.  My prison was divine providence.  It was the will of 

God.  (p.79)  

He was released from prison in 1988, and subsequently expelled from Vietnam in 

December of 1991.                   

Nationalization of businesses and New Economic Zones.  After Vietnam‟s reunification 

under the name Socialist Republic of Vietnam on July 1, 1976, other changes occurred in rapid 

succession.  Owners of large and medium-sized businesses had their property confiscated, and 

were told that they would be sent to remote regions of the country to develop New Economic 

Zones.  These areas were known to be uncultivated jungle areas where human existence was 

considered “extremely harsh” (Chan, 2006, p. 67).  Takaki (1998) cited examples from 

Lesleyanne Hawthorne‟s research (1982) to exemplify the plight of the urban elite: 

Thousands of Vietnamese…were ordered to “go to the country to do labour, the hard 

jobs, to make the irrigation canals….I remember the choked mute lines of families 

trudging out of the cities to begin agricultural work in the countryside….I could see 

no future for me in Vietnam, no better life!  I wanted to escape”.  (Hawthorne, 1982, 

pp. 97, 214, 237 as cited in Takaki, 1998, p.452) 

Rummel (1997) estimates that 500,000 people were forced to relocate to the New 

Economic Zones, with 48,000 people dying from accidents, disease and starvation (Table 6.1B).  
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If people chose to come back into the cities, they were considered criminals.  At this time, many 

middle-class ethnic Chinese and Vietnamese began looking toward the sea to escape. 

Ethnic Chinese migration.  Takaki (1998) stated that the ethnic Chinese constituted only 

seven percent of the country‟s population, but controlled about 80% of its retail trade (p. 454).  

On March 24, 1978, the Vietnamese government simultaneously announced the nationalization 

of small businesses, and raided the small shops in the Chinese enclave of Cho Lon, a district 

within Ho Chi Minh City (Chan, 2006).  The same nationalization that occurred earlier with 

middle to large businesses would now be implemented in smaller businesses.  This significantly 

impacted the ethnic Chinese community where 30,000 small businesses were closed, and the 

merchants and their families were told they would also be relocated to the New Economic Zones.  

By August of 1978 when China closed its borders, 160,000 ethnic Chinese had entered China‟s 

southern provinces.  Not being able to secure its borders, China saw this number eventually grow 

to 250,000.  Many more ethnic Chinese began leaving Vietnam by boat.   

The second wave of refugees to the United States who left Vietnam between 1976 and  

1978 was largely from the middle-class (Chan, 2006) and many were ethnic Chinese (Phan, 

2005b).  Chan estimated that in 1978, two-thirds of the boat people were ethnic Chinese (2006).  

At first, the world community paid little attention to this group of boat people because the 

numbers seemed small, and they did not want more refugees to attempt to leave in this manner.  

Often one or two dozen people paid boat owners to take them to Thailand or Malaysia.  If they 

were caught by shore patrols, they simply tried until they were successful.  By late 1977, both 

countries had started pushing the boats back to sea, after giving them food, water and fuel 

because they had reached their capacity to take more people into their countries (Chan, 2006).  
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Although this group of refugees was not largely Vietnamese Catholic, it is part of the larger story 

of the Vietnamese boat people. 

During this time period, records indicate (SEARAC, 2002; Bankston, 2000) that only 

3,200 Vietnamese came to the United States in 1976, with an additional 1,900 coming in 1977.  

When 11,100 more refugees came to the U. S. in 1978, authorities began paying attention (see 

Table 2).  Minnesota received only 11 Vietnamese refugees in 1976, 58 refugees in 1977 and 318 

refugees in 1978 (Do, 1999). 

Third wave of refugees to the United States between 1978 - 1982: Boat People Era.  

In addition to the major factors mentioned in the preceding section, there were other forces 

driving many Vietnamese to consider leaving their homeland in spite of the risks involved.  In 

1975, the United States expanded its trade sanctions on North Vietnam to include the entire 

country making it difficult for the Vietnamese to have access to basic food and materials that 

could not be totally produced in Vietnam.  The Vietnamese invasion of Cambodia, and a 1979 

border war with China meant more young men were being drafted into the armed forces.  Farm 

collectivization, currency reform, and natural disasters also added to the growing and widespread 

famine and misery (Phan, 2005b).  By the spring of 1978, 15,000 people per month were leaving 

Vietnam.  It is estimated that approximately 300,000 boat people came during the third wave of 

refugees between 1978 and 1982 (p. 66). 

Early responses to Southeast Asian refugees.  Although the United States had begun 

paroling additional refugees to enter the country in 1976 and 1977, in June of 1978, the U.S. 

government announced a Long Range Parole Program that permitted 25,000 people to enter the 

country.  Six months later, that amount grew to 46,875 of which 4,375 were Cambodian (Chan, 

2006, p.68).   
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Given the fact that there were thousands more refugees from Vietnam, Laos, and 

Cambodia than spaces available, the U. S. State Department ranked people by four levels of 

priority (Chan, 2006, pp. 68-69).  Priority I was for people with close relatives in the United 

States.  Priority II was former employees of U. S. government agencies in the three countries. 

Priority III was for people who had been “closely associated with U. S. policies or programs” 

(pp. 69), including those who had positions before 1975 with their own governments, worked for 

American firms or organizations, or received training in or by the United States.  Priority IV was 

considered a safety net category for those who had not been accepted for resettlement in another 

country or who “for compelling reasons, should be granted parole on humanitarian grounds” 

(p.69).   

In October of 1977 the parole status was changed to that of permanent resident for 

citizens of Vietnam, Laos, or Cambodia who were admitted before January 1, 1979.  In late 

1977, the U. S. began prioritizing the processing of boat people more quickly than land refugees 

because of Thailand and Malaysia pushing boats back out to sea.  During this time, boat people 

were waiting in resettlement camps for months in contrast to land refugees sometimes waiting 

for years (p.69-70).          

Staggering numbers; countries of first asylum crises; and changing U. S. policies.  

Chan (2006) reported that between January and September of 1978, 40,000 people left Vietnam 

and requested asylum in neighboring countries.  By December, Malaysia alone was hosting 

48,000 boat people.  By June of 1979, that number had grown to 76,500.  During this same time 

period, 22,000 refugees were processed and resettled in countries of second asylum, and 2,575 

boats carrying 49,000 people had been towed back to sea (p. 75).  The growing numbers reached 

Malaysia at a time of severe flooding, and outbreaks of foot-and-mouth disease and swine fever.   
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Magnifying the impact of these numbers was the fact that toward the end of 1978 and 

beginning of 1979, large ships began to anchor off of Vietnam and transport thousands of 

refugees for a fee to Malaysia, Hong Kong, the Philippines, and Indonesia.  Even though the 

countries often refused to allow the passengers to disembark for months until resettlement 

countries were found for the passengers, they still had to provide for the refugees‟ daily needs.   

In June of 1979, President Jimmy Carter increased U. S. intake to 168,000 Southeast 

Asian refugees per year or 14,000 per month.  A month later, his Secretary of State, Cyrus 

Vance, told Congress: 

We are a nation of refugees.  Most of us can trace our presence here to the turmoil or 

oppression of another time and another place.  Our nation has been immeasurably 

enriched by this continuing process.  We will not turn our backs on our traditions.  

We must meet the commitments we have made to other nations and to those who are 

suffering.  In doing so, we will also be renewing our commitments to our ideals.  

(Campi, 2006, p.2) 

In July of 1979, the United Nations convened a conference in Geneva to find some sort of 

solution for the boat refugees.  As a result of this conference, Vietnam agreed to place a 

moratorium on illegal departures, and help implement legal departures through the Orderly 

Departure Program (ODP) (Chan, 2006, p.81).  The U. S. announced that it would take three 

categories of refugees: (a) close family members of Vietnamese and ethnic Chinese from 

Vietnam already living in the United States; (b) former employees of U. S. Government 

agencies;  and (c) other people closely identified with the U. S. presence in Vietnam before 1975 

(p. 81).  At the time of the agreement, 202,000 of the 372,000 refugee-seekers were boat people.  

Even though the conference had immediate results, in July of 1980 there were still over 10,000 
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people arriving monthly at countries of first asylum, and almost 97,000 boat people were living 

in refugee camps (Chan, 2006, p.82).    

  On March 17, 1980, the United States passed the 1980 Refugee Act.  This piece of 

legislation defined refugees as separate from regular immigrants, and brought the U. S. definition 

of refugee in line with that of the United Nation‟s definition that was instituted in 1951 and 

further clarified in 1967 (Jefferys & Martin, 2008, p.1).  A refugee was now defined as a person 

“who is unable or unwilling to return to his or her country of nationality because of persecution 

or a well-founded fear of persecution on account of race, religion, nationality, membership in a 

particular social group, or political opinion” (Jefferys & Martin, p.1).   

The Refugee Act of 1980 further empowered the President to allow certain refugees to be 

processed while still living in their countries of origin, and defined asylum-seekers as those 

meeting the above definition and already located in the United States or at a port of entry (p.1).  

Chan (2006) quotes the bill as stating “the objectives of this Act are to provide a permanent and 

systematic procedure for the admission to this country of refugees of special humanitarian 

concern to the United States and to provide…effective resettlement and absorption of those 

refugees who are admitted” (p. 83).  Additionally, by November of 1980, 40 nations had 

resettled 300,000 of the 370,000 boat people (p. 84).   

Table 2 outlines the Vietnamese refugee arrivals from 1975 through 1982.  Caution needs 

to be taken when using these numbers in that all early-data sources relied on the compilation of 

numbers from various local private and public agencies, thus the national figures are rounded off 

to the nearest hundred.  State numbers also varied slightly because many times refugees very 

quickly moved from the state where they were originally resettled to join family members, 

principally in warmer climates.  
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Table 2 

 

Vietnamese Refugee Arrivals, 1975 - 1982 

Arrival 

Period 
Year 

Number of USA 

Refugee  

Arrivals* 

Number of  

Refugees to 

Minnesota** 

1
st
 Wave 1975 125,000 (a) 4,123 (c) 

2
nd

 Wave 1976 - 1977   5,100 (a)     69 (c) 

 1978 11,100 (a)   318 (c) 

3
rd

 Wave 1979 44,500 (a) 1,730 (d) 

 1980 95,200 (a) 1,955 (d) 

 1981 65,279 (b) 1,040 (d) 

 1982 27,396 (b) 
 743 (d) 

Note:  *The data in column 3 is from two sources: (a) Southeast Asia Resource Action Center 

(SEARAC), retrieved July 8, 2010; and (b) Office of Refugee Resettlement, retrieved August 20, 

2010.  **Column 4 is from two sources: (c) Do, 1999, pp. 39-40; and (d) “Primary Refugee 

Arrivals (Updated 10/19/2009)” by Minnesota Department of Health, retrieved July 29, 2010. 

 

Atrocities faced by boat people of 1978 – 1982.  Although impossible to accurately 

calculate, a mid-estimate of how many persons died at sea between 1975 and 1987 is 500,000.  

This is estimated to be approximately 40% of those who chose to leave Vietnam by sea 

(Rummel, 1997, Table 6.1B).  Takaki states that two-thirds of the boats were attacked by pirates 

(1998, p. 452).   
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Behind these statistics are horrific stories of violence, theft, and rape.  Takaki (1998) 

relates a story about a woman named Luong Bot Chau that is similar to many of the accounts that 

have been written.   

Off the coast of Thailand, their boat was attacked by Thai pirates.  The pirates 

chopped off one of her husband‟s fingers to get his ring and then tried to slit his 

throat. “But the knife they had was too blunt,” she said later.  Instead they clubbed 

him to death and threw his body into the sea.  Then they dragged the young girls up to 

the deck and systematically raped them.  “We heard them scream and scream,” Luong 

Bot Chau cried.  “We could not get out because the pirates had nailed down the 

hatch.” (p.453) 

Countries of first asylum refugee camps.  Vietnam‟s neighboring countries became, 

through no invitation on their part, destinations for those seeking asylum.  Thailand, 

Malaysia, Singapore, Indonesia, and the Philippines, as well as Hong Kong became involved 

in the plight of the boat people.  Understandably, these countries became overwhelmed by 

the thousands of refugees landing on their shores, and were resistant to putting their own 

citizens at risk. 

Chan (2006) tells one such story that exemplifies the plight of the countries of first 

asylum and the refugees.  In order to separate the boat people from the local citizens, 

Malaysia decided to set up one refugee camp on a deserted, rocky island for half of the 

refugees and split the remaining refugees between two other islands.  These islands were 23 

miles off the main peninsula of Malaysia.  The government had to ship all camp supplies, 

including drinking water, to the islands.  The conditions were “severely crowded and 
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miserable” (p. 75).  During the monsoon season, turbulent seas made the transportation of 

supplies exceedingly dangerous.  Once on the island, the refugees also could not escape. 

Sucheng Chan (2006) also presented 15 autobiographical narratives, including one 

that related a short story about the Catholics in a Thai refugee camp.  The story was told by a 

man whose father was in a re-education camp, and whose mother decided that the children 

should singly attempt to escape.  All of the children failed at their first attempt, but this 

storyteller, accompanied by an uncle and his family, succeeded the second time he tried.  

After enduring storms, a disabled boat, and 21 days “of hell” at the mercy of pirates on a 

small island, representatives from the U. N. Commission for Refugees rescued them.  During 

his time in the Thai camp, he stated “for Catholics in the camp, Mass was said every Sunday.  

Most of the churchgoers had the same prayer that they repeated week after week: let their 

serial number be called next” (p.205).  

Fourth and fifth wave refugees and immigrants arriving after 1983.  Many 

Vietnamese were desperate to leave Vietnam because of the discrimination they were 

experiencing.  Clergy and lay Catholic men spent years in re-education camps, and their families 

were left to fend for themselves at a time of draught and severe famine.  Upon returning from 

their internments, most of these men could not find jobs that paid enough to support their 

families.  This created a fourth wave of refugees between 1983 and 1989.  These refugees wished 

to reunite with family members who had already left Vietnam in the first three waves.  A fifth 

wave of Vietnamese continues to immigrate to the United States through family sponsorships.   

1983 – 1989.  Between 1983 and the early part of 1989, some Vietnamese tried 

immigrating to the United States through official programs such as the Orderly Departure 

Program (ODP) and Humanitarian Operations (HO) (Phan, 2005b).  However, when the 
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Vietnamese government stalled and then suspended processing applications from January of 

1986 until September of 1987, and it became known that the Thai government had been able to 

reduce the number of pirates off their coasts (Chan, 2006, p. 84), refugees were again willing to 

risk weather, suspect sea-worthy boats, and being brought back to Vietnamese waters, in order to 

leave.  During this time period, the U. S. embassy in Bangkok, Thailand had 670,000 ODP 

applications on hold (p. 84).   

In January of 1988, Thailand announced it could no longer be a country of first asylum 

and began pushing boats back to sea.  Then, in April of the same year, Malaysia also began 

turning away boats.  Hong Kong became the destination for the largest number of Vietnamese 

refugees (Chan, 2006, p. 85).  This prompted the United Nations to hold a second Geneva 

Conference which promulgated a Comprehensive Plan of Action (CPA), whereby cut off dates 

were established for each country of first asylum after which the boat people from Vietnam 

would have to prove their refugee status or be repatriated.  The UN definition aimed to separate 

“political refugees” from “economic migrants” (Chan, p. 86).  The economic migrants were then 

repatriated without suffering penalties from Vietnam.  Once potential Vietnamese refugees 

realized that countries were going to enforce the CPA, the number of boat people dwindled and 

then stopped.  It is also noteworthy that the 1989 CPA included provisions for Laotians in 

Thailand; whereas earlier agreements focused on only the Vietnamese boat people.     

1989 to the present.  Since 1989, world leaders have attempted to close remaining first-

asylum camps and relocate the last camp residents.  At the same time, the United Nation‟s ODP 

process continued allowing three groups of people to come directly from Vietnam to resettlement 

countries.  The first group included people who wished to rejoin family members; the second 
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group was Amerasians; and the third group was former re-education prisoners (Chan, 2006, p. 

93).  70% to 80% of these emigrants come to the United States (p. 95).   

Amerasians born between January 1, 1962 and January 1, 1976, along with their mothers, 

stepfathers, and siblings (and half siblings) were allowed to come to the United States after 

having spent six to nine months at a Philippine Refugee Processing Center in order to learn 

English, receive cultural orientation classes, and obtain some vocational training.   

Re-education prisoners who had been imprisoned for three or more years were also 

eligible to come to the United States.  The first group entered the United States in 1990, with 

166,000 re-education prisoners and their families entering the U. S. in the 1990‟s.  All ODP 

Vietnamese were admitted as legal emigrants.                                           

In 1994, the United States terminated its refugee program for Cambodians, and in 

October of 1997, it terminated its refugee admission program for Laotians and Vietnamese.  

Since that time, the United States has had people from Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia enter the 

country as immigrants or humanitarian parolees, instead of as refugees using the ODP process 

(Chan, 2006, p. 87).  Likewise, the last Amerasians were processed in 1993, with some being 

flown to resettlement areas after 1993. The final group of re-education prisoners was processed 

in 2000.  The United Nation‟s ODP program ended on September 30, 1999, after placing a half a 

million people from Vietnam in the United States, and an additional 150,000 emigrants being 

placed worldwide (Chan, p. 95). 

Although a small number of Vietnamese is still processed yearly as refugees under the 

Refugee Act of 1980‟s provision for the President to designate refugee status to certain nationals, 

including those from Vietnam, most of the Vietnamese now enter the country as immigrants.  

This information is important to understanding the overall refugee and immigration numbers for 
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both the United States and Minnesota.  Whereas most Vietnamese coming to the United States 

before 1983 entered the United States as refugees, every year after 1989 the numbers reflected 

the shift of progressively more Vietnamese entering the United States as legal immigrants.   

Table 3 shows the refugee numbers for the fourth and fifth waves of refugees in the 

United States and Minnesota.  Caution needs to be taken in interpreting these statistics.  The 

numbers do not include non-refugee immigrants from Vietnam, and various national and 

Minnesotan governmental agencies use different protocols in their tabulations.   
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Table 3 

 

Vietnamese Refugee Arrivals, 1983 - 2002 

Arrival 

Period 
Year 

Number of USA 

Refugee Arrivals* 

Number of 

Refugees to 

Minnesota** 

4th Wave 1983–1984-1985  72,897  1,536 

 1986-1987–1988 58,927  1,113 

5th Wave 1989-1990-1991 78,117 2,461 

 1992-1993-1994 92,306 3,000 

 1995-1996-1997 54,969    980 

 1998-1999-2000 22,727    275 

 2001–2002-2003   7,363    121 

 2004-2005-2006   5,978     69 

 2007-2008-2009   4,280 
    39 

 Totals(1975-2008)          771,139          19,572 

Note:  *The data in Column 3 is from Office of Refugee Resettlement, retrieved 8/20/2010.  

**The data in Column 4 is from “Primary Refugee Arrivals (Updated 10/19/2009)” by Minnesota 

Department of Health, retrieved July 29, 2010. 

In a personal phone conversation with Barbara Ronningen, Minnesota State 

Demographer on August 18, 2010, she cautioned against attempting to compare refugee, 

immigration, and census numbers.  Refugee numbers are tabulated by government health 

agencies as they enter the country.  Immigration numbers are collected when immigrants obtain 

residency status in the United States, usually taking 1-3 years to obtain.  Census numbers are 

dependent on all citizens actually filling out the census information (Ronningen, personal 

communication).  
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Resettlement in the United States 

 The United States government initially dispersed Vietnamese refugees throughout the 

United States.  The goals of the Refugee Dispersal Policy were to: relocate refugees as quickly as 

possible; minimize the financial impact to the receiving communities; locate sponsors; and 

prevent the development of ethnic ghettoes (Do, 1996, p.3).  In theory, all of these goals would 

aid the assimilation of Vietnamese refugees into American culture.  To assist the government in 

fulfilling these goals, the government enlisted the help of nine voluntary agencies (VOLAGS) 

that handled the resettlement of refugees in the United States.  The agencies included Lutheran 

Immigration and Refugee Service, Travelers Aid International Social Service, and United States 

Catholic Conference (now the USCCB), which were actively involved in Minnesota‟s efforts.   

One result of the dispersal policy was that even though immediate family members were 

allowed to stay together, extended family members and those the Vietnamese met in refugee 

camps were often sponsored by individuals and groups from all over the United States (Do, 

1996, p. 3).  This resulted in refugees being dependent on their sponsors and feeling isolated 

from other Vietnamese.  Another outcome of the policy was that in attempting to get the refugees 

financially independent as soon as possible, the VOLAGS and their sponsors focused on helping 

the refugees quickly find work, but the jobs were much lower in skill levels and compensation 

than the jobs the refugees had in Vietnam.  Families‟ socioeconomic status declined significantly 

upon relocating to the United States (Do, p. 4). 

It soon became clear that unintended consequences resulted from the dispersal policy.  

Whereas all 50 states received Vietnamese refugees in 1975; family bonds, job opportunities, 

and the weather conditions in some parts of the country caused a secondary migration to occur.  

Originally, California accepted over 20% of all Vietnamese refugees; Texas received 7%; and 
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Pennsylvania received 5.5%.  In 1975, Minnesota was the seventh highest receiving state, 

initially accepting 3,802 (2.93%) refugees (Do, 1999, p. 39).   

  In the 1990 census, California had 45% of the Vietnamese American population with 

Texas continuing to have the second largest population with slightly over 11%.  With shifting 

populations, the state of Washington was now third with almost five percent of the Vietnamese 

American population, and Virginia, Louisiana, Florida and Pennsylvania filled out the top seven 

states.  These seven states had almost 73% of the total population (Do, 1996, p.3).  At the time of 

the 1990 census, Minnesota had 9,387 Vietnamese Americans (Ronningen, 2004, p. 2) which 

was 1.5% (Rumbaut, 1995, p. 245) of the total Vietnamese American population in the United 

States.  In order to keep perspective in the use of numbers and percentages, at that same time 

Minnesota had 1.8% of the total United States population. 

This pattern of shifting populations continues to this day, although caution again needs to 

be heeded in comparing data from various data sources.  The U. S. Census Bureau uses the 

following definition for foreign born.  They are: 

individuals who had no U. S. citizenship at birth.  The foreign-born population 

includes naturalized citizens, lawful permanent residents, refugees and asylees, legal 

non-immigrants (including those on student, work, or other temporary visas); and 

persons residing in the country without authorization.  The terms foreign born and 

immigrant are used interchangeably.  (Terrazas, 2008, p. 2) 

In contrast to this, the U. S. Census Bureau also tracks race information that, in the 

future, will affect both Asian and Vietnamese numbers, as more children of Asian and 

Vietnamese descent are born in the United States.  In Census 2000:  
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The term Asian refers to people having origins in any of the original peoples of the 

Far East, Southeast Asia or the Indian subcontinent (for example, Cambodia, China, 

India, Japan, Korea, Malaysia, Pakistan, the Philippine Islands, Thailand, and 

Vietnam).  Asian groups are not limited to nationalities, but include ethnic terms, as 

well.  (Barnes & Bennett, 2002, p. 1) 

The 2000 census numbers found that 1,223,736 Vietnamese Americans indicated that 

they were Vietnamese or a combination of races including Vietnamese (Barnes & Bennett, 2002, 

p. 9).  Of this number, 988,174 (Terrazas, 2008, p. 3) people indicated that they were foreign 

born.  Within the population of Vietnamese filling out the census survey, 1,122,528 indicated 

that they were one Asian race which would be 92% of the Vietnamese American population.  

Again, it is noteworthy that in Census 2000, California (40%) and Texas (10%) continue to have 

the highest population of Vietnamese Americans with Minnesota having the 13
th

 highest 

population with 18,824 people.  Mark Pfeifer (2001) also found from Census 2000 data that St. 

Paul and Minneapolis has the largest Midwest metropolitan area population of Vietnamese 

Americans with 15,905 people, slightly ahead of Chicago (p.8).   

Of the 1,122,528 Vietnamese living in the United States, it is estimated that 

approximately 30% of them are Catholics (Hoang, 2007, p. 149).  Likewise, in Minnesota in 

2004, there were 20,570 people of Vietnamese birth (Ronningen, 2004, p. 2).  If one again 

tabulates that 30% of the Vietnamese population is Catholic, it suggests that approximately 6,171 

Vietnamese Americans in Minnesota are Catholic without counting children born in the United 

States. 

Vietnamese Americans beginning anew in the United States.  Beginning anew in the 

United States, many refugees experienced negative after-effects of the Vietnam War.  Takaki 
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wrote that some Americans and Vietnam War veterans believed the Vietnamese had a rightful 

place in the United States.  Others were not as welcoming.  The Vietnamese felt the sting of 

racial slurs, and were often considered threats for lower paying jobs and cheaper housing 

(Takaki, 1998).  Takaki described the conflicts between fisherman on the Gulf Coast of Texas as 

an example of the discrimination the Vietnamese experienced, and the threat that too much 

competition along the Gulf Coast was causing. 

In the early years of migration, many Vietnamese also thought that they would be 

returning to Vietnam.  Therefore, they did not consider their jobs or assimilation into American 

culture as important.  Takaki (1998) stated that the Vietnamese saw “themselves as sojourners, 

hopeful they can return to their country someday” (p. 455).  He also cited a 1977 survey showing 

that 41% of household heads planned to return to Vietnam to live. 

The model minority myth.  Peter C. Phan (2005b) believed that those wishing to learn 

about Vietnamese American Catholics needed to get beyond the stereotype of Vietnamese 

Americans being a “model minority” (p.68) Asian cultural group.  Many of the 1975 refugees 

were highly skilled and somewhat proficient in English.  When they settled into a geographic 

area, they focused on becoming financially independent and on their children succeeding in 

school.  They worked hard, were thrifty in their spending, and relied on family members more 

than the public.  Parents often accepted great personal sacrifices in order for their children and 

grandchildren to have a better life.  This is what the average American saw and read about in the 

media.    

In actuality, the experiences refugees encountered during the five waves of arrivals and 

within the different generations of Vietnamese refugees varied greatly.  According to Phan 
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(2005b), many of the later immigrants came to the United States with very limited English skills 

and with less marketable employment skills.  Related to generational differences, Phan stated: 

First-generation Vietnamese Americans are concerned about how to be American 

Vietnamese and describe themselves primarily as Vietnamese; second generation 

Vietnamese Americans strive to be Vietnamese American and see themselves 

primarily as Americans; and third-generation Vietnamese Americans recognize that 

they are both American and Vietnamese and are deeply ambivalent about their 

primary identity.  (p. 69)  

Occupational and economic changes.  Occupationally, life did change for most 

Vietnamese Americans.  Takaki (1998) cited a 1978 study indicating that 30% of the refugee 

heads of households had been professionals, and another 15% had been managers in Vietnam.  

Twenty-seven months after coming to the U. S., only 7% were professionals and 2% were 

managers.  In the 1990 Census, 17.6% of Vietnamese-born respondents indicated that their jobs 

were upper white-collar; 29.5% indicated their jobs were lower white-collar; 15.7% indicated 

their jobs were upper blue-collar; and 20.9% indicated their jobs were lower blue-collar 

positions.  Of the respondents, 8.4% indicated that they were unemployed (Rumbaut, 1995). 

By Census 2000, the foreign-born Vietnamese as a whole indicated a per capita income 

that was 40% lower than the national average (Campi, 2006, p.3).  Conversely, they had the 

highest median family income of all Southeast Asian American refugee populations at $46,929.  

It is also noteworthy that in 2000, the Vietnamese had the lowest rate (10.2%) of receiving public 

assistance of all Southeast Asian groups, and that 59.6% of the population lived in owner-

occupied housing (p.3). 
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On the positive side of occupational opportunities, experiences were dependent on the 

region of the United States in which the refugees and later immigrants were living.  Vietnamese 

Americans living in California, where almost 40% of all Vietnamese Americans now live, 

created whole neighborhoods, often identified as ethnic enclaves, where all shopping, medical 

and legal services, and worshiping communities are all easily accessible to the Vietnamese 

Americans.  Takaki quoted Chuong Hoang Chung a lecturer and author out of the University of 

California-Berkeley, as stating:  

A look at directories published in Vietnamese and distributed free to Vietnamese 

shoppers shows that any Vietnamese resident of Orange County can obtain all 

necessary services without ever having to use English.  From social services to health 

care and other basic needs, Vietnamese speakers are at home. (Takaki, 1998, p.459)  

San Jose, in northern California, has been transformed since the Vietnamese began 

locating there.  In 1988, ten% of the population of San Jose was Vietnamese American, and 40% 

of its downtown retail businesses were owned by Vietnamese Americans.  The executive director 

of the Vietnamese Chamber of Commerce at the time stated that the downtown area had been in 

decline before the Vietnamese business community moved in.  He stated, “it was abandoned.  

But the past few years has brought a new life to the area” (Takaki, 1998, p. 460). 

Marc Povell (2005), in writing for the American Immigration Law Foundation, stated that 

because of the Vietnamese Americans‟ emphasis on education, there was a “rapidly growing 

proportion” (p.2) of Vietnamese Americans moving “into professional, managerial, and 

entrepreneurial positions, especially in the high-tech sector and in locations such as Silicon 

Valley” (p.2). 
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Along with geographic differences in occupational success stories has come what Alicia 

Campi (2006) described as “entrepreneurial niches” (p. 4).  She cited a national organization of 

Vietnamese Americans estimating that businesses owned by Vietnamese Americans employ 

97,035 people with an annual payroll of $1.1 billion, and annual receipts of $9.3 billion in 2003 

(p.4).  She also described how the nail care and the commercial fishing and shrimping business 

have been transformed.  Vietnamese Americans alone make up 37% of all licensed nail 

technicians in the United States and staff 80% of the nail businesses in California (p.4).  In Baton 

Rouge, Louisiana, Charlie Ton has built a multi-million dollar nail franchise business and has 

begun locating many of his products and services in Wal-Marts. 

    It is also estimated that 5,000 Vietnamese American immigrants work in the shrimping 

industry alone (Campi, 2006, p.5), with two Vietnamese Americans having joined a 230 member 

shrimping industry coalition in 2002.  Even as the Vietnamese American fisherman continue to 

be challenged by language and cultural differences with Anglo and Cajun fisherman, they are 

beginning to form alliances to protect United States  commercial fisherman from less expensive 

imported shrimp, tuna, and crab (p.5).   

Putting these reports in perspective, in December, 2004 a Census 2000 Special Report 

was issued by the U. S. Census Bureau regarding the various Asian groups in the United States.  

Terrance Reeves and Claudette Bennett (2004) summarized the types of occupations found in the 

Vietnamese population in the United States in 2000 (p. 14).  Overall, 26.9% of the Vietnamese 

worked in managerial, professional, and related fields.  Another 19.3% worked in service areas 

and 18.6% worked in sales and office positions.  Production, transportation and material moving 

work were done by 28.8% of those reporting themselves as Vietnamese.  The two categories 
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with the fewest Vietnamese workers were construction, extraction, and maintenance; and 

farming, fishing, and forestry (p.14).         

Gender roles.  Changes in gender roles that occurred as a result of refugees‟ financial 

needs in the United States were exceedingly difficult for Vietnamese men to accept.  In Vietnam, 

the women were very dependent on their husbands; however, when they came to the United 

States, it was often easier for the women to find work not highly dependent on strong language 

skills.  Whereas the women often found these opportunities gratifying, it often left the 

Vietnamese men feeling “extremely insecure” (Takaki, 1998, p.456).   

Takaki (1998) quotes one woman describing her experience of having opened up a 

restaurant.  “In Vietnam, I would be just a housewife: clean up, cook dinner.  Here, if you work 

hard, you can do what you want” (p.456).  This new-found freedom for women, however, often 

created conflict within the family.  Once Vietnamese women began receiving college degrees 

and entering the professional workforce, they often encountered resistance from family members 

who wished to arrange marriages for them and have them enter more traditional female 

Vietnamese roles. 

This continued to be a trend in Census 2000.  Whereas the population of adult 

Vietnamese was equally divided between men and women, 67.7% of men 16 years of age and 

older were in the labor force and 56.4% of women were likewise employed (Reeves & Bennett, 

2004, p. 13).  

Educational experiences.  Educationally, many of the Vietnamese children and teens did 

very well within the American school system.  In analyzing the 1990 U. S. Census data, 

Rumbaut (1995) found that 61.2% of Vietnamese over the age of 25 have a high school degree as 
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compared to 75.2% of the total U. S. population.  Vietnamese with a college degree were 17.4% 

as compared to 20.3 % of the total U. S. population (p.247).   

Even so, Takaki described those who did not succeed and ended up on the streets and 

joining gangs (Takaki, 1998).  Some of these young people were unaccompanied minors when 

they came to the U. S.  Their parents had hoped the children would have a better life and that 

their children might someday help them to immigrate to the U. S.  The minors came to the 

United States alone, and without having family members to encourage them, often ended up 

dropping out of school.  They took low-paying jobs that required limited English proficiency, 

found housing in motels, and hung out in Vietnamese social establishments.  There, they became 

acquainted with other gang members and were often enlisted into various gangs (Takaki). 

Mental health challenges.  As a result of the violence Vietnamese witnessed during the 

war, the trauma of leaving Vietnam, the hardships endured during the journey to refugee camps, 

the considerable adjustment that faced them upon resettling in the United States, and the 

language isolation that many Vietnamese experienced, mental health challenges are both 

prevalent and generally under treated.  Many Vietnamese experiencing mental health issues 

refuse to seek help, feeling ashamed or embarrassed (Do, 1999, p.70).  Personal adjustment 

problems are the highest of all mental health issues reported (p. 71). 

In Vietnam, mental illnesses considered minor were not treated and were considered part 

of the human condition.  Major psychiatric disorders were looked upon as shameful and 

embarrassing to family members, and those having disorders were usually isolated from the rest 

of Vietnamese society (Do, 1999, p.70).  In Vietnam, immediate and extended family members 

provided the care and support needed by those struggling with mental illnesses, and non-family 

member counselors were not available to people. 
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Vietnamese Americans are generally reluctant to use medical and mental health services 

that are available to them (Do, 1999, p.71).  Do wrote of one study showing that only 10% of 

those needing medical care actually went for an initial visit, with 73% of those patients not 

returning for follow-up visits (p.71).  Language challenges, work schedules, and a preference for 

Asian specialists often add to this reluctance.        

Generational challenges.  Beyond the challenges that first generation of refugees and 

immigrants experienced in the United States, Peter C. Phan (2005b) has outlined for those 

involved with the pastoral care of Vietnamese Americans some of the most significant 

challenges facing the second and third generations, as well as the challenges that have developed 

between the generations.  Whereas in the 1990 Census, Rumbaut (1995) found that 42.1% of the 

Vietnamese described themselves as linguistically isolated (p. 247), Phan (2005b) wrote that the 

second and third generations of Vietnamese speak fluent English and often struggle to speak and 

even understand the Vietnamese language.  He stated that with the younger generations “the 

challenge is not so much how to fit into American culture and society…but how to define 

themselves racially, ethnically, and culturally” (p. 70). 

Vietnamese himself, Phan (2005b) was not surprised that the generations are clashing.  

The Vietnamese family in Vietnam was patriarchal favoring the father; androcentric favoring 

men; extended involving grandparents, aunts and uncles, and cousins; duty-bound regarding care 

of elders and being obedient to elders; and generally opposed to intermarriage (p.71).  American 

ideals such as individualism, autonomy, freedom from self-discipline, the pursuit of self-

fulfillment, and individual self-determination are in conflict with the values the first generation 

were taught.  
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At the present time, many of the family conflicts primarily revolve around two issues: the 

role of women and the responsibilities of children (Phan, 2005b).  As mentioned in the previous 

section, Vietnamese men lost their social status, career, material possessions, friends, and 

relatives in coming to the United States.  Phan described many of the Vietnamese men having 

their authority diminished, their masculinity being challenged, and their self-identity in “tatters” 

(p. 73).  As a result, some have become challenged with alcoholism and depression, resulting in 

child and spousal abuse. 

Family expectations of children are also the root of many family conflicts.  Daughters, 

who are discouraged from dating until after graduating from college, now want a say in who they 

are dating and eventually marrying.  Parents remain very protective of their daughters and prefer 

they marry a Vietnamese male.  Sons are pressured to excel academically, and pushed into the 

more lucrative professional fields. 

Peter Phan (2005b) was most concerned about the elderly and the youth.  The elderly 

expect that the younger generations will care for them in their senior years.  Stemming from the 

long cultural commitment to Confucian practices, elders consider it disgraceful for family 

members to place them in various types of retirement facilities.  As a result, elders are often 

living out their days, isolated, lonely, and without adequate care while family members are at 

school and work. 

Do (1996) also expressed concern for the elderly.  In addition to isolation and loneliness, 

he described many of the elderly as suffering from depression caused by losing family members, 

having left their homeland, and feeling a sense of helplessness (p. 4).  They are frustrated by the 

loss of status and authority which they had in Vietnam.  
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The youth have their own set of challenges.  Beyond the media-generated topic that some 

Vietnamese youth are joining gangs, the majority of Vietnamese American adolescents are 

finding themselves between two cultures, but not fully belonging to either.  At home, they are 

criticized for not speaking Vietnamese and for not honoring the “cultural and moral code” (Phan, 

2005b, p. 75) they have been taught by their elders.  At school, they are pressured to excel but 

often experience racism from classmates because of language challenges if they were born 

outside the United States.  The teens also experience social challenges when taking school more 

seriously than their classmates.  Phan (2005b) described the youth as dwelling “at the margins of 

two cultures, attracted to both but repelled by both, not sufficiently American for the one and not 

sufficiently Vietnamese for the other” (p. 76). 

Political leanings.  Politically, Vietnamese Americans born in Vietnam are vehemently 

opposed to communism.  Because so many Vietnamese migrated from North Vietnam in 1954 

and left Vietnam permanently twenty years later, they cherish American freedoms.  “For many 

Vietnamese Americans, cong san (communist) is a term of political abuse” (Phan, 2005b, p.77).  

For this reason, many of the older Vietnamese Americans lean toward the Republican Party.  As 

is true with other young people, Vietnamese American college students seem to be more open to 

Democrat and Independent political party candidates. 

In California and nationally, Vietnamese Americans have become visible in politics 

(Povell, 2005, p.2).  In 2005, the communities of Westminster and Garden Grove in California 

had Vietnamese Americans in public offices.  Assemblyman Tran Thai Van was in the 

Californian Assembly and John Quoc Duong served as Executive Director of the White House 

Initiative on Asian Americans and Pacific Islanders during the George W. Bush administration 

(p.2). 



New Life - 53 

Vietnamese Americans today.  Currently, the most accurate data-driven glimpses 

regarding Vietnamese Americans come from Census 2000 and the 2006 American Community 

Survey (ACS).  Aaron Terrazas (2008) summarized some of this information.  He wrote that of 

the 1.1 million foreign-born persons from Vietnam residing in the U. S. which was 3% of all 

immigrants in 2006; two-thirds of them continue to live in six states.  Seven states experienced 

growth in their Vietnamese American population by more than 50% between 2000 and 2006.  

Sixteen states and the District of Columbia experienced declines during that same time. 

It is interesting to note from the 2006 statistics that one of every seven foreign-born 

Vietnamese persons arrived in 2000 or later, and that three-quarters of the immigrants were 

adults of working age (Terrazas, 2008, p.2).  The Vietnamese-born population continues to be 

evenly split between men and women indicating that whole families are continuing to come 

together.  

About 685,000 Vietnamese have gained lawful permanent residence since 1990, which is 

2.8% of all lawful permanent residents living in the U. S. in 2006.  Almost 73% of foreign-born 

Vietnamese were naturalized U. S. citizens in 2006.  By contrast, only 42 % of the overall 

foreign-born population was naturalized citizens.   

Terrazas (2008) also found that two-thirds (68.7%) of Vietnamese immigrants in 2006 

considered themselves as having limited English proficiency, as defined by the descriptors “not 

at all”, “not well”, and “well” (p. 5).  Of those who are 5 years of age and older, 5.4% reported 

speaking English-only, and another 25.9 % report speaking English very well.  This is higher 

than the general immigrant population that reports 52.4 % of people having limited English 

proficiency.   
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It is noteworthy that in 2006, 30.8 % of Vietnamese-born adults age 25 and older had no 

high school or general education diploma, and that another 24.8 % had a high school or general 

education diploma.  On the other side of the educational spectrum, 23.6 % had bachelor‟s 

degrees or higher (Terrazas, 2008, p.5). 

Lastly, Terrazas (2008) also looked at employment data from 2006.  In 2006, 74.6 % of 

men 16 years of age and older who were born in Vietnam were in the civilian labor force, as 

compared to 79.3 % of the total foreign-born population of men.  In contrast, 60.4 % of all 

Vietnamese-born women were in the labor force as compared to 55.1 % of all foreign-born 

women (p.5).  These figures support the continued trend that was discussed by Phan (2005b), 

Reeves and Bennett (2004), and Takaki (1998).        

Visibility in American society.  Two other sources of information bring the stories of 

Vietnamese Americans to the forefront.  One source is the memoirs and collections of shorter 

narratives that are now being published; the other is the rising profile of Vietnamese in the mass 

media.  

Most of the memoirs and narratives began appearing twenty-four years after the fall of 

Saigon.  These include: Hearts of Sorrow: Vietnamese-American Lives by James M. Freeman 

(1989); The Girl in the Picture by Denise Chong (1999); The Sacred Willow: Four Generations 

in the Life of a Vietnamese Family by Duong Van Mai Elliott (1999); A Dragon Child: 

Reflections of a Daughter of Annam in America by Lucy Nguyen-Hong-Nhiem (2004); The 

Vietnamese American 1.5 Generation: Stories of war, Revolution, Flight, and New Beginnings 

edited by Sucheng Chan (2006); and Stealing Buddha’s Dinner by Bich Minh Nguyen (2007).  

These memoirs offer a way to personally connect with the writers‟ lives through their riveting 
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stories.  The stories also reinforce what academic research has found regarding the importance of 

story-telling, extended families, and ancestry in the lives of Vietnamese Americans.     

Mass media gives yet another glimpse into the lives of Vietnamese Americans as they 

become acculturated into American society and begin living out their dreams.  A few examples 

of these rising stars include: 

 Anh "Joseph" Quang Cao (Republican), the first Vietnamese American, as well as the 

first native of Vietnam, to serve in Congress from 2009 until 2011 (Wikipedia.org, 

retrieved January 3, 2011) 

 Catherine Mai Lan Fox, Olympic swimmer with two gold medals as a member of two 

U. S. relay teams (Wikipedia.org, retrieved January 3, 2011) 

 Hung Huynh, the 2007 winner of Top Chef, a reality cooking competition show 

(Wikipedia.org, retrieved January 3, 2011) 

 Betty Nguyen, CNN news anchor (Wikipedia.org, retrieved January 3, 2011) 

 Dat Nguyen, middle linebacker for the Dallas Cowboys‟ defense (Povell, 2005) 

 Dat Phan who won the 1
st
 season of NBC‟s “Last Comic Standing” (2003) (Povell, 

2005) 

 Eugene Huu-Chau "Gene" Trinh, in 1992 became the first Vietnamese-French-

American to travel into outer space (Wikipedia.org, retrieved January 3, 2011) 

Vietnamese American Catholics 

In migrating to the United States, Vietnamese American Catholics have experienced all 

of the successes and failures, hospitality and racism, and inclusion and exclusion mentioned in 

the preceding section.  They have also experienced all of these attributes in their experiences of 



New Life - 56 

being Catholic within the American Roman Catholic Church whose roots are predominantly 

influenced by western and northern European Catholic traditions.   

It is easy for 21st  century American Catholics whose families have been in the United 

States for generations to forget that their families were also immigrants at one time in their 

families‟ histories.  Much has been written regarding the American Catholic Church‟s history, 

and the role of Catholic schools in meeting the needs of Catholic immigrants.  Although this 

review of literature is not focused on this earlier immigration history, Vietnamese Americans 

Catholics have come into a well-established structure that has evolved from approximately the 

same time as the early missionaries who came to Vietnam. 

The American Catholic Church historically a church of immigrants.  The first 

Spanish missionaries came to Florida and established the first Catholic parish in the New World 

at Saint Augustine, Florida in 1565.  However, they were most interested in the areas bordering 

Mexico (Varacalli, 2006, p. 26).  The Catholic population in the mid-Atlantic and northeastern 

states did not begin to increase until after the Revolutionary War (Groome, 2003).   

O‟Gorman (1987) described three eras of Catholic immigration to the United States.  The 

first era was between 1790 and 1920 during what O‟Gorman called the high tide of immigration.  

O‟Gorman (1987) described this period as a time when Catholics were organizing parishes 

“against culture” (separatism from mainstream culture) (p. 9).  O‟Gorman explained this 

phenomenon as an early tendency to stay isolated in ethnic-religious islands.  It was also 

described as an accommodationist viewpoint that encouraged immigrant Catholics to respect the 

free religious choices of others.  Catholic parents pooled funds, built schools, and hired Catholic 

sisters to teach and administer schools.   
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The era between 1920 and the 1960s, O‟Gorman (1987) described as being one of 

immigration assimilation.  O‟Gorman called this period of American Catholicism “above 

culture” (p. 9).  Many stories have been told about this time in religious history where Catholics 

were not so much trying to isolate themselves from the culture as they thought themselves as 

superior to other mainstream Christian religions.   

This was also a time when Catholics were trying to prove their loyalty to the United 

States, and therefore consciously shedding their cultural identity to the homeland.  Over time, 

many of the early parish communities that initially desired to worship in their country of origin‟s 

language became more integrated into their neighborhood parishes.  This occurred as language 

became less of an obstacle and the second and third generations became more fully assimilated 

into the mainstream culture, both socially and religiously.  This was a time between immigration 

waves. 

O‟Gorman (1987) described the period between 1960 and 1987 as Catholicism “in 

culture” (p. 38).  He defined this era as being a time where the Church was permeating, serving, 

and prophesying to the culture.  It was a time after Vatican II where the Church was reawakening 

its mission to the poor and ethnically diverse.   

In more recent years, there has been an influx of newer immigrants joining parish 

communities.  A Center for Applied Research in the Apostolate (CARA) survey in 2000 

indicated that 78% of the Catholic population was white; 16% was Latino/Hispanic; 3% was 

Black; 2% was Asian; and 1% was Native American (Froehle & Gautier, 2000, p. 17).  They also 

noted that the ethnic diversity varied greatly from region to region in the U. S., citing that Asians 

were 7% of the Catholic population in California and 6% of the Catholic population in the state 

of Washington, for instance.   
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 Narrowing this focus even further, whereas Catholics comprise 8% of the population in 

Vietnam (Phan, 2000), in the United States it is estimated that approximately 27 - 30 % of 

Vietnamese Americans are Catholic (Bankston, 2000; Phan, 2000a).  In real numbers this would 

mean that there are approximately 270,000 – 300,000 Vietnamese Americans Catholics in the U. 

S. (Bankston, 2000; Phan, 2005b).   

 Generally, newer immigrant groups have often found the cultural and racial discrepancies 

challenging because of the increasingly pluralistic nature of the American Catholic Church.  

Three parish structures are available to meet immigrant groups‟ spiritual needs. 

 Vietnamese American Catholic communities within Roman Catholic structure.  Carl 

L. Bankston III (2000) outlined three types of parish communities available to Vietnamese 

Americans parishioners within Canon Law (2000).  The first is a multi-cultural, territorial parish 

that serves more than one ethnic community within its parish boundaries.  An example of this 

type of community is St. Maria Goretti Parish in San Jose, California.  This parish serves large 

populations of Latino, Filipino, and Vietnamese.  The parish has 10 weekend Masses: three in 

Spanish; two in Vietnamese; and five in English.  On staff, they have one pastor and three 

parochial vicars: one is Vietnamese and two are Spanish-speaking.  Although this seemed to be 

working well at the time of this study, in the 1980‟s, many of the Vietnamese parishioners were 

dissatisfied and attempted to worship at a shrine that the diocese eventually closed in 1997 when 

it created a Vietnamese Catholic Mission.  This mission parish, Our Lady Queen of Martyrs, was 

administered by the pastor of St. Maria Goretti and gradually became incorporated into St. Maria 

Goretti Parish under the present arrangement (Bankston, 2000). 

A second type of parish structure is a personal parish (Beal, Coriden & Green, 2000), 

although some use the term “national” to describe this structure.  This type of parish may be 
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established “by reason of the rite, language, nationality, or some other factor affecting the 

persons living in some territory” (Canon 518, p. 689).  In this case, “membership comes from 

belonging to the group for which the parish was established.  To belong to the personal parish, 

one must belong to the group for which it was established” (Canon 518, p.689).  There are 

approximately 34 Vietnamese personal parishes in the United States (Luong, retrieved May 3, 

2007).    

Bankston (2000) describes one such parish in Amelia, Louisiana named Holy Family 

Church.  This parish meets the needs of Vietnamese American Catholics throughout the diocese, 

even though a territorial Catholic church is located three blocks away.  Bankston quotes the 

pastor in describing why the Vietnamese have a need for this personal parish.  “We have the 

Vietnamese church to preserve Vietnamese culture and to pass on the language.  If it wasn‟t for 

that, we could just assimilate into other churches for religion” (p.44).  Bankston summarizes the 

efficacy of personal parishes to be the centrality of culture within the practice of religion.   

[Vietnamese American Catholics] recognize that their own Catholicism is essentially 

identical to that of other Americans in matters of faith.  However, the Vietnamese-

American variant of the religion is also a source of cultural tradition and a means of 

retaining an ethnic identity in the new homeland.  (p.44)              

The third parish structure often found within immigrant communities, including 

Vietnamese Americans, is that of a regular territorial parish which serves the ethnic community 

within its geographic territory, and those who come from outside the territorial boundaries.  

Oftentimes large concentrations of Vietnamese Americans will live in residential enclaves.  

Bankston (2000) used the Versailles neighborhood of New Orleans to illustrate the development 

of a Vietnamese Catholic residential and parish community.   In this particular area, 80% of the 
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Vietnamese are Catholic, whose roots before 1954 were in the Bui Chu province of North 

Vietnam, and after 1954 lived in Vung Tau and Phuc Tinh (coastal villages in South Vietnam).  

In the early 1980‟s, the Vietnamese Catholic community applied to the Archdiocese of New 

Orleans to build a church in the Versailles neighborhood.  Mary Queen of Vietnam Church was 

completed in May, 1985. 

Freedom from and freedom for.  On the 25
th

 anniversary of the Fall of Saigon, Phan 

wrote (2000a): “For many of us, the wounds of separation are still bleeding, the absent faces of 

our loved ones haunting our dreams, the longing for a visit to the home country pulling at our 

hearts” (p.12).   Yet, Phan also states that those who came to the United States and continue to 

come to this country do so with two freedoms in mind.  They come seeking “freedom from” 

(p.14) the economic, political and religious injustices they were experiencing, as well as seeking 

“freedom for” (p.14) life in a society where their Asian cultural values would be tolerated and 

perhaps honored. 

In describing these Asian cultural values, Phan (2000a) referred to Pope John Paul II‟s 

post-synodal apostolic exhortation Ecclesia in Asia (1999).   

Pope John Paul II speaks of the “Asian soul” as characterized by love of silence and 

contemplation, simplicity, harmony, detachment, nonviolence, discipline, frugal 

living, the thirst for learning and philosophical inquiry, respect for life, compassion 

for all beings, closeness with nature, filial piety toward parents and ancestors, a 

highly developed sense of community and a deep appreciation for the family. (p.14) 

     

The cultural Asian soul of Vietnamese American Catholics.  Phan‟s book entitled 

Vietnamese-American Catholics (2005b) is part of a Pastoral Spirituality Series written for parish 

employees and volunteers working in parishes and schools with Vietnamese American refugees 
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and immigrants.  This book is helpful in understanding practices that are unique to the 

Vietnamese Catholic culture. It is the only source that described the ancient Vietnamese cultural 

practices and how they are pertinent to understanding today‟s Vietnamese American Catholics.   

Phan (2005b) believes that one cannot understand the Vietnamese‟s religious life without 

understanding the Vietnamese culture and vice versa (p.21).  Phan agrees with the anthropologist 

Louis Luzbetak that there are three levels when considering cultural elements.  The first level is 

composed of “the who, what, when, where, how and what kind” (p. 22) of visible rituals, signs, 

and symbols are witnessed when observing the community.  This is what is often captured by 

mass media.  The second level attempts to explain the first level.  It includes exploring the 

meaning and messages that explain why people do what they do.  In many ways, this literature 

review is an attempt to find answers to the why questions.  The third level of understanding 

culture involves digging deeper into a cultural community‟s worldview, philosophy, and religion.  

For Phan, the traditional Vietnamese worldview is not found in great philosophical documents.  

Rather, it is found in the culture‟s “myths, legends, proverbs and folksongs; in works of 

literature, especially poetry; and in ethical and religious practices” (p.24).   

For the purposes of this study, it is first necessary to have an understanding of this third 

level of Vietnamese culture from someone living within this cultural group, before looking at 

what the literature has to offer at the first and second levels. 

Harmony.  For Phan (2005b) “harmony…. is, in a nutshell, a way of life” (p.25).  From 

the earliest of times, there was a belief that Heaven, Earth and Humanity constituted the whole of 

reality, with Humanity being the connector between Heaven and Earth.  All three elements were 

dependent on each other; none of them could exist without the other two (p. 27).  Also stemming 

from Confucian thought was the recognition that in each of these elements there were opposing 
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elements, known as the yin (Vietnamese: am) and yang (Vietnamese: duong) (p.28).  Yang‟s 

attributes included the element of heaven, as well as the qualities of firmness, light, day, life, 

activity, and masculinity.  Yin’s attributes included the element earth and the qualities of 

softness, darkness, night, death, receptivity, and femininity.  Yin and yang were considered 

opposing and yet complementary.  Phan writes “To be is to-be-in-harmony” (p. 27).  

Relationships: Bonds, duties and virtue.  In addition to harmony, another set of 

relationship expectations had Confucian roots.  Phan (2005b) wrote “In the Vietnamese culture, 

relationship is everything!” (p.31)  Stemming from the ancient Confucian tradition, there were 

typically three bonds: between the king and his subjects; between the husband and wife; and 

between the parents and their children.  In modern times, two other bonds became important: that 

of the relationship between siblings and the relationship between friends.  Each of these five 

bonds corresponded to a duty, namely loyalty, submission, piety, mutual yielding, and love-

solidarity.  The bonds and duties evolved into five virtues which Phan named in Vietnamese and 

described in English.  The five virtues are (p. 31): 

Nhan  (compassion, benevolence, love for one‟s fellow human beings); 

Nghia  (justice, righteousness, sense of moral duty); 

Le  (propriety, social appropriateness); 

Tri  (knowledge, wisdom); and  

Tin  (sincerity, truthfulness).  

According to Phan (2005b), the five relationships and corresponding obligations, plus the 

five virtues, form the very core of Vietnamese ethics (p.31).  He stated: 

Harmony will be achieved in oneself, with one‟s superiors, with one‟s family, with 

one‟s fellows, with Earth and Heaven, only if one performs fully one‟s obligations 
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and duties flowing from one‟s social and family position and practices the five virtues 

mentioned above. (p.32) 

Two of the five bonds and duties merited Phan‟s (2005b) extra attention as these cultural 

expectations unfolded within the Vietnamese American culture: that of the role of husband and 

wife (and men and women, in general), and that of the practice of filial piety.   

Regarding the role of women in family systems, Phan‟s (2005b) research suggests that 

Vietnamese society before the Chinese ruled the area was “most likely matriarchal” with women 

actually ruling over the clans.  During the Chinese domination, women were expected to submit 

to their father, then to their husband, and if widowed to their son.  The virtues they were to 

practice were domestic skills, manners, respectful speech, and virtuous behavior (p.32).  After 

the Chinese were defeated, the upper class continued to follow these practices, but Vietnamese 

women always held a “relatively high position” (p.32) in both families and the villages, 

especially by the lower classes.   

Vietnamese literature, proverbs, and songs reflect this basic Vietnamese value of equality 

between men and women and a mutual support and love between spouses.  Phan (2005b) 

suggests that this might be one of the reasons why Vietnamese women have had an easier time 

adjusting to American life (p.33). 

The second familial role of particular note to Phan (2005b) was the relationship between 

parents and children. The term used to describe this relationship is filial piety, and Phan 

describes it “at the basis of Vietnamese moral and religious life” (p. 33).  Filial piety expects that 

children will exhibit both “reverence for” and “obedience to” (p. 33) the parents.  Children will 

care for the parents when they are sick and aging and observe the age-old traditions honoring the 

dead after their parents‟ deaths.  Filial piety also involves the obligation for males to father a son 
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to carry on the family‟s name and lineage.  Filial piety and the veneration of ancestors are 

"rooted in a deep sense of gratitude to those who, with immense sacrifices, have given life to 

their children and nurtured them.  The children then have the sacred obligation to love and 

respect their parents in return” (p. 52).  

Beyond the Vietnamese American Catholics‟ Asian soul, one must also remember Jesus 

Christ‟s Asian roots, and recognize the Vietnamese‟ hope-filled faith that is best exemplified in 

the writings of Cardinal Francis Xavier Nguyen Van Thuan (2000, 2001, 2003).  Both concepts 

are needed if one is going to have a fuller appreciation of Vietnamese American Catholics‟ 

religious practices.   

Asian Roots of Judeo-Christian Religious Traditions.  Pope John Paul II, in his 

introduction to Ecclesia in Asia (1999), reminded readers that “it was in fact in the Asia 

continent that God revealed and fulfilled his saving purpose from the beginning” (No.1), and that 

God “sent his only-begotten Son, Jesus Christ the Saviour, who took flesh as an Asian!” (No.1).  

Ecclesia in Asia, as well as the U. S. Catholic Bishops‟ documents Welcoming the Stranger 

Among Us (2000) and Asian and Pacific Presence: Harmony in Faith (2001) referred to 

Christianity‟s Asian roots.  These roots are particularly salient for Asian American Catholics 

who have suffered and lost so much in migrating from their countries of birth. 

Pope John Paul II‟s (1999) reference to Moses leading his people to freedom was a 

powerful message to Asian Catholics, many of whom have recently experienced oppression and 

the trauma of migration.  Additionally, in the document Welcoming the Stranger Among Us 

(2000), the U. S. bishops reminded all Catholics that the patriarchs in Sacred Scripture were 

themselves nomads who migrated to Egypt, suffered greatly, and were rescued by God through 

Moses (p.17).  The bishops challenged all to remember “You shall not oppress an alien; you well 
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know how it feels to be an alien, since you were once aliens yourselves in the land of Egypt (Ex 

23:9)” (p. 17 – 18).  The bishops referenced the human conditions of being the “stranger”, 

“slave”, “alien”, “orphan” and “widow” (p.18), and gave biblical citations to help remind 

Americans that, as a country of migrants and indigenous oppressed peoples, our stories are 

similar to the stories found in Sacred Scripture.  Asian American Catholics whose personal 

experiences are recent first-hand accounts of the migration experience can readily identify with 

the Israelites.  

Likewise, Asian Catholics can identify with the Holy Family‟s journey to Egypt, Jesus‟ 

commitment to the poor, captive, blind and oppressed (Luke 4:18), and Mary‟s conviction that 

God would have mercy on those who feared him, lifting up the lowly and filling those who 

hungered (Luke 1:50 – 53).  In 1952, Pope Pius XII officially recognized Joseph, Mary and Jesus 

as “the archetype of every refugee family” (USCCB, 2000, p. 18).  Then, in reflecting upon 

Jesus‟ life, Pope John Paul II (1999) wrote “Jesus was born, lived, died and rose from the dead in 

the Holy Land, that small portion of Western Asia became a land of promise and hope for all 

mankind” (No. 1).  It was there that Jesus instructed the apostles to “Go therefore and make 

disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the son and of the Holy 

Spirit….And remember, I am with you always, to the end of the age” (Matthew 28: 19-20, 

Revised Standard Edition). 

  It is also important to note “the history of the Church in Asia is as old as the Church 

herself” (USCCB, 2001, p.2).  Even though Christianity did not become widely known to the 

Vietnamese until the 17
th

 century, it is easy for Christians with European and Roman Catholic 

roots to forget the history of Christianity‟s growth in Asia.  In actuality, St. Thomas the Apostle 

made his way south to India where he was eventually martyred, and Sts. Thaddeus (Jude) and 
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Bartholomew evangelized in Armenia (USCCB, 2001, p. 2).  It was Armenia that became the 

first entire country to become Christian, not Italy (p.2).  Additionally, there is historical evidence 

that by the 5
th

 century, Persian merchants had already brought Jesus‟ message and Christianity to 

China. 

The writings of Cardinal Francis Xavier Nguyen Van Thuan.  Cardinal Van Thuan 

(1928 - 2002) was perhaps the most influential Vietnamese priest the Vietnamese Catholics and 

Vietnamese American Catholics had from the time of his internment in 1975 until his death in 

Rome in 2002.  His message of hope to Vietnamese Catholics has had a profound effect on all 

those who have suffered displacement and religious persecution; the devastation, suffering and 

death as a result of the Vietnam War; and the further displacement, suffering, and trauma from 

being scattered across the globe.   

A biographer and longtime friend of the Cardinal, Andre N. Van Chau, wrote in the 

forward to Five Loaves and Two Fish that three books needed to be read in order to understand 

Cardinal Van Thuan.  These three books are: The Road of Hope: a Gospel from Prison (2001) 

originally written in 1975 during his original house arrest before being imprisoned; Five Loaves 

and Two Fish (2003) in which the ideas for the book were conceived during his solitary 

confinement at Phu Khanh Prison in North Vietnam; and Testimony of Hope (2000), written after 

Cardinal Van Thuan led Pope John Paul II and the Roman Curia in their yearly spiritual 

exercises in 2000 (Thuan, 2003, p. v).  

In The Road of Hope, (2001) Cardinal Thuan organized the 1001 reflections which he 

wrote for the Catholic faithful in 1975 into 37 themed chapters.  Some of the themes were 

directed toward clergy; others focused on lay leaders; and yet others were intended for the 

Catholic faithful in general.  Themes covered included: God‟s will, prayer, fortitude, the spirit of 
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poverty, the family, joy, wisdom, suffering, charity, and ordinary work.  And yet all of these 

topics encouraged the faithful to have hope.  An example of this can be found in Reflection 

Number 978, where then-Archbishop Van Thuan wrote: 

A straight line consists of millions of points joined together.  Likewise, a lifetime 

consists of millions of seconds and minutes joined together.  If every point along the 

line is rightly set, the line will be straight.  If every minute of a life is good, that life 

will be holy.  The Road of Hope is paved with small acts of hope along life‟s way.  A 

life of hope is born from every minute of hope in one‟s lifetime. (p. 224)   

           Archbishop Van Thuan concluded The Road of Hope (2001) with 23 signposts each 

person needed to follow daily along life‟s journey. In some ways, the 23 signposts are a type of 

code of conduct that Archbishop Van Thuan (2001) dreamed the Catholic faithful would aspire 

to follow, not knowing whether he would ever see them in person again. 

In the “Forward” of Five Loaves and Two Fish (2003), Andre Chau shared one of the 

Archbishop‟s experiences in Phu Khanh Prison Camp.  The Archbishop stated during a personal 

conversation: 

My morale was at its lowest.  I was almost in despair….I prayed, but God did not 

seem to hear.  Then all of a sudden I saw, as if in a vision, Christ on the cross, 

crucified and dying.  He was completely helpless…certainly worse off than me in my 

prison cell.  Then I heard a voice – was it his voice? -  saying „At this precise moment 

on the cross, I redeemed all the sins of the world‟ (p. vii). 

In December of 1991, then-Archbishop Van Thuan was permanently expelled from 

Vietnam to Rome where in 1994, he became Vice President of the Pontifical Council for Justice 

and Peace.  In 2001, he was named a Cardinal by Pope John Paul II.   
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Andre Chau described Five Loaves and Two Fish (2003) as Cardinal Van Thuan‟s 

Magnificat (p. ix).  Originally written in Italian in 1997, Chau stated:  

Five Loaves and Two Fish, reflects a great humility, a great joy, and the theological 

virtue of hope.  It calls each of us to give to God the little we have with great 

confidence that he will turn our small gifts into wonders. (p. ix) 

The foundational ideas contained in Five Loaves and Two Fish (2003) were originally 

reflections from the Archbishop‟s 13 years of imprisonment.  Once expelled from Vietnam, the 

Archbishop spent much of his time speaking to communities in Europe, America, Africa and 

Asia, further developing these thoughts.  This eventually led him to realize he needed to express 

these thoughts in book form.  In summarizing the book, Andre Van Chau stated that Cardinal 

Van Thuan (2003) was convinced that first:  

He had to choose God over God‟s works, and second, he had to offer all he had to 

God and let God turn his offering into abundant nourishment for others like the little 

boy in the Gospel, whose five loaves and two fish fed a crowd of over five thousand. 

(p. vii). 

Testimony of Hope (2000) was written, at Pope John Paul II‟s request, after Archbishop 

Van Thuan led the year 2000 spiritual exercises for Pope John Paul II.  Twenty-two reflections 

of hope were contained in this book.  The sections were titled “Hope in God”, “The Adventure of 

Hope” “Hope against All Hope”, “The People of Hope”, and “To Renew the Hope within Us”.  

Just as Americans know of and many have memorized Dr. Martin Luther King‟s “I have a 

dream” speech, many Vietnamese Catholics cherish Cardinal Van Thuan‟s “dream of a great 

hope” statement as found in Testimony of Hope: 
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I dream of a great hope. 

 I dream of a Church that is the Holy Door, always open, embracing all, full of 

compassion; and that understands the pains and sufferings of humanity, protecting 

and consoling all people. 

 I dream of a Church that is Word, manifesting the book of the Gospel to the Four 

Corners of the world in a gesture of announcement, of submission to the Word of 

God as the promise of the eternal Covenant. 

 I dream of a Church that is bread, Eucharist, that allows itself to be eaten by all 

people in order that the world may have abundant life. 

 I dream of a Church that is passionate for the unity that Jesus desired, like John 

Paul II, who opened the Holy Door of the Basilica…Outside the Walls…. 

 I dream of a Church that is on a journey, the People of God who behind the Pope, 

carry the cross, enter the temple of God and, in prayer and song, encounter the 

Risen Christ, our one hope, Mary, and all the saints. 

 I dream of a Church that carries in its heart the fire of the Holy Spirit – and where 

the Spirit is, there is freedom; there is sincere dialogue with the world and 

especially with the young, with the poor, and with the marginalized; and there is 

discernment of the signs of the times….  

 I dream of a Church that is a concrete witness of hope and of love, as personified 

by the Pope who embraces all: Orthodox, Anglican, Calvinist, Lutheran…in the 

grace of Jesus Christ, in the love of the Father, and in the communion of the Spirit 

lived in prayer and humility.   

What joy!  What hope! (pp. 38 – 39) 
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In reading the following section on the religious practices of Vietnamese American 

Catholics, it is important to keep in mind the context within which these practices are observed: 

the parishioners‟ cultural “Asian soul”; the parishioners‟ identity with biblical stories of 

displacement, God‟s preferential option for the poor, alien, widowed and orphaned, and of Jesus 

Christ conquering death; and lastly, the parishioners‟ commitment to follow their own spiritual 

leader‟s message of hope.   

Religious Practices of Vietnamese American Catholics 

   The present religious practices of Vietnamese American Catholics are a reflection of 

almost 400 years of Vietnamese Catholic traditions, as well as the inculturation of these practices 

into Vietnamese culture.  Phan (2005b) described Vietnamese Catholicism as having its seeds in 

“the blood of martyrs” (p.94), and having been highly influenced by Iberian and French 

Catholicism.  The Vietnamese have great devotion to Mary and the saints, and they hold on to 

some pre-Vatican practices, such as the preferential treatment of clerics, and a more traditional 

liturgical style of worship.  It is important to remember that the Vietnam War and subsequent 

Communist takeover reduced Vatican II‟s immediate influence on Asian and Vietnamese 

Catholicism. 

Vietnamese American Catholics continue to view the Roman Catholic Church as both 

hierarchical and institutional with a strong deference to clergy (Phan, 2000b).  The consequence 

of this is that historically the laity has been quite passive.  Pastors often continue to make most of 

the important decisions regarding parish life.  One positive influence of now living in the United 

States is that the laity is gradually assuming a more consultative role with their pastors (Phan, 

2005b).  “Many parishes offer Vietnamese American Catholics a unique opportunity to exercise 
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their baptismal vocation and to break away from the more authoritarian and clerical model of 

church they have inherited” (p. 128). 

Phan (2000) also is concerned that both Vietnamese clergy and highly educated and 

successful lay leaders have not been able to update or obtain theological understandings, 

respectively.  Many clergy have not been able to further their theological knowledge since 

arriving in this country.  Lack of adequate English skills, the demands of ministry, and disinterest 

has often been at the source of this challenge.  For lay persons, the challenge was that their 

careers and families needed to be their primary focus. Additionally, clergy have given little 

encouragement to lay leaders to engage in Bible studies and theological discussions.  Vietnamese 

parishes continue to focus on the Christian formation of children and the devotional practices of 

the elderly.  

Another characteristic of Vietnamese American Catholics is that they are very sensitive 

to the needs and suffering within the Vietnamese American community and for those in 

Vietnam.  This is evidenced by their very generous financial support of: their own parish, their 

remaining family members in Vietnam, and their family‟s parishes in Vietnam (Phan, 2000b).  

Vietnamese Catholics have a strong sense of solidarity for those who are living in poverty, and 

for those suffering from natural disasters.  Within this context, Phan (2000b) states that many 

Vietnamese American Catholics are still primarily concerned with self-preservation and have not 

as yet been able to embrace some of the wider concerns related to Catholic social teachings and 

social justice activities (2000b).       

Vietnamese American Catholics are strongly committed to a number of devout religious 

practices that are often overlooked by American Catholics today.  Many of these practices are 
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occasionally seen and read about as sound bites on the news or as featured articles or photos in 

local Catholic newspapers.   Some of these are described in the following section.            

Popular Marian devotions.  Whereas many devotional practices have been downplayed 

in the United States since Vatican II, Marian devotions are a hallmark of Vietnamese American 

Catholic piety.  Praying the rosary both as a parish community and within families continues to 

be widely practiced.  Daily praying of the rosary and observance of Marian feast days are 

cherished family devotions of Vietnamese Catholics (Luong, retrieved May 3, 2007).  Our Lady 

of La Vang and Our Lady of Tra Kieu are traditionally celebrated during the month of Mary in 

May, and the Rosary is emphasized in October (Hien, retrieved May 3, 2007). 

It is interesting to note that the two apparitions of Mary had one thing in common that is 

not found in other apparitions from Europe (where Mary focused on a theme of repentance).  

Both of these apparitions occurred during times of Christian persecutions in Vietnam, and Mary 

promised the Vietnamese Catholics maternal protection (Phan, 2005b).  For this reason, Mary is 

seen as a “figure of pure mercy and compassion” (p. 117), and often called the Mother of Mercy 

or Mother of Divine Mercy.  This distinction certainly has had a profound impact on the 

Vietnamese‟s image of Mary.     

 Phan (2005b) wrote that the Marian apparitions and Vietnamese Catholics devotion to 

Mary were important for two other reasons.  First, Mary was seen as not only merciful, but in her 

compassion for those suffering, she was powerful and called to action.  “Mary as a powerful 

woman has profound implications for the struggle of Vietnamese women for equal rights and full 

human dignity” (p. 120).  Secondly, although not necessarily pertinent to this discussion of 

religious practices, Phan also wrote about the role Buddhists and “pagans” (p. 121) played in the 

apparitions.  He suggested that Vietnamese Mariology could be helpful in interreligious dialog.                  
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Popular devotion to the Feast of the Martyrs.  The Feast of the Martyrs is celebrated 

on November 24.  On June 21, 1988, Pope John Paul II canonized 117 Vietnamese Martyrs who 

died over a period of 117 years between 1745 – 1862 (Nhan, retrieved November 16, 2009, No. 

2).  One of these martyrs was Father Joseph Hien, who was originally beatified by Pope Leo XIII 

on May 27, 1900 (parish handout, p. 11).  It is Saint Joseph Hien whom the Minneapolis church 

was originally named to honor.   

 Francis X. Clark (1999) cited that whereas 37 Vietnamese priests were among the 

martyrs, there were also 59 Vietnamese lay men and women (p. 316).  This was a much higher 

number of both lay persons and women than was found among European saints.  It was also 

noteworthy that 10 bishops and priests were French, and another 11 bishops and priests were 

Spanish (Nhan, retrieved November 16, 2009, No. 1).  Clark reflected upon a book written in 

1897 about the martyrs of Korea and Vietnam in comparison to those of ancient Rome.  The 

1897 author showed step by step how the martyrs used “similar words and actions of the victims 

widely separated by time and distance” (p.318). 

Clark (1999) wrote that there were six reasons that the Asian martyrs are so very 

important to Asian Catholics:  

(a) They are truly Asians; (b) they are genuine witnesses to the gospel of Jesus; (c) by 

far the majority are laity; (d) many of these laity are women; (e) they form part of 

story theology; and (f) they exemplify, to an astounding degree, human courage for a 

transcendent ideal.  (p.314) 

In writing about the significance of the martyrs for Vietnamese Catholics, Phan (2000b) 

stated that the Vietnamese American Catholics can identify so deeply with the martyrs because 

of how deeply they have suffered in recent memory.  The mass migration in 1954, re-education 
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camps after the Vietnam War ended, and the suffering that they have encountered as refugees 

and immigrants “has no doubt enriched and fortified their faith in a way not available to those 

enjoying religious freedom” (p.25). 

Annual Marian pilgrimage in Carthage, Missouri.  In the beginning of August every 

year, the Society of Mary CoRedemptrix religious order hosts a national Marian festival.  Over 

the years, this has grown into an event that attracts forty thousand Vietnamese American 

Catholics every year.  Participants come from all over the country and are able to reunite with 

family, friends, and acquaintances they knew in Vietnam.  It is a cherished time for Vietnamese 

Americans where they are able to celebrate both religious and cultural traditions, and to pass on 

these traditions to the younger generations.   

Wedding and funeral rituals, and the remembrance of ancestors.  Vietnamese 

weddings, funeral rites, and ancestral commemorations are rich in both cultural symbolism and 

religious meaning (Phan, 2005b).  Reverend Joachim Hien (retrieved May 3, 2007) wrote that 

these events “also help Vietnamese Catholics preserve and practice their faith in a stable way 

while adjusting to life in this new land” (p.2).  Although many of the rituals have been simplified 

in the United States, the main elements continue to be practiced and reflect the importance of 

family. 

Weddings.  Customs surrounding weddings continue to focus not only on the wedding 

ceremony itself, but also the engagement (Phan, 2005b).  Engagement rituals involve the 

groom‟s family (and sometimes the matchmaker) going to the bride‟s family home in order for 

the bride‟s parents‟ to give their formal consent.  The groom‟s parents come bearing gifts, and 

although the parents might know each other, they are formally introduced to each other at this 

gathering.  It is often at this meeting that some of the marriage preparations are discussed.  
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Traditionally, the future bride and groom do not become involved in these arrangements.  The 

bride‟s parents then host a dinner.  It is noteworthy that even though Vietnamese American 

young adults now may choose their spouses, parents and extended family members still wish to 

become involved in matchmaking or seek the help of a professional matchmaker if the young 

adult does not find a person of their choosing. 

   Family-centered rituals are also observed on the day of the wedding.  The groom‟s 

family, led by the head of the household, goes over to the bride‟s home.  The groom‟s family 

brings gifts of betel leaves and areca nuts, “symbols of marital love and fidelity” (Phan, 2005b, 

p. 59), as well as other food, beverages, and sweets.  There is often another request from the 

groom‟s parents for the bride‟s parents‟ consent.  Then the bride is brought into the family living 

area, formally introduced to her parents-in-law and close family members, and given jewelry 

from both the mother and the mother-in-law.  There may also be a ritual remembering those 

ancestors who have died.  Before departing for the religious ceremony, the families often gift the 

couple with money to help pay the wedding expenses. 

  The religious ceremony follows the Rite of Marriage (1973); however, some segments 

have been adapted in order to accommodate Vietnamese customs (Hien, retrieved May, 2007).  

These adaptations help the Vietnamese preserve the emphasis on the family‟s role in supporting 

the new couple and in keeping the families closely united.  After the religious ceremony, a large 

sit-down banquet is held at a restaurant, often attended by a few hundred guests (Phan, 2005b).  

During this reception, it is the parents who take the newlyweds around to each of the tables and 

thank the guests for their presence (Hien, 2007).  The traditional congratulatory response of 

guests is to wish them “100 years of happiness” (Hien).  Guests normally give money with the 
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intent that it will help pay for the reception.  Phan also notes that it is the groom‟s family and the 

wedding couple who usually pay for the wedding expenses. 

For Phan (2005b), the remarkable characteristic of both the engagement and wedding 

rituals is that they are not focused exclusively on the wedding couple.  The rituals involve 

extended families and often the ancestors.  It is about the relationships, and it is these 

relationships that “will sustain the new couple in their marriage” (p. 61). 

Funerals and remembering ancestors.  As with weddings, funerals reflect the 

importance of family, and memorial rituals reflect the importance of remembering.  As death 

approaches, immediate family members make every effort to visit the terminally ill person and 

be present during the last hours.  Often, attendance at the last rites may include extended family 

members, and even representatives from parish organizations important to the person (Hien, 

retrieved May, 2007).  It is the tradition at the time of death to openly mourn, and family 

members wear different types of mourning clothes, dependent on their relationship to the 

deceased (Hien). 

The Vietnamese prefer to die at home, with some of the elderly Vietnamese wishing to 

either go back to Vietnam to die or to be buried in Vietnam with their ancestors (Phan, 2005b).  

Although some of the pre-burial rituals are adapted and simplified in the United States because 

the corpse is prepared by professionals and kept in a funeral home, the family maintains some 

traditional practices.  One such practice may be a ceremony called le khien dien or le chuyen cuu 

in which an announcement is made to the ancestors that a family member has died and is joining 

them.  Phan also notes that white, not black, is the color of mourning (p. 62).   

    The funeral begins with the casket being carried into the church for the funeral Mass 

and ends with interment in the cemetery (Hien, retrieved May, 2007).  Gravesite customs are 
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slightly different from traditional American procedures in that the family watches the burial, and 

each member of the family throws a handful of dirt into the grave (Phan, 2005b, p. 62).  Masses 

are then offered seven days after internment and again 49 days, 100 days, and one year after the 

person‟s death (Hien).  Each of these ceremonies may include elaborate meals.  The mourning 

period lasts one year for relatives on the maternal side and three years for relatives on the 

paternal side of the family (Phan, 2005b).  During this time, family members often wear a small 

black piece of material on their clothes.        

 Ancestor veneration (Phan) and ancestral commemorations (Hien) are both terms used to 

describe the same commitment to remembering and honoring one‟s ancestors.  In Vietnam, 

“veneration of ancestors…is the most religious and sacred act that a Vietnamese can perform” 

(Phan, 2005b, p.52) regardless of one‟s religion.  Phan wrote:  

Ancestor veneration or worship is rooted in a deep sense of gratitude to those who, 

with immense sacrifices, have given life to their children and nurtured them.  The 

children then have the sacred obligation to love and respect their parents in return.  

(p.52) 

In the United States, Vietnamese Catholics continue to commemorate their ancestors on 

Memorial Day, All Souls Day, and on death anniversaries of loved ones (Hien, retrieved May 3, 

2007).  Liturgically, the Vietnamese Catholic bishops have also allowed for an expansion within 

the second Eucharistic Prayer of the Mass to include the sentence “Remember in particular our 

ancestors, our parents and our friends who have left this world” (Phan, 2005b, p. 124).     

Tet (Lunar New Year) and remembering the fall of Saigon (April 30).  In most 

countries with Catholic worshippers, cultural and national celebrations are often transformed to 

include Catholic worship traditions.  The celebration of the Lunar New Year in Vietnam is an 
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example of this phenomenon.  As a national holiday, Tet is celebrated for a minimum of three 

days; however, events may extend the celebration for a week and even a month.  Reverend Hien 

(retrieved May 5, 2007) writes that Tet has indeed been transformed to include Catholic 

traditions both in Vietnam and in those countries now having Vietnamese Catholic populations.   

On New Year‟s Eve, a penance service is held in which worshippers ask God for 

forgiveness for last year‟s sins and thank God for last year‟s blessings.  On New Year‟s Day, 

Catholics ask God and the Blessed Virgin Mary for blessings for the New Year.  After Mass, it is 

the tradition for parishioners to visit family, friends and clergy wishing adults good fortune, and 

giving children lucky money in red envelopes (Hien, retrieved May 5, 2007, p.3). 

Although there is little information written about the memorial service celebrated in 

commemoration of the fall of South Vietnam, it is an important date etched into the collective 

memory of Vietnamese Catholics and is celebrated every year on April 30. 

Commitment to religious vocations.  As a result of the religious commitment of 

Vietnamese Americans to their Catholic faith, in 1995 alone, 300 Vietnamese priests were 

ordained, and 450 Vietnamese sisters entered religious orders (Bankston, 2000).  Phan (2005b) 

estimated that ten years later there were approximately 600 priests (secular and religious), 50 

permanent deacons, 300 perpetually professed religious sisters, and another 350 sisters in 

temporary vows serving approximately 300,000 Vietnam American Catholics.  Phan (2000b) 

also notes that some Vietnamese American priests have reached leadership roles in their 

dioceses, such as becoming vicar generals, and monsignors.   

The highest ranking Vietnamese American priest as of 2010 was Dominic Dinh Mai 

Luong, who became the Auxiliary Bishop of the Diocese of Orange, California on April 25, 

2003.  It is interesting to note that his ministry included working within the Archdiocese of New 
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Orleans from 1976 – 2003, and included being appointed pastor of Mary, Queen of Vietnamese 

Church in 1983.     

In addition to having Vietnamese membership in both the Society of Divine Word (SVD) 

and the Society of Jesus (SJ) male religious orders, 12 male religious orders in the United States 

specifically attract Vietnamese men.  The largest is the Congregation of Mary CoRedemptrix 

(Dong Dong Cong) (Phan, 2000b).  This order was founded by a Vietnamese priest, and its 

headquarters is located in Carthage, Missouri.  Approximately 20 female religious societies are 

located in the United States, of which the largest is Lovers of the Cross (Dong Men Thanh Gia) 

(Phan, 2000b).  This society was founded by Bishop Lambert de La Motte in the 17
th

 century and 

is organized by dioceses in Vietnam.  This type of organizational structure for religious orders 

does not exist in the U. S.  In early refugee documents, researchers will see specific Vietnamese 

dioceses noted when the religious sisters came to the United States as refugees. 

Emerging lay leadership.  Whereas the laity in Vietnam is quite passive and defers 

matters within the church to clergy, in the U. S. the Vietnamese American Catholics are far more 

involved in parish life leadership, and are quite participatory.  An example of the expanded role 

for laity was cited in Bankston‟s (2000) article “Vietnamese American Catholicism: 

Transplanted and Flourishing”.  In the Versailles community of New Orleans, for example, many 

of the community leaders are also “deeply involved in the community‟s religious life” (p.50).  

Professionally, they are teachers, highly educated professionals, store owners, and successful 

owners of fishing boats.  However, they also help organize the parish‟s religious organizations as 

well as getting involved in various civic social justice issues. 

Parish-based religious organizations.  Vietnamese American Catholics have a wide 

variety of organizations that involve parishioners of all ages (Phan, 2000b; Phan, 2005b).  Some 
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of these include Catholic Mothers, Devotion to the Sacred Heart, Legio Mariae, Fatima 

Apostolate, Ignatian Spiritual Exercises, as well as Boy and Girl Scout troops, Eucharistic 

Youth, and Sunday School programs that combine religious, cultural and language instruction.  

Some Vietnamese American parishioners have become involved in more American Catholic 

organizations such as Charismatic Catholics, Cursillo and RENEW. 

National Catholic organizations supporting local efforts.  Numerous Catholic 

religious organizations support the efforts of local Vietnamese parishes.  The Office for the 

Pastoral Care of Migrants and Refugees, the National Pastoral Center for the Vietnamese 

Apostolate, and the Federation of Vietnamese Catholics all work to meet the growing needs of 

the Vietnamese American Catholic leadership and their own membership groups.  An example of 

this is the Vietnamese Catholic Congress which is supported by these three organizations 

(Bankston, 2000).  This congress has been meeting every other year since 1993 and focuses its 

efforts on the professional development of clergy, religious, and lay leaders. 

Living betwixt-and-between.  Vietnamese American Catholics living in the United States 

find themselves “betwixt-and-between” (Phan, 2005b, p. 131) two cultures and two churches, 

wanting to be fully Vietnamese, fully American, and fully Catholic.  Jung Young Lee (1993) 

discussed the complexity of belonging to an ethnic minority in the United States.  He defined 

marginality as being at “the edge or the boundary of a group” (p.246), even as one belongs to the 

group.  Ethnic minorities “are weak and powerless, for they are outside of the dominant power 

structure” (p.246).  In speaking of himself as a marginal person, Lee stated:  

I am poised in ambivalence between two worlds, the world of America and the world 

of Asia, reflecting the repulsions and attractions or the rejection and acceptance of 

both worlds….I am rejected by both worlds.  I am rejected by America because of my 
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ethnic origin and cultural background.  I am also rejected by Asia because of my 

Americanization that alienates me from the rest of my people in Asia.  I live in two 

worlds without wholly belonging to either of them.  I am in between.  (p. 243) 

In writing these thoughts, however, Lee (1993) went beyond the negative implications of 

marginality and challenged the reader to see the positive aspects of being at the margins.  Phan 

(2005b) summarized Lee‟s ideas by describing this positive as a paradox.  In “being neither this 

nor that, (it) allows one to be both this and that” (p. 27).  Lee stated that when living in the 

margins, a person could not only be a bridge between two worlds, but potentially could also 

transcend both worlds (1993, p.247).  He challenged the reader to think of the marginal person 

as living in and beyond the cultural groups.  Lee also reflected upon the reality that the first 

generation of Asian American immigrants were more likely to see the negative aspects of 

marginality, and that the younger generations were more likely to see the potential in living 

beyond either culture (p. 248).  In response to Lee‟s writings, Phan boldly wrote that being 

betwixt-and-between was an opportunity “to create a new way of being Catholic” (p.29).  

Vietnamese Americans Finding Their Theological Place at the Roman Catholic Table 

Beyond the religious traditions and rituals that are being lived out within the Vietnamese 

American Catholic communities today, another level of Asian Catholic and Asian Christian 

thought is influencing “an authentic Vietnamese theology” (Phan, 2005b, p.101).  As with many 

other cultural-based theologies, the practices supporting the theological thought emerged well in 

advance of the writing taking place today.  The Asian soil fertilizing this Asian Catholic theology 

is becoming increasingly more important to Vietnamese American Catholics as they begin to 

embrace “a truly inculturated theology” (Phan, 2005b, p. 101).  This is especially true for the 

younger generations of Asian Americans who are beginning to look at the Catholic Church and 
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Christianity with new eyes.  Instead of embracing the European, Roman Catholic Church and 

needing to deny their Asian beings, many younger Vietnamese American Catholics are 

attempting to imagine a type of Catholicism that touches their cultural core. 

This overview of Asian and specifically Vietnamese American theology is explored to 

help the reader expand one‟s thinking to include Asian contexts within Catholic thought.   It is 

not intended to be comprehensive or to explore the merits and weaknesses of the specific topics 

being summarized.   

Roman Catholic Church’s commitment to inculturation and the plight of migrants.  

The Roman Catholic Church, as a global entity, is committed to two topics that are especially 

pertinent to Vietnamese American Catholics: inculturation and migration.  One is the effort taken 

to support the Catholics of Asia, and the other is to encourage those who find themselves as 

refugees and immigrants in foreign lands. 

Asian Catholics and inculturation. As a result of Vatican II, Pope Paul VI invited Asian 

bishops to begin developing continent-specific theological conversations in 1970.  It was because 

of Pope Paul VI‟s invitation that the Federation of Asian Bishops‟ Conferences (FABC) was 

formed in 1972 with the last conference being held in 2002 (Phan, 2006, p.12).  The result of 

FABC being formed was eight Plenary Assemblies being conducted with the resultant 

documents entitled For All the Peoples of Asia.  Two of the contributions to Roman Catholic 

thought that came out of the FABC are: a new way of defining local church and a new way to be 

church in diverse cultures.    

Father James Kroeger (2006), a field missionary in the Philippines and Bangladesh for 

over 20 years, believes the FABC refocused the Church‟s attention on being the “Church of the 

Poor” (p.86), and redefined the term “Local Church” for Asia.  He wrote “the Church is always 
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in via, on the road in process….Asian churches are making the pilgrim way….Asian Christians 

are enthusiastic pilgrim-disciples…A renewed local church for a new world is being born in 

Asia” (p. 96).  He concluded by stating that the Church was “a communion of local churches” (p. 

97).  

In addition to Kroeger‟s summary, Phan (2003a) concluded that the FABC not only 

encouraged the local churches of Asia to achieve a new way of being church, but also challenged 

Asian churches to initiate a new way of doing theology in Asia (p. xiv).  This new approach 

consisted of a triple dialogue: dialogue with Asian cultures, dialogue with other Asian religions, 

and dialogue with the Asian people themselves, and especially the poor (p. xiv).        

As a result of FABC‟s work, Pope John Paul II requested a Special Assembly of the 

Synod of Bishops for Asia (Asian Synod for short) be held in Rome between April 19 and May 

13, 1998.  The result of the Asian Synod was an apostolic exhortation, Ecclesia in Asia 

(November 6, 1999) that again supported Vatican II‟s commitment to inculturation.  In drawing a 

clear distinction that the Gospel was independent of culture, Pope John Paul II stated “the 

kingdom of God comes to people who are fundamentally linked to a culture, and the building of 

the kingdom cannot avoid borrowing elements from human cultures (John Paul II, 1999, No. 21).   

It is also noteworthy that Pope John Paul II (1999) emphasized the importance of the laity 

in inculturation.  “A wider inculturation of the gospel at every level of society in Asia will 

depend greatly on the appropriate formation which the local churches succeed in giving to the 

laity” (No. 22). 

Inculturation within the context of migration.  Phan (2005b) wrote “interculturation is 

the process whereby the American culture and the Vietnamese culture are brought into a 

reciprocal engagement in such a way that both of them are transformed from within” (p. 133).  
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Inculturation, according to Phan, is the third and deepest stage of interculturation, whereby the 

two cultures are brought together in such a way that “their worldviews, their basic message, as 

expressed in their philosophies and religions” (p. 134) are engaged as equals.   

In the USCCB document Welcoming the Stranger Among Us (2000), the bishops referred 

back to both the Second Vatican Council and the writings of Pope John Paul II as evidence of the 

Church‟s commitment to inculturation.  The bishops quoted the council as writing “it is one of 

the properties of the human person that he can achieve true and full humanity only by means of 

culture” (p. 31 [quote from Gaudium et Spes, No. 53]).  The bishops summarized Pope John Paul 

II‟s commitment to inculturation by stating “that to take away a person‟s culture is therefore to 

damage human dignity grievously” (p. 31), and that “the pope warns repeatedly against 

attempting to rush a process of assimilation or cultural adaptation in the name of unity because 

the goal is the mutual enrichment of peoples” (p.33).  They further elaborated that in a global 

Church and its multicultural reality, Pope John Paul II insisted that:  

The immigrant members of the Church, while freely exercising their rights and duties 

and being in full ecclesial communion in the particular churches, feeling themselves 

Christians and brothers towards all, must be able to remain completely themselves as 

far as language, culture, liturgy and spirituality, and particular traditions are 

concerned. (Address for World Migrants‟ Day, July 16, 1985 as cited by USCCB, 

2000, pp. 32-33) 

Lastly, the U. S. bishops quoted Pope John Paul II asking immigrants to remember their 

identity and affirming they have a legitimate place in the world.  The bishops further explained 

Pope John Paul II‟s insistence that knowledge of cultures could not be merely an academic 
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activity, “but must come from the concrete efforts of individuals to get to know their neighbors, 

in all their diversity” (p.33). 

Phan (2006) suggested that the American Catholic Church would need to break open its 

concept of inculturation, recognizing both that the already “culture-laden” (p. 18) Gospel would 

need to be brought into various cultures and that these cultures would need to be brought into the 

Gospel.  Phan described five levels of consideration that would be involved: the Gospel itself; 

the Christian cultures in which the Gospel was originally transmitted; American culture; the 

specific ethnic group being studied; and then all of the other ethnic groups (Black, Mexican, 

Cuban, etc.) that are present in the American Catholic Church.  Phan also cited The Pontifical 

Council for Inter-Religious Dialogue and the Congregation for the Evangelization of Peoples‟ 

document, Dialogue and Proclamation (1991) which suggested that this dialogue have four 

forms: a “dialogue of life”; “dialogue of action”; “dialogue of theological exchange”; and a 

“dialogue of religious experience” (Phan, 20-21). 

Other Asian and Vietnamese American Catholic theological considerations.  In the 

introduction to Phan & Lee‟s (1999) book on autobiographical storytelling as a resource for 

theological reflection, Phan quoted Choan-Seng Song as stating “resources in Asia for doing 

theology are unlimited.  What is limited is our theological imagination” (p. xvi).  Phan then 

elaborated that there were at least six Asian resources contributing to theological discussions 

inclusive of Asian contexts.   

The first resource, the daily stories from billions of Asians themselves, was filled with 

“joy and suffering, hope and despair, love and hatred, and freedom and oppression” (Phan & 

Lee, 1999, p. xvi).  The stories are “kept in the „dangerous memory‟ (Johann Baptist Metz) of the 

„underside of history‟ (Gustavo Gutierrez)” (p. xvi).  A second resource Phan described as a 
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subset of the first - the stories of Asian women.  The third and fourth resources were the sacred 

texts of Asian religious and the philosophical ways of life of Asians, respectively.  The fifth 

resource was found in the Asian monastic traditions, with the sixth resource being found in Asian 

cultures themselves. 

Phan and Lee (1999) suggested that autobiographical storytelling with theological 

reflection is an important theological tool.  Admittedly, it is not the only way, but “it is Asia‟s 

favorite way of conveying wisdom” (p. xxi).  Likewise, Choan-Seng Song (in Phan & Lee, 1999, 

Chapter 1) wrote “The reign of God is essentially stories.  It consists of stories of God and stories 

of Jesus….The story of God‟s reign…unfolds itself in history.  It multiplies in the lives of 

people.  That is why it often takes us Christians by surprise” (p.11).  It is through these surprises 

that “we also begin to understand why the story of God‟s reign…has to multiply into many, 

many stories, countless stories…of women, men, and children” (p.11) even outside the Christian 

Church.  The story of God is not exclusively the story of the Christian Church.   

What appears to be unique in Asian American theological efforts is its intercultural 

emphasis.  Unlike some culturally-based theologies, Asian American theology is not formulating 

a theology that is unique and meaningful only to those of Asian ancestry.  Coming out of 

dialogue with all cultures and “systems of thought” (Phan & Lee, 1999, p. xxvii), the goal is to 

add insights to the field of theology in order to construct a universal theology.  Phan concluded 

the introductory chapter by writing “The voices of minority groups and those of the dominant 

group will make up a new chorus in which all the distinct and various notes and lyrics are 

harmonized together into a new symphony” (p. xxvii).  It was Phan‟s hope that an “intercultural 

theology” be constructed cognizant of globalization within the church and society in general.         
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Revisiting the concept of Jesus as a marginal person par excellence.  Jung Young Lee 

(1993), challenged readers to reflect on the transcendental potential of seeing marginality as 

“both „in-between‟ and „in and beyond‟” (p. 249).  If, in fact, marginal persons give up their 

“childish ways” (I Cor. 13:11, as cited by Lee), they can transform both of the worlds they live 

in.  Lee referred to Asian wisdom that finds harmony within opposites, such as finding sound 

within silence and finding complementarity from within opposites.   

Lee (1993) continued this thought by again referring to Saint Paul in his letter to the 

Philippians (2:5) urging his followers to “Let the same mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus” 

(RSV).  Lee believed Jesus was a marginal person par excellence (p.251), befriending outcasts, 

tax collectors, the poor, and the oppressed.  Lee cited examples of Jesus‟ empathy for those who 

were marginalized, such as women, children, Gentiles, and Samaritans, and his rejection by those 

in power.  Lee concluded by stating that if Jesus was a marginalized person, then to have the 

mind of Christ meant that one needed to be in the world but not of the world, to be a combination 

of neither/nor, and both/and in one‟s thinking (p.251).  For Jung Young Lee, having the mind of 

Christ would allow for “all different peoples to live together in harmony and peace…through the 

holistic, inclusive and self-yielding approach that Jesus himself demonstrated as a marginal 

person” (p. 252). 

Vietnamese images of Jesus.  Many images of Jesus resonate with those having Asian 

ancestral roots.  Pope John Paul II (1999) listed some of these in Ecclesia in Asia.  They included 

“Jesus Christ as the Teacher of Wisdom, the Healer, the Liberator, the Spiritual Guide, the 

Enlightened One, the Compassionate Friend of the Poor, the Good Samaritan, the Good 

Shepherd, the Obedient One” (No. 20).  Phan (2005b), in his book for pastoral ministers focused 

on two of these images: Jesus as the Firstborn Son and Eldest Brother and Jesus as the Ancestor    
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Jesus as firstborn son and eldest brother.  As mentioned earlier, both filial 

responsibilities and ancestor veneration are culturally very important to the Vietnamese, and it is 

the eldest son who is responsible for overseeing these family obligations.  Phan (2005b) turned to 

the Gospels to demonstrate how stories of Jesus resonated with Vietnamese‟ Asian soul.  Luke 

2:7 and 2:23 described Jesus being presented as the firstborn son, and Luke 2:51 (after having 

been lost in Jerusalem) described Jesus as being obedient to his parents.  Phan also cited 

examples of how Jesus carried out Mary‟s wishes at the wedding at Cana in John 2:1-12 and 

assigned “the disciple he loved” to take care of Mary with his death (John 19:26-27). 

In another article written in 1996, Phan elaborated on the image of Jesus as Elder 

Brother.  In this article, he reminded the reader that “Jesus was born a Jew, socialized as a Jew, 

and remained Jewish all his life” (p.40).  As an adult, Jesus reminded followers of their need to 

follow the Ten Commandments, and in Matthew 19:18 he challenged the rich young man to 

“honor your father and mother”.  Phan stressed Jesus‟ knowledge of the teachings of Proverbs, 

such as Chapter 6:20 -21 that reads “Observe, my son, your father‟s bidding, and reject not your 

mother‟s teaching; keep them fastened over your heart always, put them around your neck” (p. 

40).  Likewise, Jesus was well aware of instructions given to firstborn males in the books of 

Genesis, Exodus, Deuteronomy, and Numbers. 

Lastly, Phan (1996) drew attention to how Jesus interacts with God his Father.  Phan 

referred to Jesus calling God “Abba”, referenced the scene in the garden of Gethsemane where 

Jesus “showed absolute obedience to his Father (Mt 26:39)” (p.41), and showed Jesus‟ 

“complete trust in his Father” when he is quoted as saying “Father, into your hands I commend 

my spirit (Lk 23:46)” (p. 41).  Phan believed Jesus role-modeled how every son and daughter 

should act towards their elders.                   
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Jesus as the ancestor.  Phan (1996, 2003a, 2005b) also made a case in his writing 

regarding Jesus as the “Proto-Ancestor (First Ancestor)” (2005b, p. 107).  Phan referred to Luke 

linking Jesus in his genealogy to the first Adam (Luke 3:38), and to the New Testament 

references of Jesus as the new Adam whom Phan described as the “ancestor of the new human 

race” (p. 107).  For Asians, Jesus attained his status as an ancestor because of four events: (a) his 

death and descent to hell; (b) his resurrection; (c) his status as the new Adam; and (d) the 

worship he is given by his followers (1996, p. 42).  However, unlike the first Adam, Jesus 

modeled for his followers how differently they needed to act.  He did not try to make himself 

equal to God.  He was obedient to God the Father.  He restored everlasting life to humankind.  

Lastly, he now deserved to be worshiped by “his spiritual descendants” (2005b, p. 107).       

For those interested in pursuing a more in-depth study of Asian theology, Phan‟s (2003a, 

2003b, 2004) trilogy of books include updated and refined versions of many of his earlier 

articles.  It was because of the third book, Being Religious Interreligiously (2004) that Phan was 

challenged by the Vatican to address questions related to whether his ideas were becoming too 

relativistic.  In response to this challenge, Phan‟s article “Evangelization in a Culture of 

Pluralism: Challenges and Opportunities” was posted on the USCCB web site on October 17, 

2006. This article on evangelization and pluralism helped to define and clarify social theoretical 

terms within the context of theology such as, pluralism, modernity and post-modernity, liberation 

and inculturation.  It also discussed the importance of FABC‟s call for a triple dialogue: dialogue 

with Asian peoples (especially the poor and marginalized), dialogue among Asian cultures 

(inculturation); and dialogue with all Asian religions (interreligious dialogue) (Phan, 2006, p. 

12).  Likewise, Phan also challenged the American Catholic Church to treat new Catholic 

immigrants with less “ecclesiastical centralization” (p. 18) and envision immigrants maintaining 
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both their religious and cultural identity within parishes, dioceses and at national levels.  It is 

their non-European culture that is the glue that truly holds them together rather than the 

ecclesiastical structure of the Roman Catholic and American Roman Catholic Church. 

This discussion is so important to Asian theologians because the very mission of the 

Church is founded on what Phan cited as Jesus‟ mission.  “As the Father has sent me, so I send 

you” (John 20:21).  For Asian theologians, including Phan (2006), and Lee (1993), and their 

joint effort, Journeys at the Margin: Toward an Autobiographical Theology In American-Asian 

Perspective (1999), Jesus, himself, was a border-crosser much like the newer immigrants to the 

United States.  They encouraged readers to look to Jesus as their role model and to develop a 

new value system characterized by Jesus‟ renunciation of power, respect for diversity and 

otherness, and life of solidarity with those around him.  Phan called Jesus a “border-crosser par 

excellence” (Phan, 2005b, p.136), challenging American Catholics to value harmony and 

reconciliation. 

Conclusion 

The literature reviewed for this historical ethnography provided the historical and 

contextual background information needed to read Chapters Four and Five with the greatest 

amount of understanding that an outsider to Vietnamese Catholicism can obtain.  However, for 

Vietnamese American Catholics, this review is just the beginning of the inquiry.  It is their 

stories that will truly lead fellow Catholics to understand our Vietnamese American brothers and 

sisters in Christ‟s name.     
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Chapter Three 

Methodological Framework and Design 

How long do you have to study?  You must study continually.   

The world is changing; the work of the Church is ever new and fresh; the instruments of the 

Church are constantly in need of being sharpened.  God does not bestow the wisdom of Solomon 

or the understanding of Mary on uncommitted people (#580).  

(Cardinal Francis Xavier Nguyen Van Thuan, 2001) 

 

Qualitative Research Framework 

This research was designed as a historical ethnographic study within the qualitative 

research tradition.  In John W. Creswell‟s (2007) lengthy definition of qualitative research, he 

described three elements commonly found in qualitative research.  The first common element 

was that the research focuses on “problems inquiring into the meaning individuals or groups 

ascribe to a social or human problem” (p.37).  Secondly, the “researchers use an emerging 

qualitative approach to inquiry, the collection of data in a natural setting sensitive to the people 

and places under study, and data analysis that is inductive and establishes patterns or themes” 

(p.37).  Lastly, the final report “includes the voices of participants, the reflexivity of the 

researcher, and a complex description and interpretation of the problem, and it extends the 

literature or signals a call for action” (p.37).   

Creswell (2007) then outlined nine characteristics of qualitative research.  Each of these 

characteristics can be found in the design for this research: use of natural settings; researcher as 

primary data collector; multiple sources of data; inductive data analysis; inclusion of 

participants‟ own meanings; emergent research designs; theoretical lenses; interpretive inquiry; 

and holistic account of issue under study (pp.37-39).   
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1. Use of natural settings.  Observations of meetings and events, as well as the survey 

distribution and interviews were primarily done on location at St. Anne/St. Joseph Hien Catholic 

Church.  I used the parish‟s bulletin to communicate with parishioners.  The parish‟s ushers 

handed out the surveys and then helped to collect the surveys as they were returned.  Almost all 

interviews were done in the parish‟s combined office and rectory building in public spaces as 

recommended by the parish secretary.  I always had either the living room or the dining room 

available to me.  Likewise, all meetings and events were held on the parish complex. 

2.  Researcher as primary data collector.  So little had previously been documented and 

written in English that it was essential to do almost all of the research for this study using my 

own data collection tools.  Many of the observed meetings were bilingual and the events were 

largely in Vietnamese.  Therefore, my two primary sources for data gathering were the parish-

wide survey which I designed and the in-depth interviews. 

 3.  Multiple sources of data.  As stated above, I used my parish-wide survey and 

interviews as primary sources for data collection.  These were supplemented with observations at 

parish meetings and events, and verified for accuracy with archival information from the 

Archdiocese of Saint Paul and Minneapolis and The Catholic Spirit newspaper. 

4.  Inductive data analysis.  Two sets of themes emerged during the data collection 

process.  First, there were the themes that emerged as a result of the initial parish-wide survey.  

The data analysis of the survey determined what would be included in the interview questions.  

Secondly, another set of themes emerged as a result of the interviews.  Very often, I was able to 

triangulate these sources of data with the use of archival information and my own observations.   

5.  Participants‟ meanings.  In the beginning stages of the research design and the design 

of the survey and interview questions, the parish secretary, parish pastor, and another director of 
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faith formation from one of the St. Paul parishes serving Vietnamese Americans provided me 

with invaluable insights and advice that changed my original design and tools.  The 

interviewees‟ responses also helped me change not only some of the focus of my analysis, but 

also helped me understand what was really important to them.  

6.  Emergent design.  Likewise, after the first day of interviews, I found that I would be 

missing much of the information that became Chapter Four if I did not allow time for the stories 

of interviewees‟ pre-Minnesota experiences to emerge.  Two interviewees, one subtly and one 

not-so-subtly, helped me understand how very important their pre-Minnesota stories were and I 

allowed the design of the interview and paper to change accordingly. 

7.  Theoretical lens.  As a historical ethnography, the lenses used in this study are 

historical, ethnically cultural, and religiously cultural in context. 

8.  Interpretive inquiry.  As a Caucasian woman of German Lutheran – Irish Catholic 

descent whose ancestors have been in the United States for over 150 years, I truly am in most 

respects an outsider.  Even the Catholicism that is part of my lived experience varies from the 

Catholic traditions most interviewees experienced.  Many times I needed to check out my own 

interpretations with what Creswell (2007) terms “key informants” (p.71).   

9.  Holistic account.  As with any cultural group, the Vietnamese American Catholic 

membership of this parish is exceedingly complex.  Many of the adjectives used by archdiocesan 

staff to describe the community oversimplified this complexity.  One of the tasks for this 

research was to identify these complexities and emergent themes as an outsider hoping 

parishioners would continue the effort into the future. 
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Framework Using an Historical Ethnographic Approach   

(Author note: All italics used in this section were Wolcott‟s use of italics.) 

   Beyond these nine characteristics, Harry F. Wolcott (2008) wrote “ethnography finds 

its orienting and overarching purpose in an underlying concern with cultural interpretation” (p. 

72).  He contended that ethnography was not only a way of looking; it was also a way of seeing 

(p.46).  Wolcott‟s description of “a way of looking” was very similar to Creswell‟s (2007) 

description of qualitative research as outlined above.  However, his description of “a way of 

seeing really went to the core of how Wolcott differentiated ethnography from other types of 

qualitative research.  He wrote “culture is revealed through discerning patterns of socially 

shared behavior” (p.71) and ethnographies may include detailed and often contextualized 

descriptions of that culture.  Part of the contextualizing was to have strong, thick descriptions as 

well as providing participant meaning to the descriptions.   

Wolcott (2008) also described qualities that he looked for in ethnographic studies, always 

warning the reader that ethnographies may have some but not necessarily all of the qualities 

mentioned.  According to Wolcott, ethnographies were often field-oriented and included cultural 

interpretation (p. 83).  Cross-cultural perspectives were considered highly desirable (p.88) but he 

warned researchers against focusing exclusively on cross-cultural comparisons (p. 91).  A 

common quality that ethnographers often used to help readers become oriented to the cultural 

perspective being studied was through the researcher‟s early use of describing both social 

settings and the researcher‟s connections to the group being studied (p.96). 

Lastly, the reader will notice a strong historical thread that has been woven into the 

design of this research and the organization of the paper.  Berg (2004) wrote “historical method 

can be used to access information otherwise simply unavailable to researchers” (p.246), and it 
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“can provide considerable background and social texture to research” (p.244).  Because most of 

the information regarding the Vietnamese American Catholic community was either never 

documented or was only recorded in the Vietnamese language, access to the stories and 

information has not been available in English.  The historical analysis used in this study gave the 

research purpose and structure, and my hope was that it would also enhance “the trustworthiness 

and credibility of a study” (Marshall & Rossman, 1999, p.124).   

From the beginning stages of my research inquiry, my focus has always been on 

describing and recording one Vietnamese American Catholic parish‟s history, present, and 

future.  The purpose of the research was to record, in English, the parish‟s story through the eyes 

of its parishioners as a means for the wider Catholic community to understand and learn more 

about a group of fellow Catholics who have only lived in the Twin Cities of Minnesota since 

1975.   

I realized during the course of this research that the pre-Minnesota, historical stories the 

parishioners told provided my research with the contextualization missing from the original 

design.  It was not just about recording dates, names, locations, and events.  The historical 

information given by the parishioners provided both the researcher and readers the context for 

understanding why decisions were made and what was motivating the parishioners to gather as a 

community.               

Methodological Design 

Two sources for the parish community‟s historical information and two research 

methodologies were used to gather data for this study.  The two sources for historical 

information were archdiocesan archives and The Catholic Spirit newspaper archives.   Both 

sources were readily available to me, although I used them mostly to verify the accuracy of data 
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received from interviews.  The archdiocesan archives contained legal and canonical documents 

as well as some demographic information.  It was helpful that anything in the parish‟s 

negotiations that needed the approval of the Chancery was either written or translated into 

English.  The Catholic Spirit newspaper had the most English language, anecdotal information 

regarding the 34 year history of Catholic refugees and immigrants from Vietnam.  Most of the 

records outside of these two sources were written in Vietnamese only.   

As described in Chapter One, I found very little information written in English regarding 

the early history and current happenings of the parish.  Therefore, the present Vietnamese 

American membership of the St. Anne/St. Joseph Hien voluntarily participated in a parish-wide 

survey in December of 2008.  The survey focused on demographic information that was missing 

from archdiocesan data.  It also gave me a glimpse into present membership‟s commitment to 

various religious practices.  Although members hold the most complete information available 

regarding the individual and family journeys that eventually brought them together as a faith 

community, I knew that the information from the surveys would only be as accurate as the 

number of community members that supported and filled out the survey.  I was very pleased to 

have 88 returned surveys.  Church officials estimated that this was approximately 20-30% of the 

regular worshipers over the age of 18.   

The data from these surveys helped me to frame the questions I would initially use in the 

interviews.  Twelve, 1½ -hour interviews were done with the intent of filling in historical gaps 

and adding stories and depth to the survey information.  I also was able to check the accuracy of 

some of my summative survey results once the interviews were coded. 

Parish-wide survey of all members 19 years of age or older.  The Archdiocese had 

basic demographic information regarding the wider Asian population; however, none of this 
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information was organized around countries of origin.  Likewise, this information was focused 

on primarily sacramental and financial records, and school demographics. 

I formulated the questions for the survey based upon my preliminary reading for the 

dissertation‟s literature review, early results of the Catholic Spirit research, and information gaps 

within archdiocesan resources.  I then asked for and received help on the layout design of the 

survey from a chancery staff person who is an expert on surveys and data collection. 

The survey was then given to four Vietnamese American Catholics, consisting of the 

present pastor of the parish, one other employee/parishioner, and two parishioners from another 

parish serving Vietnamese American Catholics in order to check for language and formatting 

clarity.  These changes were made (see Appendix A).  At the suggestion of the parish secretary, 

the survey was then translated into Vietnamese for those parishioners who understood and spoke 

English but who might have difficulty reading and writing in English (see Appendix B).  This 

initial parish-wide survey was done with the full support of the pastor. 

In designing the survey, a number of interesting dynamics needed to be addressed in 

order for all parishioners to feel included and welcomed to participate.  At least four generations 

of Vietnamese Americans are represented in parish membership, three generations being 19 

years of age or older.  Many of the first and second generations were born into Catholic families 

and have memories of growing up Catholic in Vietnam.  Others practiced Catholicism as adults 

in Vietnam, having converted to the religion.  Many of the converts came into the Church 

following the religious practices of their husbands.  Lastly, many third and fourth generation 

participants only remember Catholic practices as Vietnamese Americans living in the United 

States.  For the purposes of this study, the three generations of parishioners 19 years of age and 

older were split into four groups. 
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Gender was another factor that I needed to explore.  Did responses vary between men and 

women?  In the early parish documents there appeared to be an absence of women on leadership 

committees.  Although this could have been for pragmatic reasons such as supervising children, 

in addition to having household responsibilities and juggling work schedules, I wanted to make 

sure that women were encouraged to fill out the surveys and possibly volunteer to be 

interviewed.  I kept the questions as gender-neutral as possible. 

The survey also needed to acknowledge that the Vietnamese American membership was 

itself diverse.  Vietnamese American Catholics have their ancestral roots in North, Central, and 

South Vietnam.  Those who were originally from North Vietnam most likely moved to Central 

and South Vietnam in 1954 in order to avoid religious persecution when the communists took 

over and Vietnam was divided.  I wanted to make sure this part of their histories was not lost. 

  The Vietnamese Americans came to the United States at various times during the 34 

year period being studied.  Some were refugees, immigrants, or the children of refugees and/or 

immigrants, and many of them have their own preferences in describing their status when 

coming to the United States.  I attempted to be sensitive to the survey‟s use of these words.   

Lastly, the survey was designed to explore what the survey participants‟ own educational 

experiences were, and then whether they were pleased with the educational experiences of their 

children.  This information is often not asked for when researchers are trying to determine why 

parents choose one educational system over another for their children. 

Participating in the survey was completely voluntary; however, the pastor indicated to me 

early in the project design that he would encourage parishioners to participate in the survey 

because of the archival benefits it would bring to the parish.  A week before the surveys were 

handed out, I had a short letter of introduction included in the parish bulletin, describing my 



New Life - 99 

project and again, mentioning that the parish-wide survey and the follow-up interviews were for 

people 19 years of age and older. 

The surveys were distributed the weekend of December 6 and 7, 2008, with extra surveys 

left at the church entrances.  The surveys were handed out by ushers after liturgies on one 

weekend and I retrieved them after liturgies the following two weekends.  Because of inclement 

weather, both parishioners and I had challenges getting back to St. Anne/St. Joseph Hien the first 

of the two weekends.  We gave parishioners an extra week to bring back the completed surveys.  

Survey participants were also given the option of mailing the surveys back to me using pre-

addressed envelopes available at church entrances.  A couple of weeks after getting the majority 

of the surveys, there was a reminder article in the parish bulletin thanking those who participated 

and inviting those who were unable to finish the survey to either return them to a survey box 

located in the parish office or mail them directly to me. 

  I received 88 surveys back from the parish-wide survey.  It is very difficult to estimate 

the percent of total adults this represents because archdiocesan and parish demographic 

information is based upon households and includes both active, and seasonally active (holidays 

and sacraments) members, as well as members that belong to more than one parish.  Weekend 

mass counts include children.  Another challenge in estimating the number of surveys distributed 

in comparison to the number returned was created when many parishioners took both an English 

and a Vietnamese copy of the survey.  The parish secretary and I estimated that the returned 

surveys represented approximately 20-30% of the regular worshipers over the age of 18. 

There was a good gender balance in the demographics of the returned surveys with 44 

completed by males, and 44 completed by females.  Five respondents were between 19 and 29 

years of age; nine were 70 years of age or older.  There were 37 respondents in the 30 – 49 year 
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old range and 37 respondents in the 50 – 69 year-old range.  The average age of the survey-

takers was 50 years.   

Additionally, as a result of the survey, I had a total of 14 volunteers for the eight 

interviewee positions I was looking for from the general parish population.  Eight were male and 

six were female.  By design, I wanted one female and one male from each of the four age ranges 

that I was studying.  At the time of the interviews, two female volunteers were not from the 

original pool of survey volunteers.  The parish secretary recommended a number of candidates, 

and the two women interviewed graciously accepted my request for interviews.   

Interviews.  Following the analysis of the parish-wide survey, I conducted 12 interviews. 

The interviews were approximately 1 ½ hours in length, although four of the interviews were 

longer because of participants‟ wishes to tell pre-Minnesota stories.  As mentioned above, almost 

all interviews were done in the parish‟s combined office and rectory building in public spaces.  

The eldest female interviewee‟s son, an educator with a Master‟s degree, requested that I come 

to the interviewee‟s apartment with him present for the interview.  This allowed me to also get a 

glimpse of this interviewee‟s living accommodations.  When a second interview of the first 

candidate was needed, this also was done by the interviewee‟s request, in his home.   All 

meetings and events that were observed were held within the parish complex. 

All 12 interviews were with Vietnamese Americans, including the present pastor of the 

parish, the parish secretary, a parish trustee, one parishioner with early Minnesota memories, and 

eight additional parishioner volunteers.  With the eight volunteers, I interviewed an equal 

number of both men and women, and achieved equal representation between the four age ranges 

encompassing three generations of adults.  Where there was more than one volunteer in a 

category, I picked the interviewee randomly.  When two female volunteers did not come 
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forward, I received a recommendation from the parish secretary.  These two persons accepted the 

invitation and were then interviewed.  All interviewees signed the consent form (Appendix E) as 

required by the University of St Thomas. 

Three of the eleven interviewees asked to have an interpreter present.  Again, 

confidentiality forms (Appendix D) were signed.  The parish secretary arranged for the 

interpreters.  In two of the three cases, the interviewees understood and spoke English, but it 

appeared as if they were not confident that they could express in English what they wanted me to 

hear.  In both of these cases, they corrected or clarified information that the interpreters gave me.  

The third interviewee did rely on the interpreter who was her son with a Master‟s degree in 

Education.  Again, I had confidence that the information was reliable in that the son would 

declare when he added information for his mother.   

The interview questions for the interviewees focused on obtaining information that would 

explore the research questions.  The questions were organized chronologically so that 

interviewees were able to answer in a story format without a great deal of prompting or discourse 

on my part.  The first question always asked about their earliest memories of Catholic traditions 

and rituals, and subsequent questioning was intended to explore past experiences, present 

perspectives, and future dreams of interviewees regarding the parish and their family‟s faith 

commitments. 

Whereas much of my ability to triangulate comes from having two sources of data 

collection (namely the parish-wide survey and the interviews), two of the three storytellers in this 

section were describing the same experience from the perspective of a father and son.  Although 

this was not intentional by research design, it was an insightful addition to the data collection. 
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The young adults between the ages of 19 and 29 did not have first person stories from 

pre-Minnesota experiences; however, they did relate stories they had heard from their parents or 

grandparents.  The two young adults were far more willing to share: generational differences 

regarding faith commitments, the Church‟s relevancy in their lives, and the Church‟s 

effectiveness in maintaining the Vietnamese culture.  

Confidentiality and minimizing risks.  As a historical ethnography, it was important for 

the name and location of the St. Anne - St. Joseph Hien Catholic Church to be used.  This will be 

helpful to the parish community as they continue to document the parish‟s ongoing history, and 

expand their parishioners‟ individual stories and family written histories in future years. 

Sixty-eight surveys had at least one word or phrase requiring translation.  They were 

translated by two religious educators from another Catholic parish serving Vietnamese 

Americans.  They both have signed confidentiality forms.  In order to further protect the identity 

of those filling out the survey, I numbered all three pages of each survey, pulled the surveys 

apart and had the two translators only work on either the first page, or the second and third 

pages.  I also removed the identifying information from the third page, if respondents filled out 

the information that was needed for those who were volunteering to be interviewed.  When they 

were returned to me, I re-collated the surveys.   

I assigned names to each of the interviewees based upon my experiences with them.  

These names would be used throughout the dissertation.  This became necessary after initially 

having all Vietnamese American participants wishing to have their real names used in the paper.  

Whereas the parish name could not be concealed because of the nature of the study, I attempted 

to give the participants as much anonymity as possible, even though they did not see the need for 

this procedure themselves.   
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In order to further protect identities of interviewees, I have generalized nouns and 

adjectives (regions rather than city names, age ranges rather than exact age, etc.) to describe 

individual interviewees.  Interviewees could choose to skip any question they felt uncomfortable 

answering although this did not appear to be an issue.   

The two interpreters for the surveys and four interpreters that were used in the interviews 

all signed confidentiality forms.     

The interviews were audio taped for accuracy, and the transcriber signed a letter of 

confidentiality.  The transcriber had no connection to either the Archdiocese of Saint Paul and 

Minneapolis or the Vietnamese American community in the Twin Cities.   

The returned surveys, interview tape recordings, interview transcripts, and back-up 

memory disks are being stored in a locked file cabinet in my home.  The survey data as well as 

all typed drafts of the dissertation are being stored on my home computer.  The surveys are 

identifiable by number only.  All electronic dissertation files and folders are password protected.   

No one except University of St. Thomas advisors, a paid transcriber and me had access to the 

data.  Copies of the archived data from The Catholic Spirit newspaper is public already and did 

not need to be destroyed.  

Interviewee Profiles 

Table 4 provides a brief profile of the interviewees, with an explanation of how I coded 

them for citations.  It is my hope that these profiles provide a means to become quickly familiar 

with the interviewees. 
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Table 4 

 Interviewee Profiles 

Code Descriptor Synopsis 

MV1 
Aspiring 

Politician 

Youngest interviewee. Left Vietnam at three years of age. B.A. degree. 

Unmarried. Interested in politics. Volunteers in Confirmation program.  

FV1 Parish Mary 
Youngest female. Born in the U.S.  M.A. degree. Unmarried. Sees self as 

modern and diversity as positive. Active in Eucharistic Youth Movement.   

MV2 
Parish 

Apprentice 

Son of Oral Historian (not known before interview). 8-9 years old when 

family left on small boat. B.A. degree. Unmarried. Choir member. 

Assistant to Parish Trustee Secretary and Parish Council member.  

FV2 
Public  

Educator 

Came to the U.S. in 1990 at 23 years of age. M.A. in Education + 60 

credits.  Married with 3 children. Volunteers in Sunday School program. 

FLL2 
Parish  

Martha 

Left Vietnam on a boat with older sister and her 4 children in 1979. 17 

years old upon arrival in Minnesota. Originally Buddhist, converted  

to Catholicism, married, and has 4 children.  Parish‟s secretary. 

MV3 
The Mentor 
(2 Interviews) 

Born in the North. Family came south in 1954. Worked for Vietnamese 

ambassador. Was in re-education camp for almost 8 years. Lost 2
nd

 son 

when he attempted to escape by boat in 1989. Rest of family left in 1994. 

FV3 Entrepreneur 

Married to Parish Organizer. Left Vietnam with 3 children April 29, 1975. 

Reunited with husband in Guam. Active in Vietnamese Catholic Commu-

nity since 1978. Couple owned restaurants. Director of Sunday School.     

MP3 
Parish  

Pastor 

3 years old when family moved south in 1954. In high school, both 

parents died. Joined CMC religious order. Left Vietnam in 1975 with 

other religious. Ordained: Notre Dame Seminary, New Orleans. Came to 

St. Anne – St. Joseph Hein parish in 2007.  

MLL3 
Parish 

Guardian 

Born in North. Came south in 1954. Pilot during Vietnam War. Left in 

1975. Married in 1982 while in Iowa. 3 children. Moved to Minnesota in 

1990. Returns to Vietnam every 2 – 3 years. Parish Trustee Secretary. 

MLL3b 
Parish 

Organizer 

Married to Entrepreneur. In 1969, trained in U. S. as a pilot. Active on 

committees to establish parish, buy the first church on Dupont Avenue, 

and merge the 2 parishes.  Building Committee Chairperson. 

MV4 
Oral 

Historian 

Left North Vietnam in 1954 as young adult. Father of 7, including Parish 

Apprentice. Remained in St. Cloud until retirement. Member of parish 

since beginning. Came to Twin Cities on weekends. Mother‟s funeral 1
st
 

at Dupont church. 

FV4 Gift Giver 

Eldest interviewee. Left Vietnam when 62 years old. Has 7 children, 6 

living in Minnesota. Belongs to Catholic Mothers and a group for elders. 

Remaining joy is worshiping in Vietnamese with Vietnamese Catholics. 

Note: M = Male; F = Female; V = Original Volunteer Interviewee; P = Pastor; LL = Lay Leader;  

#1 = Ages 19-19; #2 = Ages 30-49; #3 = Ages 50-69; #4 = Ages 70 or older  
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Chapter Four 

Pre-USA Parishioner Information and Memories 

For Asians…the remembrance of ancestors has an immense value….   

Through our genealogies, we come to realize that we are part of a history greater than we are, 

and we welcome with greater truth the sense of our own histories. 

(Cardinal Francis Xavier Nguyen Van Thuan, 2000, p. 4) 

 

One of the characteristics of qualitative research is its emergent design.  This chapter is 

certainly evidence of an evolving research design in that originally I did not realize the 

significance of the stories written in this chapter to the Vietnamese American Catholics 

worshiping at the Church of St. Anne – St. Joseph Hien.  On July 3, 2005, as I sat in the crowded 

church that Sunday morning, one of my questions was: “What were the parishioners‟ individual 

and collective stories?”  The early phase of my literature review research helped me to 

understand their early Catholic roots in Vietnam, as well as helped me to design the pre-USA 

portions of the survey.  The pre-USA survey data gave me good contextual information and 

provided me with one source of triangulation for analyzing the interview data.  

Eighty-six of the 88 (98%) survey-takers (all over 18 years of age) were born in Vietnam.  

One was born in another Southeast Asian country and one was born in the United States.  This, 

in itself, is not remarkable.  However, analyzing these numbers reflects something interesting 

about the parish members.  Thirty-six (41%) of the parishioners indicated that their ancestral 

roots were from the geographic areas of Tonkin (northern Vietnam); 18 (21%) of them stated 

that their ancestral roots were from Annam (central Vietnam); and another 31 (35%) stated that 

their roots were from Cochinchina (southern Vietnam).  These numbers show hints of both the 

internal diversity of the parishioners and the journeys many of their families experienced.
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Table 5  

Survey-Takers’ Location of Ancestral Roots 

Region Number Percentage 

Northern Vietnam 

(Tonkin) 
36 41% 

Central Vietnam 

(Annam) 

 

18 21% 

Southern Vietnam  

(Cochinchina) 

 

31 35% 

Total 88 98% 

 

Additionally, at the time of departure from Vietnam, 40 (46%) of the respondents 

indicated that their last place of residence was either in Saigon or the Saigon suburbs, and 

another 37 (43%) of them listed other areas of what was formerly known as South Vietnam 

(Republic of Vietnam) as their last places of residence.  Therefore, at least 89% of the 

respondents left from areas formerly known as South Vietnam (seven not responding), with only 

three (3.4%) of the respondents listing either Hanoi or the North Central region of northern 

Vietnam as their last residence.  From these statistics, I knew that many of the parishioners‟ 

family histories would include stories of family members moving from areas north to areas south 

of the 17
th

 parallel in 1954, as well as the stories of leaving Vietnam in 1975 or thereafter.   
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Table 6   

Survey-Takers’ Last Location of Residence before Leaving Vietnam 

Region Number Percentage 

Saigon or Saigon 

Suburbs 
40 46.0% 

Other Areas of South 

Vietnam 
37 42.5% 

Pre-1975 North 

Vietnam 
  3   3.4% 

Not Responding   7   0.1% 

Total Applicable 

Responses 
87  100% 

 

First Lessons Learned   

On the first day of interviewing, it was either quite incidental or providential that I 

interviewed the two men from the two oldest age ranges in the study.  I was quite nervous about 

this and second guessed the wisdom of not controlling the interview schedule more.  Only three 

interviewees requested the presence of translators and two of them were on my first day of 

interviews.  

The first interviewee was from the 50 – 69 age grouping.  I will refer to him as The 

Mentor.  Although I will share more of his story throughout this chapter, his lesson came after 

the formal interview was over and the tape recorder was turned off.  The Mentor, the interpreter, 

and I had all stood up and exchanged parting pleasantries after a seemingly successful interview.  

Still smiling, he stated that he would think of other things after leaving – that his mind had been 

affected by the years he had spent in re-education camps.  Then he looked at me straight in the 

eye and, holding that eye contact, asked if I knew that the United States had abandoned the 

Vietnamese in April of 1975.  He became momentarily sad and his eyes began to fill with tears 
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as he spoke of the Americans leaving, the fact that he had spent eight years in re-education 

camps and that he had a son presumed dead at sea after having left Vietnam on a boat.  

Obviously, he wanted me to know there was more I needed to know about him than what he had 

shared in the formal interview.  Unfortunately, no matter how slowly we walked, the hallways to 

the outside door were not long enough and the time between interviews was quickly dissipating.  

(I did interview him again six months later.) 

It was within the context of how the first interview ended that the second interview took 

place with the eldest of the men I would be interviewing.  This elder, whom I will refer to as the 

Oral Historian, came in very spryly and with a sparkle in his eyes.  Today, he was going to teach 

a history lesson.  We sat down with the parish secretary as the interpreter.  I asked my first 

question about memories of growing up Catholic, and his answer brought us back to the time of 

the 17
th

 Century missionaries.  The interpreter rephrased the question, and Oral Historian 

clarified the fact that his family had been Catholic for generations.  He lived in the area where 

the first missionaries came to spread God‟s word and the Vietnamese catechism was first 

created.  It quickly became clear to me, especially in light of my first interview, that I needed to 

allow this storyteller‟s tale to unfold.  He knew what was important to him about his faith and 

what motivated him to be so very active in the life of the parish.  He was giving me his gift of 

story.  If I wanted to have a deeper understanding of the parish, I needed to hear the stories – not 

just answers to my questions. 

Oral Historian then asked me if I had time to hear the story about how it was that he, his 

family, and the entire village moved to South Vietnam in 1954.  I looked at the clock behind him 

and at my sheet of questions.  I remembered that he was one of the only persons that could bring 
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to life the statistic that over 62% of parishioners had experienced this life-changing event in their 

families‟ histories.  I nodded yes and told him I would be very interested in hearing this story. 

Emergent Pre-USA Themes and Stories Leading up to Decisions to Leave Vietnam   

Some of the most compelling pre-USA stories that were told during the parishioner 

interviews included: descriptions of everyday life in Catholic villages and city districts; reasons 

Vietnamese American Catholic interviewees felt the need to leave their ancestral land and 

eventually their beloved homeland; and stories of flight in 1954 and as a result of the defeat of 

the Republic of Vietnam.  What all three of these themes reflect at their core was a deep faith and 

trust in God, and a strong desire to live where there was religious freedom.   

The other commonality evident throughout the interviews was the oral Catholic story-

telling tradition that began with the tales of the missionaries, continued with the mass exodus of 

Catholics from the northern provinces of Vietnam to the south in 1954, and always included their 

personal story of flight from Vietnam.  All interviewees except the two from the youngest age 

grouping related stories about the missionaries and the mass exodus, even if they were either too 

young to remember it or had not yet been born.   

What was challenging about the missionary and mass exodus stories from a researcher‟s 

perspective is that the stories were long and included many side tales that enhanced my 

understanding of their lives, but made it challenging to choose which details were most 

important to preserve in this study.  Thus, the reader will find a more narrative style of writing 

with fewer direct quotes being used until the interviewees began speaking from their own 

experiences.    
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Stories Referencing the Early Missionaries and Pre-1954 Village Life 

Both of the interviewees from the 70 years of age and older category mentioned the 

missionaries‟ influences for very different reasons.  The male interviewee, Oral Historian, was 

committed to helping me understand that many of the Vietnamese American parishioners have 

been Catholic for generations, and in some cases, for centuries.  The female interviewee, whom I 

will refer to as the Gift Giver, came to the United States in 1993, and her story referencing the 

missionaries told of her more recent struggles as a newer immigrant adjusting to the diversity of 

worship styles at the Vietnamese American parish being studied.  This topic will be more fully 

developed in Chapter Five. 

Oral Historian was very proud of the fact that his family roots were located at “the first 

place that the missionaries came to spread the word of God” (MV4, personal communication, 

April 26, 2009).  He mentioned Father Alexandre de Rhodes but also talked about other 

missionaries who influenced the development of the Vietnamese language.  He specifically 

spoke of the French, Spanish, Latin, and Chinese influences on the language, and that all four 

languages are found in the Vietnamese translation of the Bible‟s book of “The Revelation”.    

The two eldest interviewees also gave me a glimpse of pre-1954 life in northern Vietnam.  

Gift Giver grew up in a rural area.  Her description of this time in her life was brief, but she did 

mention that “Catholic life was very important and worship was taken very seriously.  It was a 

high priority” (FV4, personal communication, May 23, 2009).  Gift Giver was the fifth of seven 

children and was nurtured in her faith through her family and parish.  She learned about the Bible 

and had fond memories of her First Communion and Confirmation, as well as joining a religious 

organization within the parish.  Because her father was a soldier, she actually moved to South 

Vietnam in 1953, before the official division of Vietnam (FV4, May 23, 2009).    
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Oral Historian described the area where he grew up as being near water.  Three small 

villages were clustered together like a “small country” with one Catholic Church serving the 

three Catholic villages.  He also mentioned there were only Catholics living in their three 

villages.  “People of different faiths don‟t mix” (MV4, April 26, 2009).  His father was a 

fisherman and they lived right along the shore.  “It was a beautiful location” (MV4, personal 

communication, April 26, 2009).  He spoke of missionaries coming along the shore and teaching 

the villagers prayers that the villagers then memorized. 

Oral Historian said most people did not know how to read because school access was 

limited.   The church had “a very small school, but you know the population is really big…and 

lots of children wanted to sign up for school….They could only take a small number and I was 

fortunate enough to be able to go” (MV4, personal communication, April 26, 2009).  The school 

taught children up to 6
th

 grade.  Parents had to pay some tuition, and most of the teachers were 

Vietnamese seminarians. 

Particularly interesting was Oral Historian‟s description of his daily routines as a young 

child. 

Every day we had to go to Mass very early in the morning, and we didn‟t have clocks.  

So, what woke us up was the cock crowing….When we heard the cock, we knew it 

was time to get up and go to Mass….We got up and hurried up to church, and if no 

one was there yet, we would sleep outside the church waiting for it to open.  (MV4, 

personal communication, April 26, 2009) 

Stories Leading Up to the Mass Migration of 1954 

Two of the interviewees, Parish Pastor and Parish Guardian, set the stage for 

understanding the historical context for the mass migration of 1954.  They spoke of their fathers‟ 
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earlier experiences during and after World War II as many Vietnamese attempted to free the 

country from the French.  Parish Pastor‟s father, who had earlier been in a seminary that was 

closed by the Communists, joined the guerilla forces fighting against the Communists.  These 

guerilla forces then joined forces with the Communists to fight against the French occupation, 

not knowing at the time that they were, in fact, Communists.  The guerilla forces were fighting 

for an independent Vietnamese country, not to support communism.  Parish Pastor‟s father spoke 

of one particular battle between the French and the villagers in which the villagers were ill-

prepared and ill-equipped.  Although his father escaped, many were massacred.  When the 

French were defeated, the communists turned on the local villagers who were not communists.  

His father was thrown in prison and witnessed people being killed daily.  It was during this time 

that his father came back to his Catholic upbringing and sought out a priest to hear his confession 

(MP3, personal interview, June 19, 2009). 

Parish Guardian‟s father spoke of being between two fronts: the local Vietnamese 

Communists and the French forces.  The Communist forces did not call themselves Communists 

but rather focused on getting “rid of the French” (MLL3, personal interview, June 22, 2009).  

The French 

would go around and find the young fellows and ask, “OK, what side are you on?”  

Then they would have a guy with a hood with the eyes open point at you, and they‟d 

say if you are VC, you will be killed. (MLL3, June 22, 2009)  

His father and the other young men feared being caught between the two fronts.  His father was 

living in Hanoi at the time.  He and his friends went into a parish run by the CSSR 

(Redemptorist) priests, and began staying there at night whenever there were conflicts or rumors 

that something was going to happen. 
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Parish Guardian also mentioned that it was during this time that the Jesus Christ 

Federation in Vietnam was started.  A Canadian priest, Father Gaignon Nhan, gathered groups 

together in the evenings to pray and talk.  The group created activities to keep the young men 

coming.  It was Parish Guardian‟s opinion that 99.9% of the Catholics in North Vietnam “were 

against the Communists” and because so many priests were from Canada and Europe, the 

Communists connected Catholics to the French, thus putting the Catholic young men at risk for 

being incarcerated (MLL3, personal interview, June 22, 2009).       

Oral Historian spoke of the defeat of the French at Bien Phu in 1954 and the Geneva 

Accord temporarily dividing Vietnam in half.  It was then that Oral Historian, Parish Pastor, and 

Parish Guardian went on to put a human face to the story of almost a million Vietnamese (mostly 

Catholic) moving from the north to the south.  

The Geneva Accord: One Year to Leave Communist-Held North Vietnam 

Oral Historian‟s first-hand account detailed the communists trying to keep the conditions 

of the Geneva Accord from the people.  He explained that without reporters and news services, it 

was hard to get information.  Being close to a small island where French soldiers were stationed, 

the fishermen soon found out that there was only a one-year window to leave North Vietnam.  If 

village people rebelled, the communists arrested them.  The communists also infiltrated the 

villages with their own people in order to monitor what was happening in the villages. 

Oral Historian was approximately 20 years old in 1954.  In his village, the young people 

gathered at the parish house and decided to smuggle someone over to the island at night to tell 

the French soldiers that they wanted to leave but that the communists were not letting them.  

“The next morning, which was a Sunday, as they [the villagers] were going to Mass, they saw an 

empty boat floating out there with no people in it” (MV4, personal communication, April 26, 
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2009).  The messenger was intercepted and arrested.  When the villagers figured out that their 

message never got to the French,  

They got really angry and shouted: „We don‟t need you communists here anymore.  

Why don‟t you move to a different area?  Just leave us alone.‟  They didn‟t have guns 

or anything, so they used sticks or whatever was available….The communists got 

really angry and that‟s when they gunned down six people [villagers].  (MV4, 

personal communication, April 26, 2009)  

After this incident, the village‟s parish priest left town on his bike and attempted to get 

help from an international coalition from Poland, India, and France.  While he was gone, the 

communists attacked the town, arrested the townspeople, and tortured them with wooden sticks.  

When he returned, the priest heard the church bells, but could not get into town.  He tried to plea 

bargain with the communists.  This incident led to the priest‟s eventual arrest.  Oral Historian 

thought the village priest died sometime after this incident (MV4, personal communication, April 

26, 2009). 

Other stories of communist deception, including taking pig‟s blood and trying to use it as 

evidence against the villagers with the coalition forces, were told.  The communists also tried to 

make it difficult for people to congregate and tried to convince people from different towns to 

blame parish priests for brainwashing townspeople into wanting to leave.   

Eventually, the coalition forces set up a temporary office for townspeople who wanted to 

leave and helped them fill out the forms necessary for the move.  Parish Pastor stated “The 

communists did everything in their power to stop people from moving to the South.  Nearly one 

million Catholics ended up moving to the South and my dad was one of them” (MP3, personal 

communication, June 19, 2009).        
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Moving south in 1954.  Whether having experienced the migration of 1954 personally 

(as a small child, teen or young adult) or through the memories of parents and grandparents, the 

Vietnamese parishioners interviewed clearly recognized this event as monumental and 

unforgettable in their families‟ histories.  Whereas many northern European Catholics who 

immigrated to the United States before 1900 often did not know the stories leading up to, and 

including the voyage to the United States, the migration south in 1954 was part of Vietnamese 

Catholics‟ long and perilous journey to countries in pursuit of religious freedom.  To further 

emphasize the importance of 1954 and the importance of knowing the location of one‟s ancestral 

roots is the fact that 85 of 88 (97%) parishioners answered this survey question, with one person 

having come from another Southeast Asian country.  The two remaining survey-takers might not 

have understood the relevance of this question.  Both of these respondents came to the United 

States after 2002. 

Very often, interviewees and parishioners, during casual conversations with me, stated 

very simply in a sentence or two that their families moved to the South in 1954.  An example of 

this is Parish Martha who mentioned that her Buddhist parents were from the North and moved 

to the South in 1954.  Her two older siblings were born in the North but she and her younger 

siblings were born in the South.  The two volunteer interviewees in the 50 to 69 age range, 

Entrepreneur and The Mentor, also referred to 1954.  When I asked Entrepreneur if she 

remembered anything about the journey to the South, she stated that she was “too little” to 

remember much (FV3, personal communication, June 21, 2009).  She remembered a big ship and 

that her sister was carrying her on her back.  She said that she would pinch her sister when she 

was not comfortable.  The Mentor was around eight years of age when his family moved south.  
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He remembered being “afraid I would end up in prison” (MV3, personal communication, April 

26, 2009). 

Parish Pastor and Parish Guardian, also in the 50 to 69 year age range, told longer stories 

about their fathers that had been told to them by family elders.  Parish Pastor flew to the South 

with his mother, even though his dad stayed behind to help the parish priest arrange for the rest 

of the parish to move south.   

The only thing I remember (and I don‟t know why) is my mom was holding me 

sitting on the military cargo plane and the French officer came and I remember this 

very clearly.  He was wearing his uniform with boots and he came over and gave me 

some candy.  That is the only thing I remember during the flight to the South. (MP3, 

personal communication, June 19, 2009)         

He continued his story by mentioning that his father and the pastor came by boat with 

other parishioners, and they were rescued by the French navy who brought them to the South.  

Many of the refugees were first situated in refugee camps while everyone was trying to locate 

family members, and the government was trying to find suitable areas for people to live.  His 

father found the family in Saigon, and then they, along with the pastor, settled in the province of 

Tay Ninh (northwest of Saigon) until around 1960.  “My dad moved again to the central part of 

Vietnam because…the Communists came to hunt him down.  So he moved my family there and 

we stayed until 1968” (MP3, personal communication, June 19, 2009). 

The second story was told by Parish Guardian who only briefly mentioned that he and his 

family left Hanoi for an air force base in South Vietnam without his father.  His story was 

actually about his father who stayed behind until the last plane left a Hanoi airstrip.  His father 

joined a group that organized the refugee centers in Hanoi, as people waited to leave for South 
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Vietnam.  There were other refugees that left from Hai Phong Bay and other volunteer groups 

that were helping those who could not get on a ship.  His father was helping those who were 

leaving on planes.   

Everybody had tried to convince his father to leave on the first or third flight, and to help 

take care of people as they landed in South Vietnam.  But his dad said, “No, I‟m going to stay 

back until the last plane.  I want to make sure everybody gets on the airplane if they wish to go 

south for the freedom” (MLL3, personal communication, June 22, 2009).  All of the father‟s 

family members left Vietnam during that year.  Parish Guardian elaborated:  

When I say “family” I just want you to be aware that it doesn‟t mean like here: father, 

mother and kids and that‟s it.  When I say family, it is including approximately 300 – 

400 members in my family (and right now we have about 500 members alive), all 

carrying the same last name. (MLL3, June 22, 2009) 

Another story that was told to Parish Guardian by both his grandpa and his father related 

to a religious picture that had been in the family home in North Vietnam.  Many of the refugees 

leaving the North wanted to bring large quantities of personal belongings.  His own 

grandparents, uncles, and aunts all packed whatever they could, including “a fairly good sized 

bookcase” (MLL3, personal communication, June 22, 2009).  However, his father only wanted to 

bring one thing - a picture of the Sacred Heart that had been brought on a ship from Italy.  He 

brought nothing else.  Parish Guardian was told how “my father packed the frame, the glass and 

the picture…and instead of putting his [own] name on the package”, he wrote on the mailing 

address that it was from CSSR (Congregation of the Most Holy Redeemer) in Hanoi to CSSR in 

Saigon (MLL3, June 22, 2009).  His father hoped that if cargo was being tossed out of the plane, 

the picture might be spared.  It did get to Saigon “untouched and unbroken….Just to tell you, 
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that‟s my father” (MLL3, June 22, 2009).  To this day, the picture remains in their family home 

in Vietnam. 

One story remains from this period of time in Vietnamese Catholic history.  It is from a 

first-hand account of the eldest interviewed man in this study, Oral Historian.  By the time his 

family and his village received permission to leave, his father had already died and he was living 

with his mother and “four to five” other siblings.  They were very poor.  According to the 

Geneva Accord, the Oral Historian stated that the government in the North was supposed to help 

people who wanted to move.  Instead, the Communists made it as difficult as possible.  He was 

part of the first group that was transferred, but instead of taking them to their river port 

destination, the Communists stopped them short and expected bribery money.   

Another way for them [the Communists] to stop people from moving is they offered 

to help with the children, and then they took the children and ran the other way [away 

from the river], so the mothers could not leave the children and they ended up staying 

back.   

Upon reaching the river, the refugees were then put on a small supply ship.   

 

It was a very small ship with lots of people and it was suffocating.  The ship would 

take the people from the north to the south.  Basically the boat is like a small ship but 

it is not equipped for passengers so they don‟t have the facilities.  For example, they 

don‟t have restrooms so they [the refugees] made an area with wood so people can go 

to bathroom. They crammed a lot of people into that ship.  I arrived in the south in 

that boat.  (MV4, April 26, 2009)  

As noted previously, upon arriving in South Vietnam refugee camps were set up to help 

people find new locations to live.  From these camps people decided to resettle wherever they 
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wanted to live.  An organization was established to help move fishermen into areas where they 

could continue to fish.  The farmers were helped in finding locations where they could farm.  

“So, they tried to relocate people into the right area” (MV4, April 26, 2009).  In starting over, 

“we had nothing” (MV4, April 26, 2009).   

After 1954, the United States, as an ally of the South Vietnamese President, did help.  

However, almost 1,000,000 people were displaced.  Oral Historian‟s family lived near other 

villagers from the North who had been fisherman, but the empty land they were given was small 

and uneven.  A village was established 25 – 30 kilometers from the water, but after a short while, 

his family moved to Cam Ranh Bay where the interviewee lived until 1977 (MV4, April 26, 

2009).  

Once located in South Vietnam, the Vietnamese refugees continued to search for an area 

that would meet their families‟ needs.  Parish Guardian told how his extended family moved to 

Da Lat in Central Vietnam.  A number of his uncles were priests and wished to be located near 

another group of CSSR priests, so the entire extended family went there.  They originally were 

rice farmers, so they wanted land to grow crops.  His father decided to stay behind because he 

wanted his children to have an education.  This changed the course of his immediate family‟s 

future.  They chose to live closer to Saigon (MLL3, personal communication, June 22, 2009).  

Early memories of growing up Catholic in the South.  The 21 years between the first 

displacement in 1954 and the end of the Vietnam War in 1975 brought more memories of 

Catholic routines in Vietnam.  One early memory was from 1955 in a little town that was made 

up of 100% refugees.  Parish Guardian‟s father helped contact the government for assistance to 

build a church.  Parish Guardian clearly remembers “hauling buckets of dirt and sand” as a 

young boy of around 10 years of age.  The house and church are still there to this day.  At the 
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time this little town developed, everything built up around the church.  He stated, “It is almost 

like the humans need food (and) need water, but the Vietnamese Catholic mentality is we need 

[a] church” (MLL3, personal communication, June 22, 2009).  He went on to say: 

Even though you didn‟t want to have to get up first thing in the morning because of 

the bell [ringing] from the bell tower, you can hear it along with the chanting and the 

prayers.  And [if] friends going by your door…see the lights in your room are not on 

yet, they will knock on your doors to wake you up and say, „Hey, go to church‟.  

That‟s my childhood.  (MLL3, June 22, 2009) 

Parish Guardian described his daily routines always beginning with Mass.  He attended a 

Catholic school in a more suburban location outside of Saigon.  Many prayers were said 

throughout the school day.  “At the end of your classes, you prayed” (MLL3, June 22, 2009).  At 

noontime, he remembers a bell ringing and everybody saying a noon prayer, no matter where 

they were in the school.  Then in the evening, the elderly would go once again to the church to 

pray.  His whole family also went to evening prayer. 

Entrepreneur spoke of coming from a family of nine children.  She spoke of living very 

close to the church and going to the church every morning.  In the evening, no matter how late 

the family came home, they would always pray the rosary.  She reflected, “I was little but that 

was a very good memory” (FV3, personal communication, June 21, 2009).  She then said, “I 

think when the parents introduce you to faith when you are young it stays with you throughout 

your life” (FV3, June 21, 2009).  She also remembers the teachers being strict.  All the kids had 

to write with their right hand.  If they used their left hand, they would get their hands hit.  “I 

remember we couldn‟t talk.  We had to sit straight and face forward, or you would get in deep 

trouble” (FV3, June 21, 2009).      
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Public Educator also spoke of the close proximity of the church to its members: 

The churches in Vietnam are nearer so we can just bike to the church every day.  We 

went to Mass everyday…So I went to church in the morning (they have the Mass in 

the morning in Vietnam) and then if they have some activity during the day, we still 

can come and help” (FV2, personal communication, May 3, 2009). 

Parish Martha, who grew up in a Buddhist family in Saigon, also had Catholic memories 

even though she did not become a Catholic until she was living in Minnesota years later.  Her 

mother was a widow, so she only went to the temple a couple times a year on special occasions.  

She talked about being at a school and having a lot of Catholic friends.  She hung out with them, 

and remembers going to their houses at Christmas time and seeing all the Christmas decorations.  

She learned a lot of Christmas songs and heard stories about Jesus.  She did not think about these 

experiences until much later when she was sponsored by a Catholic church in the Twin Cities, 

and began attending a Catholic church with her sponsoring family (FLL2, personal 

communication, June 23, 2009). 

More school-related stories and discerning religious life.  A number of the 

interviewees told stories of changing schools as safety became more of a concern and of 

exploring religious life as teens. Because many of the Catholic villages and urban Catholic 

neighborhoods had either a Catholic school or a government school staffed by Catholic teachers, 

religious vocations were highly respected career choices until the communists took over the 

south in 1975. 

 In many of the interviews, references were made to aunts, uncles, and siblings who chose 

to become priests, or religious brothers and sisters.  Parish Pastor went through his initial 
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formation in South Vietnam, and both Parish Guardian and Entrepreneur mentioned being in a 

seminary and a convent, respectively, for periods of time.   

Parish Pastor spoke of his father actually being involved in setting up the first school he 

went to in South Vietnam.  When his family moved to the central part of Vietnam, he went to a 

middle school run by the government, but taught by Holy Cross Sisters.  Then, when the 

communists began occupying the town, his father sent him to a Catholic boarding school in 

Saigon.   During his last year as a high school student he decided he wanted to become a priest. 

Parish Pastor was the only son in his family, and he remembers his mother crying and 

telling him that he could not do this.  She wanted him to get married and join the army.  Later in 

the evening, he heard his mother and father talking.  His mother said, “Well, according to 

Vietnamese culture, the oldest son in the family has to get married to keep the family name 

going” (MP3, personal communication, June 19, 2009).  His father stood up for Parish Pastor.  

At the time, Parish Pastor was offended because his father, in joking with his mother, asked 

“who would want to marry our son anyway?” (MP3, June 19, 2009).  .      

Parish Guardian spoke of initially attending a private Catholic School belonging to the 

Dominican Order.  He then transferred to St. Thomas High School in Saigon and finished his 

schooling back at the Dominican high school.  It was at this point that he entered a Congregation 

of the Most Holy Redeemer (CSSP) seminary for approximately two years, “tiptoeing” into 

religious life (MLL3, personal communication, June 22, 2009).  After leaving the seminary, he 

was drafted into the military service and trained as a pilot. 

Entrepreneur also spoke of her parents sending her to a convent between the fifth and 

eighth grades by her parents.  She has fond memories of the routines and rituals but was crushed 

when she was told by the religious order that she could no longer stay at the convent.  Later, a 
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priest asked her if she wanted to return to the convent, but by that time the communists were 

imposing severe restrictions on religious communities.  She finished high school, got married 

when she was 20 years old, and had three children by the time she left Vietnam in 1975.  During 

this time, she studied to become a medical secretary, worked at a hospital, and remembered 

having a maid to help her with the children and household duties (FV3, personal communication, 

June 21, 2009). 

Unfortunately, another very short reference exemplifies just how detrimental the Fall of 

Saigon was for many Catholic Vietnamese children of school age.  Public Educator related that 

she was in private Catholic schools until the third grade.  “That was in 1975” (FV2, personal 

communication, May 3, 2009).  After that, she was “just” at a regular school through high school 

because all church-sponsored schools were closed (FV2, May 3, 2009).  

Career choices and non-choices between 1954 and 1975.  There were other glimpses 

into life in Vietnam between 1954 and the Communist takeover in 1975.  Some related to the 

livelihoods interviewees and their parents experienced during this time.  Public Educator‟s father 

worked for an American company and with the U. S. government before April of 1975, and he 

could not find any comparable work after Saigon fell to the communists.  After the communist 

takeover, he could only find work with the Catholic church until the family was able to leave 

Vietnam in 1990.   

Oral Historian got married, had seven children, and lived “in a very beautiful area by the 

bay” (MV4, personal interview, April 26, 2009).  His son, Parish Apprentice, mentioned in his 

interview that at one time his father had been a major in the army and had taught soldiers even 

though he came from a family background of fishermen.  Parish Apprentice also heard stories 

about how Oral Historian‟s father (his grandfather) and a few other fishermen from a fishing 
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village had died at sea years before on the Feast of the Immaculate Conception (December 8) 

when they were out fishing.  He thinks of this story whenever he describes the family‟s escape 

from Vietnam which will be told later in this chapter.  

My dad [Oral Historian] told me that when his own dad died he felt something.  His 

body was completely stiff and he could not move as if his dad was in him.  He was 

life frozen….So he believed that in a way his dad was still with him. (MV2, personal 

communication, June 21, 2009) 

 A number of other interviewees also indicated that their lives were intertwined with 

Vietnam‟s military life.  Gift Giver mentioned that her husband was a soldier who was honorably 

discharged from the army in 1970, before the end of the Vietnam War.  Parish Guardian spoke of 

having trained as a fighter pilot in the United States, returning to Vietnam in 1972.  Before 

returning, he was encouraged by Americans to go to Canada; however, he felt a commitment to 

“perform my duties” (MLL3, personal communication, June 22, 2009).  He continued flying as a 

fighter pilot from 1972 until April 30, 1975.  

The fact is that out of the 12 Vietnamese American parishioners who were interviewed, 

nine mentioned having been in the military themselves or having a father, brother, or husband in 

the military.  One other interviewee spoke of a father having worked at Exxon.  This seemed to 

be consistent with what has been described in the literature review regarding a significant 

percentage of Catholics being in South Vietnam‟s military, and/or working for United States 

corporations.   

An example of how closely connected the Catholic population was to the military at that 

time can be found in a story told by Entrepreneur.  She spoke of hearing a story about her own 

father from a soldier her father had once commanded.  The former subordinate stated that her 
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father, a convert himself, was very strict regarding his unit going to church on Sunday.  She 

concluded the story by saying that her father was a first sergeant and had a lot of power over 

these men (FV3, personal communication, June 21, 2009).    

As a consequence of so many Catholic men being in the military or employed by 

American companies, it could also be assumed that some interviewees might have been political 

prisoners or had family members who experienced re-education camp prisons.  In fact, one 

interviewee was imprisoned for eight years and three other interviewees mentioned a father, 

brother, and brother priests who were imprisoned.  As noted in the literature review, three groups 

targeted for re-education were clergy, military personnel and employees of foreign governments.  

Outside of entering religious life or working for the military or American corporations, 

another occupational story was about a family-owned business.  Parish Martha told the story of 

her family having a small retail business.  It was a little shop that sold household items.  When 

her father passed away, her mother continued to run the business.  She stated that her mother was 

a “remarkable woman” (FLL2, personal communication, June 23, 2009).   

I think when my father passed away, she [her mother] was 42 or 43 years old with six 

children….My mother, granddad, and my older sisters helped her with that [the shop].  

So that is how we survived….She never remarried, and she raised us all, and saved so 

we had the money for when we escaped.  She did it all and she got us all out.  (FLL2, 

June 23, 2009). 

Orphaned children taking care of themselves.  One of the most poignant stories was 

told by the Parish Pastor about his own younger sister.  Shortly after telling his parents that he 

was considering the seminary and after returning for his last year of high school at an all-male 

boarding school, his mother died unexpectedly.  Interestingly, before Parish Pastor left home for 
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his last year of high school, his mother asked him to promise her two things: the first was to pass 

his high school exit exams, and the second was to not come home no matter what happened and 

no matter who called him.  “One month later, she died” (MP3, personal communication, June 19, 

2009).  His sister was 10 years old at the time and it was up to her to arrange her mother‟s burial 

by herself.  Parish Pastor felt he needed to obey his mother‟s wishes and not return home, and the 

children‟s father was also sick and in a hospital.  The two parents had been in two different 

hospitals located far away from each other, and the hospitals were not close to their home.  

Parish Pastor‟s mother had instructed his sister to have a priest anoint her before her death, and 

she had also told his sister that she had saved a little money that could be used to buy a coffin.  

Everything was done according to the mother‟s instructions.  To this day, his sister has not been 

able to find the burial location of their mother.   

Later on in that same year, Parish Pastor‟s father died.  He returned to bury his father and 

to bring his sister back to Saigon, not knowing what he would be able to do with his sister once 

he got to Saigon.  He had to take military planes in and out of his family‟s village because the 

communists had surrounded the village and no roads were open into the village (MP3, June 19, 

2009). 

As a senior in high school, Parish Pastor now had to make arrangements for his 10 year 

old sister.  He contacted a religious sister he knew who was working in a Saigon hospital.  She 

suggested Parish Pastor ask her own brother, who already had one daughter, if Parish Pastor‟s 

sister could live with his family.  This arrangement only lasted one month at which point the 

Parish Pastor‟s sister became frightened by a punishment and told the religious sister about the 

incident.  Parish Pastor then took his sister to an orphanage but after only one week, his sister 

climbed the wall surrounding the orphanage and came back to him. 
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It was on the way back to the hospital where the religious sister worked that Parish Pastor 

stopped at a stand to buy his sister some foot cream.  He felt that it was truly God‟s intervention 

that caused him to stop at this vendor.  His sister started crying and the kind woman vendor 

asked about the tears.  This led to the children telling their story to this total stranger who was 

without any children of her own.  She offered to keep the Parish Pastor‟s sister in her home.  “I 

didn‟t even know the woman‟s name” (MP3, June 19, 2009).   

Parish Pastor‟s sister agreed to try this new arrangement, but this high school senior had 

two requirements before he gave his consent to the offer.  He wanted his sister to be allowed to 

go to Mass every day even though the woman was not Catholic and, secondly, he wanted his 

sister to be allowed to go to school.  The woman agreed and lived up to her promises.  In return, 

his sister helped the woman in her stand after school every day.  His sister stayed with this 

woman for two years before going to live with a seminarian‟s brother‟s family.  She stayed with 

this family as another daughter.  In 1975, “on that last day of the last flight”, her adopted family 

was to leave Saigon but could not because the airport had been shelled.  His sister remains in 

Vietnam to this day, even though she, her husband and infant daughter tried to escape one time 

but were caught. 

Leaving Vietnam: Stories about Decisions and Journeys 

   As mentioned earlier in this chapter, 86 of the 88 survey respondents indicated they had 

been born in Vietnam.  Eight percent of the survey-takers left in 1975 which is generally 

considered the first wave of refugees leaving Vietnam.  The second wave of refugees from 

Vietnam involved mostly Ethnic Chinese and is not pertinent to this study.  Almost 20% of the 

survey respondents left during the Boat People Era between 1978 and 1982, with another 63.2% 

having left Vietnam during the 4
th

 and 5
th

 waves of immigration between 1983 and 1999.  Those 
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leaving during the 4
th

 and 5
th

 waves were mainly joining family and friends through 

sponsorships. The final 9.2% of survey respondents came to the United States since the year 

2000 (see Table 7).   

In contrast to this, four of the 11 (36%) interviewees born in Vietnam left Vietnam in 

1975, and three (27%) interviewees left Vietnam during the boat people era between 1978 and 

1982.  Four interviewees (36%) left Vietnam from 1983–1999, and no interviewees (0%) left 

Vietnam since the year 2000 (see Table 7).   
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Table 7 

 Year of Departure from Vietnam 

Year 
Survey Respondents   Total 

= 87* of 88 (%) 

Interviewees 

Total = 11* of 12 (%) 

1975  

(1
st
 Wave Departures) 

 7 ( 8.0%) 4 (36%) 

1978 – 1982  

(3
rd

 Wave) 

17 (19.5%) 3 (27%) 

1983 – 1989 

(4
th

 Wave) 

16 (18.4%) 1 (  9%) 

1989 – 1999  

(5
th

 Wave) 
39 (44.8%) 3 (27%) 

2000 to Present  8 ( 9.2%) 0 (  0%) 

Total Applicable 

Responses 

87 (100%) 11 (100%) 

Note: One survey respondent and interviewee were born in the United States. 

The next interviewees‟ stories are largely focused on those who were involved in the first 

and third wave of departures.  These seven interviewees‟ stories will then be combined with the 

four remaining interviewees born in Vietnam, as they all describe their long journeys to the 

United States and Minnesota via refugee camps. 

Hurried decisions; lives changed forever.  What is very interesting to me is that those 

who left Vietnam in the days leading up to and including April 30, 1975 had very different 

stories than those who left during the Boat People Era.  Many of those who left in April of 1975 

were either caught up in life‟s circumstances or had to make very quick decisions.  None of the 

interviewees I spoke with ever thought that leaving Vietnam at that time would result in being 

permanently relocated to another country. 
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Parish Pastor remembered his last Holy Week in Vietnam.  Easter was March 30
th

 that 

year, and he was 24 years old.  During Holy Week, he had visited all of the parishes in Saigon 

where he was teaching.  One of the local parish priests had told him that he and the other 

brothers and priests from his order should evacuate.  Every day they saw 100,000 people leaving 

Saigon in cars, trucks, ox carts, and by foot.  The northern, central, and part of the southern areas 

of South Vietnam (Republic of Vietnam) had already collapsed.  During Holy Week, they 

received orders from their religious superior to move to a southern location in Vietnam.  Parish 

Pastor left Saigon with seven other priests.   

Half-way there, the refugees leaving the city were ambushed by communist soldiers.  All 

of the refugees from Saigon were held up at a bridge because the communists were on the other 

side.  A South Vietnamese soldier radioed for help, but instead of bombing the communists, the 

fighter pilot mistakenly bombed the bridge.  “A million people got stuck in the middle of 

nowhere and they had to go back [in order] to go to the coastal town” (MP3, June 19, 2009). 

The communists start shelling around the road and people were dying along the road.  

You know 100,000 people walking were bound to be hit by shrapnel or bullets.  They 

just keep walking.  I was sitting in a car and I was looking out and people were just 

dying around the road and it was especially hard seeing the children.  I saw two boys 

who came out and tried to bury the people.  They just dug a big hole and would put 

about five people together and they would cover the grave with some palm leaves and 

some people would just use their hands to dig.  I remember for the first time in my 

life I felt desperation.  Because I thought there is no way I‟m going to get out of this 

alive.  So, I told my brothers I‟m thinking about death and going back to God because 

I don‟t think we are going to get out of here alive.  (MP3, June 19, 2009) 
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When they reached the coastal town, a group of soldiers recognized the priests.  The 

commanding officer (who the pastor thought was Catholic) told the brothers and priests that they 

could work with him.  A few days later, arrangements were made for a boat to come and pick 

them up after dark so the boat would not be swarmed by other refugees.  They got to their 

southern destination and rejoined other members of their religious order.  A month later, the 

South Vietnamese government collapsed. 

Again, the religious superior decided that some of the community needed to move.  “The 

funny thing is he didn‟t plan [for us] to go to America at all.  He planned for us to escape…to the 

end of the southern part of Vietnam” (MP3, June 19, 2009).  The religious superior decided that 

60 members of the community would leave for the southernmost area of Vietnam.  A fishing 

boat took them out to sea, and these priests and brothers were rescued by a U.S. 7
th

 fleet navy 

cargo ship.  A second group from the congregation was imprisoned by the communists and was 

not able to leave Vietnam until 1987 when some of them escaped to Thailand and Malaysia. 

Another anxious time for those who were on the cargo ship occurred when the ship came 

back to pick up more people.  The Vietnamese did not know why the cargo ship had circled 

back, but when the passengers saw a huge statue of Jesus [a well-known landmark at Vung Tau], 

they thought they were being brought back to the Communists.  The ship took the Vietnamese 

passengers first to the Philippines and then to Guam.  Because of overcrowding in Guam, the 

navy then took them to Wake Island, loaded them onto a bigger ship, and then sent them on a 

long, arduous journey that eventually brought them to Fort Chaffee in Arkansas.   

As was the case with all of the Vietnamese who for various reasons were attempting to 

stay out of communist controlled areas, it appeared that the religious superior was being forced 

to make decisions without really knowing what the future would be for those who left, or for 
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those who remained behind.  As I was told numerous times in the stories of flight, many of the 

Vietnamese felt their lives were literally in God‟s hands.  

The second and third stories revolved around a fighter pilot who is now a volunteer lay 

leader in the parish (Parish Guardian), and a woman whose husband served in the military right 

up until April 30, 1975 (Entrepreneur).  The second story began with more decisions being made 

by families to stay or to leave without knowing what the future would bring.  The story ends with 

the fighter pilot making decisions in his attempt to survive. 

Parish Guardian was a fighter pilot whose squadron began flying into Saigon a couple of 

months before April 30
th

.  For this reason, he was closer to his family that also had moved back 

to Saigon after Central Vietnam was lost to the Communists.  Parish Guardian remembers that 

April 24
th

 was the last day he was home with his parents.  At that time, he had a long discussion 

with his father regarding whether his parents should leave.  “I said, „Dad, we have to decide what 

you want to do here.  In 1954, we left Hanoi because of the communists, and we want to be free 

to pray and maintain our freedom to be a Catholic‟” (MLL3, personal communication, June 22, 

2009).  His father agreed with him, but felt that as the eldest son, he needed to stay back and care 

for grandma.   

So, my dad turned toward my mom and said, „Mom, if you want to go you can go.  If 

anyone of the kids want to go with mom, you can go; but I will not go because 

grandma is still here and somebody needs to take care of her.‟  My mom said, „If you 

are not going then I‟m not going‟….It was as simple as that.  (MLL3, personal 

communication, June 22, 2009)   

His mother said that they would prepare to run away from the communists forces much 

the same way they left their town in 1968 during the TET Offensive.  Parish Guardian then 
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explained how the two situations were very different.  In 1968, the villagers hid in a school for 

about a month in a neighboring city, and then they were able to move back.  This time, people 

did not know where to go or where to hide. 

Parish Guardian asked one more time if any family members wanted to fly south to his 

base.  Neither his parents, seven brothers, nor his one sister chose to leave.  When he left his 

family that day, he went back to the Saigon base and flew his plane back to his base in southern 

Vietnam.  Every day during that last week he flew combat missions close to Saigon, and he 

remembered very vividly trading missions with another pilot in order to save his family‟s church 

and the surrounding houses of people he knew.  Although it was very risky, he told another 

fighter pilot to stay out and he flew into the bombing site by himself.  This was actually the 

second time he intentionally did not follow orders.  In 1974, he had also saved a Buddhist 

Pagoda that was supposed to be bombed.         

During this chaotic time at the end of the war and during the Boat People Era, loss of 

communication between family members became a source of anxiety and created feelings of 

helplessness.  On April 28
th

, Parish Guardian heard that two South Vietnamese fighter pilots had 

dropped bombs on the capitol city.  He knew both of the pilots.  After finishing his combat 

missions, he wanted to land in Saigon and check on his family, but was not allowed to land.  He 

went back to his base in the south and thought he would drive up, but the next day the bridge that 

connected Saigon to the southern regions of Vietnam was dynamited.  All the phone lines were 

dead, which left him with no way to check on his family. 

April 30
th

 started normally for Parish Guardian; however, for some reason he chose not to 

refuel and rearm his plane before signing off and going home after his early morning flight.  He 

remembered leaving the base at 10:10 in the morning and seeing soldiers in civilian clothes 
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running scared and not knowing what to do.  He jumped back into his jeep and heard on the radio 

that the president had surrendered.  

Knowing that I‟m Catholic and knowing that I‟m a fighter pilot; knowing that my 

name was more than once announced in their radio station to capture dead or alive, I 

knew that I didn‟t have a choice and there was no room for second thoughts. (MLL3, 

personal communication, June 22, 2009) 

Returning back to the base he found the majority of his pilot friends had already left.  The 

reason his plane was still there was because it had not been refueled.  He and three others from 

his squadron refueled his plane, and made adjustments (like throwing out the parachutes) so four 

people could fly out on a two-seater plane.  As they started to taxi out, a soldier with a gun 

pointed directly at them insisted on being brought on board.  This fifth person squatted on a 

communication box all the way to Thailand. 

Because they did not have oxygen, they had to fly under 10,000 feet along the shoreline 

of Vietnam and then Cambodia.  When they approached the airbase, the tower wanted them to go 

around and land at a lower height.  They did not do this because of a lack of fuel, and because it 

was so hard to maneuver in the cockpit.  The Thai sergeant was amazed to see five pilots get out 

of the plane.   

The saddest moment for me was that, as soon as we landed, they used sandblast to the 

tail section of the plane so the enemy‟s flag was gone….I found out later that if they 

hadn‟t sandblasted the tail of the plane, the communists would have declared 

ownership of those planes…. 

 One as a soldier, one as a young fellow, and one as a Catholic [sic].  We had a 

big loss.  I was just so empty for the two nights that I was there.  Everybody was 
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looking at each other and seeing no future….Let alone that you were still hearing the 

cries and screams, the fighting, the bloodshed, the bombings, all of that….So, literally 

I had a t-shirt, underwear, fly suit and my shoes.  That‟s it. (MLL3, personal 

communication, June 22, 2009) 

After two days, a U.S. military plane took the refugees to Orote Point on Guam.  His parents 

remained in Vietnam. 

The third and fourth persons to leave Vietnam close to the Fall of Saigon were 

Entrepreneur and her husband, Parish Organizer.  Their story was told from her perspective 

because her husband‟s interview was focused on the years after they moved to Minnesota.   

Entrepreneur left on April 29
th

 which was also her birthday.  Parish Organizer was also a 

pilot, and they were living on an army base near the airport.  At the time, she had responsibility 

for three of her own children, a younger sister who was helping her, and a brother who was 

coincidentally with her.  Although they did not know ahead of time that they would be leaving 

Saigon, her mother-in-law and sister-in-law were also with them.   

Entrepreneur told a harrowing story of the airport being in a chaotic state, and that she, 

her husband, and all their family members literally had to run to get to the airplane.   

So, I lost my husband at that time….My husband tried to help us get in.  When the 

C130 door was closing, I saw him still down there.  So it was very hard. (FV3, 

personal communication, June 21, 2009) 

The pilots initially took them to Con Son Island which housed a prison compound of 

infamous notoriety used during the Vietnam War.  Suddenly the evacuees began seeing 

helicopters going back and forth, but did not know why.  The helicopters were taking American 

soldiers stationed on the island to a ship.  The Vietnamese did not know that the country had 
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fallen to the communists until later when a Filipino boat came into the island‟s harbor to change 

oil.  The Filipinos cut an opening in the back of the ship to make a bridge for them to use to get 

onto the boat.  The Entrepreneur stated, “It was very frightening” (FV3, personal 

communication, June 21, 2009).   

Additionally, “if you don‟t know what is going to happen to you, it is scary and at that 

time I still don‟t know where my husband is.  They took us to Subic Bay [in the Philippines] and 

left us there.  It was a filthy place” (FV3, personal communication, June 21, 2009).  At this point, 

Entrepreneur began using the chaos to her advantage.  She convinced a person she knew to 

pretend that she was part of his family so that she could get onto an airplane leaving for Guam.  

“So we were the last ones to get on that airplane.  After us, they all go by ship to Guam” (FV3, 

personal communication, June 21, 2009). 

These three stories closely mirrored the experiences of those who left their homeland 

during the last days of the Republic of Vietnam.  They were clergy, South Vietnamese military 

with connections to the United States, and their family members; and they feared for their own 

lives and the lives of extended family members.  They were highly educated and skilled.  Some 

were loosely connected to the Catholic ruling establishment, and many more were Catholic 

themselves.  Their families had moved before to live where there was religious freedom, and 

they were willing to risk everything to save their lives and to live where they could worship their 

God.  They saw violence, death, and chaos and on the journey experienced fear, loneliness, and 

trauma. 

Before moving on, however, one more story needs to be shared.  The former fighter pilot, 

Parish Guardian, told a story that emphasizes the hurriedness of many people‟s decisions to leave 

Vietnam in April of 1975.  When the traumatized refugees arrived in Guam and were able to 
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rethink their hurried flight, some of them chose to repatriate back to Vietnam rather than move to 

another country.  Parish Guardian stated that if he had been married, he would have done the 

same thing. 

Suddenly you realize that you left behind everybody: your wife; your children; your 

parents….Besides that, a lot of people don‟t know what the U. S. is all about.  

Homeland is better and it still sounds safer than a strange land called the U. S.  There 

is fear, they are disconnected, and they want to find their loved ones, so they want to 

go back. 

 I remember we went around from camp to camp and asked people if they had 

Vietnamese money to put in the bank to give to those people because they will need it 

when they get back to Vietnam….So we get potato sacks of money and we give it to 

those people.  (MV3, personal communication, April 26, 2009) 

A ship named the Thuong Tin brought civilians and soldiers wishing to return back to Vietnam.     

Left behind; imprisoned; lives change forever.  As previously mentioned, one 

interviewee was imprisoned for eight years and three other interviewees mentioned a father, 

brother and brother priests who were imprisoned in re-education camps.  Six months after his 

first interview, The Mentor agreed to a second interview so that his experience as a Vietnamese 

Catholic political prisoner could be documented (MV3, personal communication, November 8, 

2009). 

The Mentor recalled that after April 30, 1975, approximately 1,000,000 people were 

imprisoned in re-education camps.   

After the Communists took over, they called and requested that I show up at this 

camp.  They gave us certain days that we had to show up at a certain school.  And 
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after April 30
th

, we were gathered together and put in a van or truck, and we didn‟t 

know where they were going to lead us to….My wife knew I was going to be taken to 

a camp, but she didn‟t know the exact place.  And three months later, they let my wife 

know that this is the place I was going to be held at.  (MV3, personal communication, 

November 8, 2009)  

In The Mentor‟s case, he was already married with two sons.  The prisoners at his first re-

education camp were mainly people who had worked for ambassadors.  The reason they put him 

in the camp was because he had worked for the Vietnamese ambassador.  Other prisoners in the 

camp had worked for the American ambassador, and still others were Catholic priests.  There 

were “all different types of people but mostly people who worked for the government” (MV3, 

personal communication, November 8, 2009).  He spoke of having moved three times during his 

seven years and eight months of imprisonment.  From the original camp, he was moved first to 

Tay Ninh and then to another jungle camp close to the Cambodian border.  He considered 

himself “one of the lucky ones” in that he did not get transferred to North Vietnam.  

A few years after being imprisoned, the communists allowed family members to visit the 

prisoners.  Severe shortages of food often resulted in starvation conditions, and “a lot of 

prisoners would die because of illness” (MV3, personal communication, November 8, 2009).  

Family members were sometimes able to supplement the prisoners‟ diets, but “after a few years 

in prison, it seems like your memory is not as good as it used to be, and I had problems with my 

teeth and eyesight because of a lack of good nutrition”.  Family members also secretly “snuck in 

the things that were necessary for celebrations or to do a Mass” (MV3, November 8, 2009). 

I asked the question, “What kept you going during that time?”  The Mentor‟s response 

was that the first five years, he maintained hope that he would be allowed to go home.  “After 
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five years, I gave up hope and I didn‟t think I had a chance to get out.  But at night time, I still 

did prayers that someday I would get out” (MV3, November 8, 2009).  Then, in September of 

1982, “they call my name to release me, and I was really calm and relaxed because I didn‟t want 

to appear anxious to get out” (MV3, personal communication, November 8, 2009). 

Upon release, The Mentor struggled to financially support his family “because of my 

past” (MV3, November 8, 2009).  Besides his immediate family, he was also caring for his 

mother.  In June of 1989, The Mentor and his wife decided to let the second oldest son - then 18 

years of age - attempt to escape by boat.  “That‟s when the accident/tragedy happened.  You 

know how when boat people are out at sea, and you don‟t know what happened to them, and they 

just seem to disappear” (MV3, November 8, 2009).  They never knew what happened to their 

son. 

Around that same time, the American and Vietnamese governments negotiated a process 

by which a certain number of political prisoners, who had already served their time in prison, 

could apply to leave Vietnam.  The Mentor applied for this program and after “five to six years” 

was given permission to leave.  During the years of waiting, they were scammed into paying out 

money, being told that they needed to do this in order for the papers to be processed.  His family 

finally left Vietnam on January 12, 1994 and came directly to Minnesota having been sponsored 

by extended family members.  His mother did not come with him; however, he was able to go 

back to Vietnam to visit her a week before she died in 1995.      

Intricate plans; lives changed forever.  This section describes the experiences of three 

interviewees who left Vietnam during the third wave of Vietnamese departures that took place 

between 1977 and 1982.  This wave of departures is often described as the Boat People Era in 
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Vietnamese departures.  Two of the three storytellers in this section were describing the same 

experience from the perspective of a father and son, adding depth to this compelling story. 

    The Oral Historian began this part of his story by saying it was a miracle that his 

family escaped.  In 1977, Oral Historian found out that his family was on a government list of 

people scheduled to be relocated to a newly developed area away from the sea.  The entire 

extended family was going to be forced to move.  He did not wish to do this because he had 

heard horrible stories about others who had been moved to this area and had died because of a 

lack of medical facilities.  He did not know what to do. 

I dreamt that I saw St. Joseph.  He woke me up, and told me to leave and go to the 

United States.  This did not happen only once, but three times.  I told my wife about 

it, but at the time we didn‟t know how to go about it.  (MV4, personal 

communication, April 26, 2009) 

They intentionally said nothing to their children.  Then an opportunity came to escape.  

Oral Historian and his family lived in a very beautiful area by a bay at the time.  Two local 

government officers came to Oral Historian‟s house and asked if they could rent his house.  

Although the Oral Historian did not know why they had asked, his wife recognized them as 

government officials, and she thought they were going to be arrested.  In actuality, the officials 

saw Oral Historian‟s name on the list of those who were scheduled to be relocated.  Instead of 

arresting them, these two officials actually helped them to escape by sea.  St. Joseph was helping 

Oral Historian‟s family find the how in their quest for freedom.  Years later, Oral Historian met 

the two officials.  They had become Catholic and were living in San Diego. 

The Oral Historian then spoke with pride about the fact that all 77 of his relatives were 

able to escape together in one boat.  The boat measured 12 meters by 3 meters [approximately 39 
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feet long by 9.8 feet wide].  “We were packed in there like sardines” (MV4, personal 

communication, April 26, 2009).   

I asked Oral Historian‟s son, Parish Apprentice, about how they were able to technically 

know they were headed in the right direction.  Parish Apprentice explained: 

I remember on my dad‟s desk in our house under a glass that he had a map of 

Vietnam.  I remember it wasn‟t there anymore after the Communists took over, so he 

[had] put it away.  He knew what islands were nearby and we had a compass on the 

boat too.  In terms of directions, we knew which way to go....You either make it or 

you die.  (MV2, personal communication, June 21, 2009) 

Parish Apprentice mentioned that his dad was the only sailor on board, but his dad got very 

seasick at one point in the journey, adding to everyone‟s anxiety.  Yet Oral Historian had a 

strong belief Saint Joseph was protecting them, and Oral Historian‟s deceased father would guide 

them.  Parish Apprentice remembered his dad telling him of a time on the escape boat when: 

He [his dad] was standing out in front of the boat, and he prayed to his dad [Parish 

Apprentice‟s grandfather] for a safe journey across the ocean so his son and 

grandsons and daughters would not die in the ocean.  (MV2, personal 

communication, June 21, 2009) 

   Oral Historian related that they were out in the ocean for two days before they were 

rescued by a huge boat.  Both men spoke of the first boat that rescued them; however, the son 

gave the following details.      

We saw a ship in the distance that was anchored so we went over there but they 

weren‟t military people.  Some had their swimsuits on and stuff like that.  They took 

us down to the lower level and gave us food.  The next morning we went up to the 
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upper deck and we just started crying.  Later on I found out that it was a Russian ship 

that we boarded.  We did not notice that when they rescued us, but in the morning we 

saw the red flag with the hammer and sickle” (MV2, personal communication, June 

21, 2009). 

At the time, their boat was being towed by the Russian ship, so a couple of adults jumped 

off the ship and swam back to their fishing boat.  Eventually, after much pleading and crying, the 

captain of the ship allowed the rest of the Vietnamese to return to their boat.  They gave the 

Vietnamese supplies and medicines for the children who were sick.  Even the Russian women on 

the big ship were crying.  The Vietnamese continued to distrust the sailors on the cruise ship.  As 

they were still being towed, they were told that if they went 180 degrees in one direction they 

would get to the Philippines.  The Vietnamese cut the tow rope and instead went 90 degrees in a 

different direction.  After cutting the rope, they were in the ocean for another week and saw 

many ships pass by.   

Parish Apprentice remembered that the majority of the people on their small boat were 

Catholic and often prayed.  Both he and his father also spoke of supplies running out, especially 

water.  Occasionally, a few ships would pass by, passengers onboard the larger ships would take 

pictures, and some of the people were nice enough to give the refugees supplies.  Because their 

boat was so small and without cooking facilities, the people in the other ships gave the refugees 

apples, bread and water.  One time, when they got too close to one of these ships, the larger steel 

ship:  

…broke off a little bit of the bow, and some pieces fell off.  So apparently we started 

taking on water and no one would rescue us and I remember we had a SOS sign.  We 

were out there in the middle of the ocean.  It was hot and I think some people had 
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some tarps to cover them from the sun, but still it was really hot.  (MV2, personal 

communication, June 21, 2009) 

After about a week, on a “dead calm” day (MV2, personal communication, June 21, 

2009), they saw a huge ship around 200 to 300 yards in the distance move passed them.  No land 

was in sight, and they thought they had once again missed a chance to be rescued.  However, this 

time the ship circled back.  It was a Japanese tanker and the captain had radioed for permission 

to pick up the Vietnamese.  “Normally an oil ship does not take people on board but fortunately 

the captain of the ship had the prediction of the weather and they indicated there would be a 

hurricane coming” (MV4, personal communication, April 26, 2009).  They threw the Vietnamese 

a rope and the refugees climbed on board the tanker.  The son continued the story: 

 We didn‟t have any sandals on and our feet were burning on the hot metal surface of 

the ship.  I remember we went all the way to the back and I remember someone had 

to sink the boat.  So someone drilled a hole in the boat so it would take on water and 

when I looked back as we were leaving, the boat was sinking under the water.  For 

me, it was painful to see as we spend so many days on the boat.  It was just like when 

I looked back when we left Vietnam and looking back at our homeland and not 

knowing if we would ever go back.  So it was a lot of painful memories… (MV2, 

personal communication, June 21, 2009) 

 That night the ship was engulfed by a dangerous storm.  The winds and waves were so 

strong that the water was coming up to the balcony of the tanker.  It was only then that the 

Vietnamese realized that they would never have survived the storm in their little boat.  The 

tanker took their Vietnamese passengers to Japan where they were split up into three smaller 

groups.  



New Life - 144 

The second Boat People Era story was told by Parish Martha.  It was much shorter but 

equally telling.  As mentioned earlier, she grew up in a Buddhist family with her mother 

continuing to run the family business after her father‟s death.  They lived under the communist 

regime for four years before leaving in 1979. 

At first, my mother did not want to leave the homeland because my father‟s grave 

was there and my grandparents‟ graves were there.  So were the kids – there are six 

children in the family – so we stayed there.  But after four years with the communists, 

we just have to get out because we could not live under that government.  You don‟t 

have any freedom to do anything….We had two houses before in Vietnam and they 

came over and they took one because they said you are not supposed to have two and 

we have to share that with other people.  It was not the sharing that concerned us but 

the manipulations and the control.  My brother had to go to…the re-education camp 

because he was in the army…for a couple of years.  (FLL2, personal communication, 

June 23, 2009) 

 Parish Martha then spoke of her mother‟s decision to have the family leave in 

small groups.  She did this to make sure that if one of the groups were captured, there was 

someone who could get them out.  The lay leader left first with her older sister and the 

sister‟s four children.  They ended up at an Indonesian camp.  The second group of 

siblings left shortly after this, and their journey at sea took them to a Malaysian camp.  

Her mother and the last sibling left Vietnam after the mother knew everyone else was 

safe.  They also ended up in a Malaysian camp.   

The two families represented in this section shared one common motivation for 

leaving Vietnam shortly after the fall of Saigon, and that was the hope of a better life for 
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future generations of family members.  One family was motivated by a combination of an 

impending mandated relocation and the possibility that this move would endanger and 

limit their futures.  The other family was motivated by seeing assets taken away from 

them that they had worked so hard to obtain.  However, the first family had other, more 

religious and spiritual reasons that gave impetus to their plans.  They were also driven by 

the father‟s three dreams of St. Joseph and a desire to live in a country that had religious 

freedom.   

Although the father and son were willing to share a detailed description of their 

experience, and Parish Martha gave a glimpse into why and how her mother made the decision to 

leave; other interviewees only briefly mentioned immediate family members who attempted to 

escape or successfully escaped by boat.  The Mentor had a son who escaped from Vietnam on a 

boat and was lost at sea.  Gift Giver had two sons leave in 1981 and another son leave in 1983.  

A third, much younger interviewee, Aspiring Politician, briefly mentioned that his father had 

unsuccessfully attempted to leave by boat a number of years before his family departed in 1989.  

Survey data: Leaving Vietnam; relocation camp experiences.  In the parish-wide 

survey done for this study, 42 (48%) of the respondents indicated that they had lived in 45 

resettlement camps before moving to the United States (see Table 8).  The four most frequently 

mentioned countries were Thailand (15), Philippines (10), Indonesia (8), and Malaysia (6).  

Guam was mentioned by three respondents.  Japan, Singapore, and Hong Kong were each 

mentioned once. 

Seven (5%) of the 87 respondents came directly to the United States in 1975 or soon 

thereafter.  Four of them were detained in resettlement camps with an average stay of just under 

four months.  Another 17 of the 87 (20%) parishioner respondents left Vietnam between 1978 
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and 1982 during the third wave of departures that included many of the boat people.  They were 

detained in resettlement camps for an average of 14 months before a country and specific 

location were found for them.  Their stays ranged from a minimum of 5 months to a maximum of 

36 months.  Within this departure time period, the greatest percentage (94%) of refugees 

experienced resettlement camps as they waited to find sponsorships.   

Between 1983 and 1989, during the fourth wave of departure, some of the 16 (18%) 

survey respondents began to experience shorter resettlement stays or came directly to the United 

States.  Twelve of the 16 respondents (75%) listed resettlement camps while the other four 

indicated that they came directly to Minnesota through family sponsorships.  Of those who were 

in resettlement camps, the average stay was 9.4 months, with the range of stays varying between 

6 days to 36 months.   

The largest number of survey-takers left Vietnam during the fifth wave between 1989 and 

1999.  This was after the United States and Vietnam had designed a more systematic and 

diplomatic process for handling emigrants.  Thirty-nine of the 87 respondents (45%) left 

Vietnam from 1989 - 1993 with only 10 (26%) being detained in resettlement camps.  Table 8 

includes this group of 10 in 5
th

 Wave – A.  Group A‟s 10 detainees had variable lengths of stay 

that could not be adequately described with the use of averages.  Half of the 10 respondents were 

in resettlement camps for 6-9 days.  Two respondents resided in camps for 7 months, and the 

remaining three detainees were kept in camps for 3-4 years. The other 29 respondents from 

Group A and all 29 respondents from Group B (indicated as 5th Wave – B in Table 8) came 

directly to the United States.  Likewise, those immigrating to the United States after 2000 all 

came directly to the U. S. 
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Table 8 

Resettlement Camp Data 

Year 
Survey Respondents 

Total = 87 (%) 

# Detained in 

Resettlement Camps 

Average Stay 

(Months) 

  

1975  

(1
st
 Wave) 

  7  (8.0%)   4 (57%)   4.0 Months 

  

1978 – 1982  

(3
rd

 Wave) 
17 (19.5%) 16 (94%) 14.0 Months 

  

1983 – 1989 

(4
th

 Wave) 
16 (18.4%) 12 (75%)   9.4 Months 

  

1989 – 1993  

(5
th

 Wave-A) 
39 (45.0%) 10 (26%) 

5 for 9 days or less 

2 = 7 Months 

3 = 36-48 Months 

  

1993 -  1999 

5
th

 Wave-B 
29 (33.3%)   0 (0.0%)   0.0 Months 

  

2000 to Present   8  (9.2%)   0 (0.0%)   0.0 Months 

  

 

Leaving Vietnam: Relocation camp experiences; lives changed forever.  In addition 

to the seven interviewees who left Vietnam between 1975 and 1982, four other interviewees born 

in Vietnam left the country between 1983 and 1994.  The youngest interviewee, Aspiring 

Politician, was only three years old when his family left Vietnam in 1989.  His father had been 

“in prison for seven or eight years” (MV1, personal communication, May 17, 2009).  His family 

was in a Filipino relocation camp for three years, arriving in Minnesota in 1992.  His family was 

sponsored by the St. Joseph Hien Catholic parish community. 

The second youngest female interviewee, Public Educator, and her family came to 

Minnesota in 1990.  They were only detained in Thailand for a period of 10 days.  Her family 

was motivated to come to the United States largely because educational and future employment 

opportunities were not available for the children in the family.  Public Educator had a desire to 
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go to college, but felt she was denied access to the entrance exams because she had two facts 

working against her - her father‟s former employer and the family‟s commitment to their 

Catholic faith.  She stated: 

The communists do not favor Catholic people.  For myself and my experience, I 

cannot attend a college or a university because my dad was working with the US 

government before 1975, and also we were Catholic so I cannot take the test for any 

college.  (FV2, personal communication, May 3, 2009) 

The two remaining interviewees came directly to Minnesota without stopping to be 

processed in a relocation camp.  The Gift Giver and her husband came in 1993 to be reunited 

with her sons and their families, and The Mentor and his family came in 1994 after he had been 

imprisoned in re-education camps for a total of eight years.  On his survey, he noted himself as a 

political refugee.  He came to Minnesota because he already had relatives living in the Twin 

Cities area. 

As previously mentioned, of the 87 survey-takers born in Vietnam, 42 (48%) of them 

indicated that they had spent at least some time being processed for entry into the United States 

in relocation camps.  Of the 11 interviewees born in Vietnam, nine of them were detained from a 

couple of days to three years.  Consistent with the survey results, those leaving in 1975 had 

shorter stays, the three that left during the Boat People Era all experienced refugee relocation 

camp life, and the longest stay was experience by the youngest interviewee whose family left in 

1989.  Likewise, the two interviewees who left in 1993 and 1994 and came straight to the United 

States from Vietnam, reflect the survey results whereby all but one of the 31 survey-takers who 

left Vietnam during or after 1993 came directly to the United States. 
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Each of the four interviewees who left during or immediately following the fall of Saigon 

had different experiences before stepping on American soil.  As mentioned earlier, the Parish 

Pastor endured a long ocean voyage that eventually took him through the Panama Canal before 

entering the reception camp at Fort Chaffee, Arkansas.  Parish Guardian was flown to Guam 

from Thailand.  Entrepreneur was taken to a temporary camp for a couple of days before entering 

a refugee camp on Guam for two months.  “There were lots of tents out there with dirt 

everywhere and it was very hot” (FV3, personal communication, June 21, 2009).   

Entrepreneur was reunited with her husband, Parish Organizer, in Guam.  When she got 

off the plane, she saw some pilots and asked through an interpreter if they knew her husband.  

They told her where they thought she might find him.  Entrepreneur and her brother then went to 

the bus station where she had heard that her husband had stayed for three days, hoping he would 

eventually see his family entering the camp.  However, at the time they got to the bus station, her 

husband had gone back to his tent because he was so exhausted.  Entrepreneur and her brother 

found Parish Organizer at his tent.  Not all family separations ended so well.  Entrepreneur 

mentioned another of her husband‟s friends who did not get reunited with his wife for 11 years.  

“So, that was very hard” (FV3, personal communication, June 21, 2009).  From Guam, the 

couple and their extended family went to one of the refugee camps in the United States and then 

flew to Rochester, Minnesota after receiving a sponsor in Albert Lea. 

Parish Guardian chose to stay at the refugee camp in Guam until it was closed in 

anticipation of a large tropical storm.  He decided to join the American Red Cross volunteers 

because he was not exactly sure what he should do next.  In speaking of those first days in camp 

he stated, “I think the word is EMPTINESS and TOTAL LOSS in capitals and underlined.  I 

think that pretty much sums it up” (MLL3, personal communication, June 22, 2009).  He decided 
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to stay back as long as he could “because every day I got a new list of refugees that arrived in 

different camps, so I would look through it to see if I could find any of my relatives”  (FV3, 

personal communication, June 21, 2009).  In actuality, Parish Guardian did find an uncle and his 

wife while volunteering in Guam. 

Parish Guardian also gave another interesting glimpse into refugee camp life when he 

spoke of the Catholic Masses that were offered. 

Even in Guam we had Mass and we had a lot of priests at the refugee camp.  The 

priests would gather the people in from the same village of the same parish and they 

would have Mass.  The people would hear that there was a Mass over here or a Mass 

over there and, of course, the Masses were held in tents…but people came. (FV3, 

personal communication, June 21, 2009) 

Oral Historian and his son did not spend a great deal of time focused on their nine-month 

stay in Japan.  Perhaps this was because Japan was not a relocation camp destination.  The tanker 

took them to Hokkaido where the next day, the entire family was put on another ship headed for 

Tokyo.  There, the family was split up into three groups, and because they were Catholic, they 

stayed at different seminaries in the area surrounding Tokyo.  Their group had 30 family 

members, including a grandmother.  After all of the relocation details were negotiated, family 

members were sent to three locations: New Orleans sponsored by a close relative; to St. Cloud, 

Minnesota sponsored by the Diocese of St. Cloud; and to California. 

Parish Martha‟s family also experienced what would become permanent residency 

separations within her family.  In leaving Vietnam in 1979, her mother had decided that the 

immediate family would leave at three different times on three different boats.  One group 

including Parish Martha landed in Indonesia, and the other two groups ended their journeys in 
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Malaysia.  They did not have any relatives in the United States, so Parish Martha and her sister 

applied to go to Australia, Canada, or the United States.  The two groups in Malaysia also 

applied to go to any country that could sponsor them at the time. 

During the refugee relocation camp period, it was very difficult for the family members 

in the Philippines to communicate with those who were in Malaysia.  They tried to get matched 

up in the same country, but that did not happen.  “By the time we realized that we got accepted to 

come to the US…and I‟m pretty sure it was very close, they were accepted to go to Canada” 

(FLL2, personal communication, June 23, 2009).  When the first group got to the United States, 

they tried to get sponsorship for the rest of the family to come to the United States, but this could 

not be done.  Two-thirds of the family live in Toronto, Canada to this day.  Parish Martha‟s final 

comment was, “but you know it [Canada] is just a next door neighbor so it wasn‟t so bad” 

(FLL2, personal communication, June 23, 2009). 

Of the two remaining interviewees who experienced refugee relocation camps, Public 

Educator only briefly mentioned that her family stopped in Thailand for 10 days doing 

paperwork before coming to Minnesota.  Likewise, Aspiring Politician, who was in a refugee 

camp for three years, did not remember much about that time of his life because he was so 

young.  He stated that he has doubts about which memories were real, and which memories had 

come out of his dad‟s camp pictures and the stories he has been told.  Aspiring Politician did 

remember a distinct smell at the camp.  He also mentioned that his father, who had the 

equivalency of a college degree, taught other adults beginning English.  However, he did not 

remember a school being available for children as young as he was at the time. 
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The Importance of Pre-USA Experiences to Vietnamese American Catholics 

Educators are taught early in their professional coursework that students do not come to 

their grade level or course with blank slates.  Whether a preschool, vocational training, college, 

or religious formation student, each student comes to the next experience with learned 

experiences already in place.  The same is true with refugees and immigrants, as they begin to 

form worshiping communities in their host country. 

The members of the Vietnamese American Catholic parish that was the focus of this 

study came to the Twin Cities area with a lifetime of experiences that shaped their needs, desires, 

and hopes in forming this community.  Before I could adequately document new growth 

sprouting from Twin Cities Catholic soil, I needed to hear the stories of the roots that nourished 

this new growth.  My hope is that Catholics from Northern European roots, as well as fellow 

Catholics from other global traditions, will recognize and appreciate the long history of 

Vietnamese Catholics and the sacrifices they made to find a country where there is religious 

freedom.  Hearing oral family histories that often included two displacements in a matter of 20-

40 years, and all of the trauma and violence that surrounded these experiences, I can now begin 

to understand the importance parishioners placed in belonging to a parish community. 

The next chapter documents the experiences of the Vietnamese American parishioners as 

they began their new lives in the United States.  After setting the context of parishioners‟ new 

reality in their adopted country, the chapter explores the parish‟s history in the Twin Cities, and 

discusses both the parish‟s present reality and its challenges through the eyes of the interviewees.
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Chapter Five 

Parishioner Memories and Insights Regarding the Parish’s History and Present  

There are many ways of being an apostle (#322).   

How many of the laity understand the fact that they have been called by God and 

that God needs them (#333)?  This is the age of the laity (#334). 

The secret of the apostolate in our time is the lay apostle (#335). 

(Cardinal Francis Xavier Nguyen Van Thuan, 2001) 

 

The parish‟s summative history (2000) stated that St. Joseph Hien Parish was canonically 

erected in 1987 after Vietnamese refugees and immigrants had worshiped in a variety of Twin 

City locations as a Vietnamese Catholic community since 1976.  In the 2008 parish survey 

conducted for this study, only one respondent indicated that they came directly to Minnesota in 

1975, with five others indicating they were part of early secondary migrations to Minnesota.   At 

the time of the canonical erection of the parish, 36 of the 88 (40%) survey respondents were 

living in Minnesota.  However, it was not possible from the survey‟s results to glean how many 

of the Minnesota residents were actually residing in the Twin Cities of Saint Paul and 

Minneapolis in 1987.   

With only 40% of survey respondents living in Minnesota in 1987, including many who 

were either children or residing outside the 12-county metropolitan area, it was difficult to 

research the beginnings of Vietnamese Catholic worship from 1975 through the early 1980s in 

the Twin Cities area.  It was for this reason that I chose to continue describing the early 

experiences of the refugees regardless of where they were located in the first years of being on 

American soil.  It was also for this reason that I added one interviewee to the study who moved 

to the Twin Cities area in 1978 and who was active in the early organizational efforts of the 
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community.  This interviewee was the husband of Entrepreneur.  He was an early leader in the 

Vietnamese Catholic Community before the parish was canonically erected, thus the descriptor, 

Parish Organizer, was used in telling his stories. 

Early Experiences in America: Cultural, Educational, Financial and Social Contexts 

The early experiences of Vietnamese migrants varied dependent upon when they entered 

the United States and how old they were at the time of entry.  First and third wave Vietnamese 

refugees came with literally the clothes on their backs and no money.  A few immediate family 

members might have accompanied them on their journey.  Many of these refugees thought they 

would eventually be returning to Vietnam, and their main objective was to provide for the well-

being of their families.  They were largely dependent on the generosity of strangers.   

Later immigrants came directly to the United States, most often sponsored by family 

members, family friends, or Vietnamese organizations.  They still came with few possessions, 

but their motivation was to live in freedom and to give their families hope for a better future.  

These experiences set the stage for understanding the Vietnamese Catholics who began 

advocating for Vietnamese worship experiences. 

First and third wave refugees’ early experiences in the U. S.  Three of the initial 

interviewees plus Entrepreneur‟s husband spoke of their early experiences shortly after the Fall 

of Saigon.  All four of these interviewees were in their mid-twenties to early thirties at the time 

they came to the United States.  Parish Guardian went to Fort Indiantown Gap, Pennsylvania 

before being sponsored in Rhode Island, while Parish Pastor spoke of having stayed in Fort 

Chaffee, Arkansas for two weeks.  Entrepreneur and her husband did not mention which 

reception camp they passed through but spoke briefly about it being a short stay. 
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  A glimpse of the reception camps was available through a July 2, 1975 letter which The 

Most Reverend Robert E. Tracy wrote to the nation‟s bishops describing what he personally saw 

in the four camps.  In speaking of the Vietnamese people, he found them to be: 

Generally disciplined, cultivated, polite, cooperative, and hardworking…and quietly 

resigned to their tragedy of probable lasting separation from their homes and 

separation from their loved ones…. 

            Their great desire is to leave camp as soon as possible and to obtain an 

opportunity for a professional, intensive course in the study of the English 

language…. 

            They do not find conditions at camp unreasonably bad, although they are 

camp conditions, hence: restrictive, somewhat crude, and providing long periods of 

inactive time which hangs heavy on their hands…. 

            Best of all, they are a genuinely and deeply religious people devoutly 

committed to their Catholic Faith.  The four Chapels at Ft. Indiantown Gap are filled 

at every [Sunday] Mass….The count on attendance is 4,000 out of 6,000 in camp at 

Sunday Mass….The Count is between 1,500 and 2,000 on weekdays. 

            The children are a special, interesting phenomenon at Mass: they never fidget 

or “cut up” no matter how long the service; they are ever attentive and pray and sing 

(like their elders) with vigor and devotion. 

Only a very, very small percentage of the people can use English – perhaps 

less than 1% - and then only in short, memorized phrases.  (Archdiocese of Saint Paul 

and Minneapolis [Archdiocese-SPM], archives, July 2, 1975, USCCB permission 

granted) 
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These four interviewees were part of the first wave of Vietnamese refugees to America‟s 

shores, and they all experienced conditions similar to those described by Bishop Tracy.  They 

were modern day trailblazers who did not have Vietnamese Americans who could help them 

become established in the United States.  They began life anew with the help of total strangers 

who did not know the Vietnamese language and who knew very little about their culture and 

religious affiliations.  Within a short period of time, the first wave refugees‟ responsibility was to 

help future refugees and immigrants start anew in Minnesota.    

Three other interviewees arrived during the late 1970s after surviving harrowing boat 

escapes.  Whereas Oral Historian was more focused on sharing stories related to his early 

experiences worshiping in St. Cloud and the Twin Cities area, his son (Parish Apprentice) and 

Parish Martha spoke of some of their experiences as teenagers.  Third wave refugees still needed 

the support of American sponsors, but at least earlier-arriving Vietnamese were able to help 

make their challenges a little less isolating.  

First wave refugees: Developing new skills; feeling isolated; helping each other.  Parish 

Guardian‟s story was not only indicative of what many higher skilled refugees experienced, but 

also helped in understanding what many refugees in the late 1970s went through as they tried to 

build new lives in the Midwest.  Parish Guardian was sponsored by an American Red Cross 

employee and the parish that employee attended.  

I was greeted by the priest and stayed with the family three days; and I decided I want 

to go to school and learn something because just being Vietnamese is not going to 

make it in the U.S.  Many people want to go and get jobs no matter what.  I remember 

it was $2.48 per hour at that time.  I said no; I want to learn.  With the degree, and 

Vietnamese language, and a little bit of French, it will do me no good, so I went back 
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to college….I realized that you need to be able to communicate to survive.  It is funny 

because at that time I was thinking in three years, five years or ten years, I would 

return to Vietnam…but how am I going to survive during those years and be able to 

come home?  (MLL3, personal communication, June 22, 2009) 

Because Parish Guardian was a fighter pilot, he wanted to fly in the United States.  This 

became challenging because he could not pass a security clearance and was not a U. S. citizen.  

He went to a small regional airline training program connected to a small college in West 

Virginia.  He finished the program but was “stuck because they let me fly the commuter plane in 

and out of coal mines with supplies and medications” (MLL3, personal communication, June 22, 

2009).  When he challenged the airline, he found out he was getting paid less than other pilots or 

truck drivers.  He went back to school and, during this time, reconnected with an uncle living in 

Iowa. 

His uncle worked for a Vietnamese resettlement center sponsored by the USCCB and 

funded by the state.  While visiting his uncle one Christmas, he met the governor of Iowa, Robert 

Ray.  Governor Ray was interested in Parish Guardian‟s experiences with the Red Cross in 

Guam and his ideas regarding how to help Vietnamese refugees in the United States.  The 

governor asked Parish Guardian to submit his ideas in writing.  In 1978, Parish Guardian quit 

school and moved to Iowa.  The State of Iowa hired him to be the director for a Vietnamese 

employment program and provided him with office space, but the first thing he needed to do was 

find funding.  He went back to his contacts from the Red Cross and requested funding for the 

program in Iowa.  The Red Cross agreed to fund the program. 

  The State of Iowa was most interested in the data, such as how many refugees were 

arriving and how many found jobs.   
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Well, that‟s fine and dandy, but it doesn‟t look good to me because if you put a 

former doctor to work in a mortuary, it doesn‟t work for me.  You have an electrical 

engineer mop the floor at [a] hospital, it doesn‟t work for me.  Their goal was to just 

place them in the work force and get them off the welfare system but I said, „No‟.  

(MLL3, personal communication, June 22, 2009) 

 Parish Guardian opened evening English classes for adults in Des Moines, Ames, and 

Pella, Iowa, and funded the books, transportation, and childcare to support Vietnamese adults 

learning English.  He knew that it was essential for parents and their children to learn English so 

the Vietnamese could communicate with their neighbors.  Parish Guardian then changed the 

program with the help of some professors into an on the job training program where people 

worked a half day, and attended classes a half day.  “…so they can learn the specific vocabulary 

for their trade” (MLL3, personal communication, June 22, 2009).  The professor tailored the 

program individually for each student.  “I had doctors, engineers, and master carpenters entering 

those classes.  It was very successful, and I remember I was in tears when I had my first doctor 

out of that group getting his license as a doctor” (MLL3, June 22, 2009).  Before the program, 

the hospital only allowed the physician to work in a dietary department. 

When Parish Guardian no longer could tolerate the internal politics within the refugee 

programs, he left state employment and made connections with an American navy pilot who 

helped him get a position with an insurance company in Iowa.  It was also during those early 

days in Iowa that he released his fiancée in Vietnam from their engagement vows.  She tried 

unsuccessfully to escape several times.  He did not feel it was fair to her or him to be held to 

their engagement vows. 
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He married his wife in 1982.  She was a convert to Catholicism from Buddhism.  Even 

though he promised to learn about Buddhism, the young couple decided before they were 

married to raise their children Catholic.  They had three children between the ages of 18 and 25 

at the time of the interview.  They moved to Minnesota in1990 and joined the Church of St. 

Joseph Hein soon after relocating.   The youngest child entered military training school the day 

before the interview and will be in the University of Minnesota‟s ROTC program as he gets his 

medical training.  He also mentioned in passing that his daughter graduated from the University 

of Minnesota with a degree in biomedical engineering, and physiology.  He retired from the 

insurance industry on June 1, 2009. 

Another story from the early days as a refugee that resonated with the review of literature 

was about Parish Guardian‟s remaining family members living in Vietnam.  He recalled:  

I was fearful to contact my family.  I remember taking pictures with my uncle‟s 

family…hoping [my grandparents] will see my face in that picture and they would 

tell my family that I‟m still alive….Nobody knew if I was alive until they receive the 

photo.  (MLL3, personal communication, June 22, 2009) 

He went on to mention that three of the boys in his family had been officers in three 

different branches of the armed services.  His father also had worked for the French government 

and had also been a POW at one time because of his connection to foreign priests and the French 

government.  The communists came to his family asking about Parish Guardian, and they gave 

his family a hard time.  

Literally, the family had learned how to leave a candle burning and my uniform 

folded neatly beside it but deep down my dad believed I was still alive.  They had to 

camouflage it so they [communists] stopped bothering the family. 
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At that time it reminded me of what my grandpa, dad and uncle told me in 

many different ways and at different times that since I cannot do anything to help my 

family in Vietnam, I would be better off to help somebody else when I can, and 

hopefully somebody will help my family as needed in Vietnam…. 

To be honest there are times [in those early years] when I didn‟t see God at 

all.  I drove by the church but I hit the bar instead of stopping by the church.  But I 

did hear the knocking.  (MLL3, personal communication, June 22, 2009) 

It was during the time he was dating the woman who is now his wife that he became 

involved with the Vietnamese Catholic community in Iowa.  “You know it is just like when you 

can‟t do anything more but you are at the bottom, and suddenly that door is open; you hear the 

calling” (MLL3, personal communication, June 22, 2009).  More of Parish Guardian‟s story will 

be shared in the next section of this chapter.       

 More stories of first wave refugees starting over in a new land.  Entrepreneur and her 

husband eventually found church sponsorship in Albert Lea.  She stated that she was “excited but 

at the same time it was overwhelming” ((FV3, personal communication, June 21, 2009).  They 

landed at Rochester and took a bus to Albert Lee. 

I was crying and thinking „Oh, this is the place I‟m going to live‟.  It was scary 

because you don‟t know what is going to happen and when we came to one of the 

churches, all of the people in town came to welcome us and all the church bells 

around town were ringing.  It was so nice.  At that time I couldn‟t speak much 

English but my husband did….So I look around and I was worried because how was I 

supposed to tell what to whom as all Americans look alike.  (FV3, personal 

communication, June 21, 2009)    
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  Entrepreneur‟s husband, Parish Organizer, also described those first days in Albert Lea.  

They stayed with the sponsoring family for a couple of weeks and then found housing in a small 

house that the church rented for them. 

We are all very poor and all our possessions are in boxes – no suitcases – and we 

have dirty clothes, but they accept our family into their home and neighborhood.  

That was very special.  I sometimes ask myself if I could do what they did for us.  

(MLL3b, personal communication, February 23, 2010) 

They maintain a close relationship to their sponsoring family to this day, attending each 

other‟s family functions and intentionally getting together at least once a year.  The sponsoring 

couple is now in their 80s.   

A year later, they moved to Mankato so Parish Organizer could go to a vocational school.  

The Entrepreneur‟s first job was at a Mankato State University restaurant.  Later, she worked for 

a food production plant in New Ulm.  When Parish Organizer received his electronics technician 

license, he got a job in Roseville that had a 3-month probationary period.  He left New Ulm at 

4:00 AM every Monday morning to get to work on time.  He stayed at a friend‟s house during 

the week and drove back to New Ulm every weekend.  Toward the end of 1977, the family 

moved to the Twin Cities, renting a number of apartments until they could afford to buy a small 

house in St. Anthony Village. 

Parish Pastor‟s story was somewhat different than those already told because instead of 

having concerns about caring for an immediate family in the United States, his concern was for 

the priests and brothers in his religious congregation and for Vietnamese Catholics across the 

country.  The religious brothers and priests from the Congregation of the Mother CoRedemptrix 

were spread throughout the four reception sites in 1975.  When the plight of the members 
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became known, Cardinal Bernard Law, then Bishop of Springfield, Missouri, offered them the 

use of a facility in Carthage, Missouri for the rent of $1 a year.  People came out to teach the 

religious order members English for the first two years.  Parish Pastor took his final vows as a 

religious brother in 1978.   

Parish Pastor told other stories reflecting very similar experiences to other first wave 

refugees.  “They sent us out to work and you can‟t imagine what kind of work we did” (MP3, 

personal communication, June 19, 2009).  One priest took a job as a guard in a prison and had to 

carry a gun.  Another member of the religious order worked in a nursing home, and yet another 

worked as a groundskeeper for a Catholic school.  In order to financially sustain themselves and 

the community, they took on odd jobs.  Some worked in a local chicken processing plant wearing 

Levi Jeans while another priest worked at a rubber plant plantation in Arkansas cutting rubber. 

As for himself, Parish Pastor went to school after applying for financial aid.  They asked 

him to do typing but when he told them he did not know how to type, they found him a security 

job because he knew a little Judo.  When that did not work out, he ended up mopping floors, 

even though a co-worker had to help him get the mop down and put it away because he was too 

short to reach the hook.  

After studying for two years and working for four years, he did not feel his talents were 

being used well.  He went back to school to complete his social work degree, worked at a mental 

health hospital for two years, and then decided to enter the Notre Dame Seminary in New 

Orleans.  Parish Pastor was ordained as a priest four years later.   

His first long-term assignment as a priest was in Boston at an intercultural Catholic 

parish.  Masses were said in English, Spanish, and Vietnamese.  Additionally, the parish needed 

to accommodate Haitian and Portuguese members.  On special occasions, the Haitian and 
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Portuguese communities would have their own Masses.  After Boston, he was transferred to 

Oakland, Texas where he helped a Vietnamese community form their own parish, and then he 

went on to Denver to a very large Vietnamese parish with 1600 families and a Sunday School 

program that served more than 800 children. 

Third wave refugees starting over in a new land.  The three third wave refugees‟ stories 

were very different when it came to describing those first years in the United States.  As a result 

of Oral Historian‟s focus on the parish‟s history, he described very little about housing, 

employment, and the challenges of those first years.  His stories were more about his early 

experiences of being a Catholic refugee with little English language skills.  His son, Parish 

Apprentice, looked at those early years from the perspective of an older elementary-aged student.  

Parish Martha, who came to the United States when she was almost 17 years of age, viewed her 

experience from the perspective of a Buddhist woman who had always felt drawn to 

Catholicism.  Yet each of these three interviewees found their way to gatherings of Vietnamese 

Catholics by the mid-1980s. 

Oral Historian and his son both mentioned, in separate interviews, that their immediate 

family originally was sponsored by Catholic Charities in New Orleans because they had relatives 

who were relocated there in 1975.  However, Oral Historian and his family only stayed there for 

three months.  Oral Historian did not like what he was experiencing and wanted more 

opportunities for both himself and his family.  He decided to apply for sponsorship to St. Cloud, 

Minnesota where other family members were located, including his mother. 

It was in St. Cloud where Oral Historian chose to raise his family and find work.  After a 

couple of years, Oral Historian went to school to become a machinist.  Parish Apprentice spoke 

of St. Cloud being a small town where he could ride his bike from one end of town to the other.  
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A small Vietnamese community was located in St. Cloud with a few Asian grocery stores, but 

they would travel to the Twin Cities on weekends to buy supplies and to gather with the larger 

Vietnamese community.   

One of Parish Apprentice‟s memories centered on his father‟s priorities of maintaining 

the children‟s Vietnamese language skills and learning English himself.   

During the summer my dad would have us write a short essay on the scripture we 

read to practice our writing skills [in Vietnamese] and then we would all read it.  The 

hard thing about Vietnamese is all the vowels have other consonants…totally 

different meanings….That‟s the reason we need to practice.  I remember doing that 

during the summer, and doing math and stuff. 

There was never a day that my dad would not be opening up a magazine and it 

could be either in Vietnamese or English.  Sometimes he would ask me, „what is the 

translation for this‟, but he always kept learning.  When he was trying to learn 

English, he would look it up page by page as to what it means, and then he would 

write it down.  I would tell him that this was good „but dad, you need to talk, you 

need to communicate orally‟….I think in helping him, it forced me to learn new 

words and new things.  (MV2, personal communication, June 21, 2009) 

Although Oral Historian never spoke of the racism he encountered over the years, Parish 

Apprentice gave a glimpse of this in his last story related to his father learning English.  He 

stated that things were “pretty harsh” for his dad and that he was exposed to a lot of racist 

remarks for a number of years.  A lot of profanity was yelled at him. 

He didn‟t know what it meant.  He asked them to write it down so they would write it 

down.  And he went home and he tried looking up those words to see what they 
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mean.  He would ask us „what does that mean?‟  So in a way it was funny that he was 

up to that level.  He didn‟t know; he was just learning.  (MV2, personal 

communication, June 21, 2009) 

Regarding the topic of education, Parish Apprentice stated “My dad always believed that 

kids should be raised up in a Catholic environment, Catholic schools.  So he worked hard.  At 

that time, we didn‟t have any money but he sent us to” a Catholic school in St. Cloud (MV2, 

personal communication, June 21, 2009).  After moving, the children went to a different Catholic 

school in the area and only switched to the public school system in high school when his father 

was in a vocational training school.  Parish Apprentice graduated from St. Cloud State University 

majoring in computer sciences and mentioned that all seven of the children in his family 

graduated from college. 

When asked about whether he, himself, encountered discrimination, Parish Apprentice 

said “Big time….Even in Catholic school” (MV2, personal communication, June 21, 2009).  He 

mentioned he and all three of his brothers were called names with words “similar to the „N‟ 

word”, and that children were very vocal both in class and on the playground.   

I remember that in the 5
th

 Grade, I didn‟t want to go to the bathroom.  I went in the 

morning and I never went to the bathroom again until I got home….My mom would 

ask me why I never went to the bathroom, and I would tell her that the boys were 

very vocal in their dislike…. 

I was afraid to say too much at home because if I went home saying I was 

disciplined by the teacher, it would be even worse….The teacher‟s word was sacred 

and if she disciplined you, there must be something wrong with you.  When I‟d go 

home I would be punished…. High school wasn‟t as bad.  
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So, I think we went through a lot of abuse at school and in the neighborhood.  

We were called names; eggs were thrown at the house, and when we went to the 

store, people would give us looks…. 

One incident stays in my mind when we went [shopping], and we were 

looking at the mittens and I remember this lady walking by saying, „don‟t you guys 

have enough?‟  I was young but I still remember vividly the way she said it and 

looked at us.  (MV2, personal communication, June 21, 2009) 

In college, Parish Apprentice did not live in a dorm and traveled back and forth from 

home.  He felt he did not personally encounter as much discrimination because he “was at a level 

where I could challenge them verbally” (MV2, personal communication, June 21, 2009).  While 

a student at St. Cloud State University, he volunteered to translate for social services, hospitals, 

class work, and the court system.  It was there that he saw a lot of unjust circumstances caused 

by misunderstandings between immigrants and staff members from these various organizations. 

At the time of the interview, he did not think he was experiencing overt racism in 

everyday life or in the workplace.  He described it as “favoritism” rather than racism.  He 

elaborated: 

That is why I tell people that they may not respect your skin color, but when they 

need you they will come to you for your knowledge or what you can bring to the 

situation.  So that makes me feel good. (MV2, personal communication, June 21, 

2009) 

Parish Apprentice and all of his siblings eventually moved to the Twin Cities for career 

reasons.  Oral Historian and his wife were the only family members remaining in St. Cloud after 

all of the children had graduated from college.  They continued living in St. Cloud and making 
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their weekend trips to the Twin Cities until they were both retired.  They moved to the Twin 

Cities area a month before the interview, wanting to be closer to family members, their 

Vietnamese friends, and the parish. 

Parish Martha was five years older than Parish Apprentice when she came directly to the 

Twin Cities as a seventeen year old.  She accompanied an older sister and the sister‟s four 

children but came without her mother and the rest of their family.  She was sponsored by 

Catholic Charities and a local Catholic parish.  When she arrived, she was enrolled at a high 

school close to her sponsors and eventually graduated from another public high school nearby.  

At the time, she was immersed into English language experiences both at school and with the 

sponsoring family when attending parish functions on weekends.  “At that time, we just had a 

few Vietnamese friends and it was exciting to see some Vietnamese people, so we would meet at 

one of the houses” (FLL2, personal communication, June 23, 2009).  These gatherings became 

increasingly more important to Parish Martha. 

In 1981, the sponsoring parish gave Parish Martha the opportunity to go to Canada to 

visit her mother.  “I flew by myself, and it was the first time I was reunited with my family since 

Vietnam” (FLL2, personal communication, June 23, 2009).  In 1985, she married a Vietnamese 

Catholic and was drawn into the Vietnamese Catholic Community at St. Vincent De Paul while 

dating her husband. 

Parish Martha has four children.  The two older children went to public schools, while the 

two younger children attended Catholic schools.  Three of the four children have now graduated 

from high school, with the oldest having graduated from college.  All four of the children 

continue to live with Parish Martha.   
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Post 1983 refugees’ initial experiences in the U. S.  Four interviewees came to the 

United States in the early to mid-1990s, after St. Joseph Hien Parish was canonically erected.  

The four interviewees each represent one of the four generations as defined within the design of 

this study.  Their stories and lives reflected varying experiences because of their ages.  Their 

stories follow, beginning with the youngest interviewee and ending with the eldest interviewee. 

Aspiring Politician came to the Twin Cities as a 6 year old with his family, while Public 

Educator came with her family at the age of 23.  Their stories largely focused on educational and 

language-learning themes, respectively.  The Mentor came to the United States in his late forties 

as a political refugee with his wife and two living children.  His story was about family, 

opportunities, and freedom.  Lastly, Gift Giver chose to come with her husband to reunite with 

their children when she was over 60 years of age.  Her stories were centered on her family and 

her faith.   

For younger generation interviewees, educational stories were the priority.  The 

youngest interviewee, Aspiring Politician, was in his early elementary years when his family 

came to the Twin Cities.  The description of his educational experiences was very different from 

those who were older when they came to the United States.  He acquired his English Language 

skills relatively quickly and experienced a more typical American education.  He remembered 

being in English-as-a-Second-Language (ESL) classes in the early elementary years.  Starting in 

fourth grade, he was in the regular classrooms full time.  His family moved a number of times 

during those elementary years, and this sometimes meant he needed to change schools.  He also 

remembered watching a lot of television as a youngster.   

In junior and senior high school, Aspiring Politician attended local public schools and 

described himself as being a good student.  He graduated in the top 10% of his class.  He thought 
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his language skills were very good, and most of his friends were American at the time.  In high 

school, he was active in cross-country skiing and tennis for one year, and he stayed involved 

with band until 11th grade.  He began working at the end of 10
th

 Grade.  He took a number of 

post-secondary education classes in high school that helped him move through college quicker.  

Generally, he enjoyed school and thought that socially he did “okay”. 

He also mentioned that his parents were not as strict as some of the Vietnamese 

American parents.  An example he cited was being allowed to get his driver‟s license when he 

was 17 years old.  Many of his Vietnamese friends did not drive until they were older.  In 

speaking of his parents, he stated “They would pretty much encourage us to do things that we 

wanted as long as they [the activities] were safe, and they let us try out different things” (MV1, 

personal communication, May 17, 2009).  

Aspiring Politician started his college years at a community college close to his house 

and eventually transferred to the University of Minnesota.  He enjoyed the community college 

more because it was smaller, he was able to drive a family car to and from school, and he had 

more time to socialize.  He rode a bus to the university, and even though he usually liked larger 

environments, he was so busy between working and studying that he did not get to meet a lot of 

people. 

He graduated from the University of Minnesota with a degree in applied economics and 

finance management and worked in a State of Minnesota taxation department for one year at the 

time of the interview.   He saw there was potential to learn a great deal in his present position 

and hoped to move into different departments to learn about other areas of taxation.  When asked 

about the future, his “lofty goals” included possibly getting a Master‟s degree, and “I would like 
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to go for some kind of political office.  I think it would be awesome if one day I would be 

governor of a state” (MV1, personal communication, May 17, 2009). 

Aspiring Politician described two other social/cultural factors in more detail than other 

interviewees.  The first was very normative within the Vietnamese American community and 

sometimes found in more traditional American homes.  Aspiring Politician continued to live at 

home as a working young adult and from his perspective, there were both advantages and 

disadvantages to this.  Financially, he was able to save for his future.  Additionally, Aspiring 

Politician felt that this arrangement freed him from some other responsibilities he would have if 

he were living on his own.  He also recognized there were challenges, as well.  Some of these 

challenges were related to his parents‟ prayer schedule, and the expectation that anyone who was 

home would participate.  However, he also respected that his parents‟ commitments were based 

upon their experiences, and “I haven‟t had those experiences” (MV1, personal communication, 

May 17, 2009).                   

Secondly, there was the matter of matchmakers.  He mentioned, within the context of the 

parish‟s future, that if young people were not married by a certain age, elders often wished to 

consult with a matchmaker.  At the time of the interview, two young women from the parish had 

married men from out of state.  One of the men lived in California, and the other lived in Texas.  

The young women “were good people, as far as I know, so it feels like they were taking good 

people away from our church” (MV1, personal communication, May 17, 2009).  In both cases, 

the couples and/or their families knew of each other. 

When I asked him whether he would prefer marrying a Vietnamese woman and a 

Catholic, he answered in the affirmative both times.  “I would prefer marrying a Vietnamese 

woman….I think it is easier to marry someone who knows and understands the religion, unless I 
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fall madly in love with someone outside the church”  (MV1, personal communication, May 17, 

2009).  Again, Aspiring Politician seemed open to future possibilities. 

Public Educator‟s interview was also filled with educational stories; however, she was 

unable to use the public educational system to learn English and become familiar with American 

culture.  She came to the Twin Cities with her parents and four siblings as a 23-year-old.  Her 

family was sponsored by Lutheran Social Service because they had an aunt working for the 

agency at the time.   

While the younger children were able to go to high school, Public Educator and two other 

siblings needed to find English language programs elsewhere.  They went to one language 

program in the morning, a different language program in the afternoon, and a University of 

Minnesota language program in the evening.  After one year, the three older children went to the 

University of St. Catherine with the help of student loans.  They focused on their schooling while 

their mother stayed at home managing the housework and cooking, and her father held down two 

jobs.  Public Educator stated that St. Catherine‟s was very helpful.  “Even though their English 

was not good enough, they had some services at the school to give us some help.  The people, 

teachers, and the nuns were very good, and they helped us” (FV2, personal communication, May 

3, 2009). 

At the time of the interview, Public Educator was the only family member still living in 

the Twin Cities.  First, the youngest sister got a job in California.  Then, two other sisters moved 

out to California where they all lived together.  Public Educator‟s brother was a Jesuit and was 

teaching science in St. Louis.  Two years ago, after her father retired, her parents also moved to 

California.  Public educator was married and has three of her own children.  Two of the children 
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were in the elementary grades, and the third child was a preschooler at the time of the interview.  

The preschooler was present during the interview. 

One of the most difficult stories to hear was Public Educator‟s employment story.  She 

worked for a metropolitan public school district in the Twin Cities area.  She was a fully certified 

teacher with a Master‟s degree, plus 60 additional credits.  In many public school districts this 

would place her at the top of the salary schedule for teachers with her experience.   

I taught young kids for ten years; then I went to a Montessori [classroom] for two 

years; then kindergarten and pre-kindergarten; and now I‟m in the department for 

early childhood screening.   

I just had a couple of hard months.  After working with them thirteen years, 

they decided my English is not good enough for them, so they fired me….And then I 

waited for arbitration and I won.  So now they have to give me my job back, and 

that‟s why I come back and am working with early childhood screening.  (FV2, 

personal communication, May 3, 2009)         

For the older generation interviewees, their families were motivating factors in coming 

to the Twin Cities area.  The Mentor and Gift Giver had very different stories, but some of the 

same motivations for coming to Minnesota.  The Mentor, as a political prisoner, had a difficult 

time finding work in Vietnam after getting out of the re-education camp.  He wanted a better 

future for his children and for future generations of his family.  He arrived in Minnesota in 1994 

when he was 48 years old.  He and his family were sponsored by extended family members.  Gift 

Giver came to Minnesota in 1993 when she was 62 years old, and after three of her sons had 

already come to the United States.  At the time of the interview, all but one son and his family 
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were in Minnesota.  She was grateful to be with most of her family and grateful for the 

opportunity to freely worship. 

Neither The Mentor nor Gift Giver spent a great deal of time focused on the challenges 

they encountered in moving to Minnesota.  They were far more interested in relating stories 

about worshiping in a foreign land.  The Mentor stated “I was okay when I came to the United 

States because I had relatives living here, and it was easy to find a church - especially since my 

relatives helped” (MV3, personal communication, April 26, 2009).  When asked about whether 

his children were proud of their Vietnamese heritage, he spoke of Vietnamese children, in 

general, coming “here when they were young so they absorbed the lives of the American 

people”, and “if the parents keep it together and work on the Vietnamese culture, they [the 

children] will remain proud of that part of them” (MV3, April 26, 2009).  He saw it as the 

parents‟ responsibility to pass on that pride.    

The Mentor‟s children went to public schools even though he would have liked to send 

them to Catholic schools.  He also mentioned that even though his children did okay, he saw 

many children that did not do well.  He had nephews who were able to go to Catholic schools 

and “they did have a better Catholic attitude then the kids that go to a public school” (MV3, 

personal communication, April 26, 2009).  Regarding Catholic schools, The Mentor stated “I 

believe whether in Vietnam or in America, if you can send your kids to a Catholic school, it is 

better than public school” (MV3, April 26, 2009). 

Gift Giver also only gave brief glimpses into non-worship challenges that she 

encountered in moving to Minnesota.  The translator for Gift Giver stated:  

Coming to Minnesota after living all her life in Vietnam and being in a new country 

with new food, everything was very challenging and very tough for her at 
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first….Everything is new, [the] language is foreign and you cannot communicate with 

the neighbors.  The church is far away, and she has to depend on one of her children 

to take her…. Everybody is in different parts of the country, and not in the same 

neighborhood that she‟s used to.  (FV4, personal communication, May 23, 2009) 

Gift Giver also briefly mentioned that three of her sons had gone beyond a high school 

education.  One received vocational training, another had an undergraduate degree, and the son 

acting as the interpreter, had a Master‟s Degree in Education.  Regarding the grandchildren, 

“Most of them are doing fine in school; they are not excellent students but they are doing okay” 

(FV4, personal communication, May 23, 2009).   

I also asked Gift Giver if she ever thought of going back to Vietnam.  Her response to 

this was that she “would love to return to Vietnam, if possible.  If in Vietnam, she would be able 

to be active in her church” (FV4, personal communication, May 23, 2009).  However, she 

realized that almost everyone from her family was now in Minnesota.  Her last thought was, “If 

an opportunity came up, she would love to go back to visit”   (FV4, May 23, 2009). 

 Two invitations for home interviews.  I visited both The Mentor and Gift Giver in their 

homes at their request.  The Mentor‟s home was in a suburban neighborhood where people 

seemed to take pride in caring for their yards and homes.  He proudly pointed out some of his 

recent remodeling projects.  Any wall decorations I saw were religious in nature.  One of the last 

things The Mentor said to me before I left his home was “I just want you to know that my family 

all came here with nothing, but through prayer and trust in God plus all the help we get from 

sponsors…we have a house, a car, and a good job” (MV3, personal communication, November 

15, 2009). 
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  Gift Giver lived in a picturesque apartment complex in a southern suburb of the Twin 

Cities.  A sharp contrast existed between the inside and outside of the building.  The interior of 

the apartment was tidy and the kitchen, in particular, was arranged to maximize its functionality.  

Although as renters, the couple probably did not control interior updating; the walls and kitchen 

cupboards needed to be painted and varnished.  In actuality, Gift Giver had a nice apartment that 

seemed to meet the couple‟s needs with the peaceful outdoor surroundings visible from the 

kitchen window.  What was most interesting to me was an arrangement of religious pictures of 

Jesus and Mary on their living room wall opposite the couch.  My notes read “One of the 

pictures I found out later was made of shells and was from Vietnam.  All of the other pictures 

were bought in the United States” (author‟s field notes, May 23, 2009). 

Gift Giver received her name because of what she did at the end of the interview.  As I 

was getting ready to leave and speaking with her son, gift giver disappeared for a moment only 

to reappear with a Vietnamese bracelet decorated with images of Jesus and Mary on wooden 

links.  As I hesitated to take it, her son indicated that I should accept it which I humbly did. 

Born in the U. S. A.  Parish Mary was born a couple of years after her family moved to 

the United States.  She was 27 years old at the time of the interview.  She lived with her family 

because “it is part of our culture” (FV1, personal communication, November 8, 2009).   

We tend to take care of our parents as they get older.  It is part of a traditional 

requirement you might even say.  I think that with them taking care of us as long as 

they do…I know I will take care of my parents when I get older because you look at 

what they sacrificed for me.  (FV1, November 8, 2009) 

She went to a public elementary school and during those years had all Caucasian friends.  

“I felt like I had two different lives.  I come here and I‟m one person, and I go there and I‟m 
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completely somebody else.  I think that was one of my biggest struggles” (FV1, personal 

communication, November 8, 2009).  When asked about whether she experienced prejudice, 

Parish Mary stated:  

I believe at the elementary level you don‟t really see colors as anything different…I 

didn‟t have any of that in elementary school, but in the middle and high school years, 

it became more difficult with more problems, violence and more issues….I don‟t 

think I really recognized it until I was in middle school. (FV1, November 8, 2009) 

She attended a public high school with a lot of diversity and “had a mix of all types of 

friends” (FV1, personal communication, November 8, 2009).  She thought that perhaps the 

amount of diversity actually contributed to some of the conflicts. 

Her work experience background was in human resources, so at the employment level her 

response to the question regarding prejudice was, “My answer has to be no, but I know there is 

[prejudice]” (FV1, personal communication, November 8, 2009).  Parish Mary showed a little of 

her sense of humor in discussing the stereotype of Asians being hardworking and intelligent.  “I 

love that stereotype…that type of discrimination…works in my favor…so, if anything, it is a 

benefit to hire us”  (FV1, November 8, 2009). 

At the time of the interview, almost all of her closest friends were Vietnamese.  “Which 

is weird because I am very Americanized or I think I am, and very social.  But at the same time I 

think it is the faith and the culture [that] brings you back to your roots” (FV1, personal 

communication, November 8, 2009).  When asked about her hopes for the future, Parish Mary 

stated that she hoped “to have a family, live in a nice community, and to have close ties with 

friends and family.  Ideally, I would love to have a Catholic Vietnamese guy [as husband], but at 

the same time not exclude different cultures” (FV1, November 8, 2009). 
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I think because we are still very early in our cultures here, our transition to different 

cultures is still pretty slow.  We are welcoming but we are not because I think we are 

still in the first phase….Hopefully by the next generation we will welcome different 

cultures to combine with the Vietnamese cultures so we don‟t lose it altogether.  

(FV1, November 8, 2009) 

Vietnamese American Catholics: Forming Worshiping Communities 

 In the early days after the Fall of Saigon, as Vietnamese refugees focused on 

employment, housing, learning English, and getting their children into educational programs, the 

refugees found English-speaking Catholic communities to be helpful and welcoming but 

worshiping in English was yet another challenge for many of the Vietnamese.  In the 2008 

parish-wide survey, parishioners cited language, transportation, and weather as the top three 

challenges in their efforts to worship.  As they began worshiping in Vietnamese; transportation, 

work schedules, and the weather continued to be major obstacles to worshiping on weekends. 

Additionally, daily worship became almost impossible for most refugees and immigrants even 

though this was very much a part of their worship routines in Vietnam. 

Parish Martha, a Buddhist at the time she came to the Twin Cities, remembered going 

with her sponsors to an English-speaking Catholic Mass in the Twin Cities every Sunday.  She 

felt welcomed and included as she became familiar with the sights and rituals at the Mass, and 

when she was invited to participate in family holiday traditions.  Her challenge was adding 

meaning to the English words.   

We went to church every weekend, and to me it wasn‟t anything new because you 

know in Vietnam I was already exposed to the Catholic celebrations.  I went to 
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church and just kind of sat there, and looked at the people, and watched the way they 

worship…. 

The new bishop‟s parents… were one of the families who sponsored us.  I 

remember at Christmas time, I went to the house, baked cookies, listening to them 

play the piano.  (FLL2, personal communication, June 23, 2009) 

Parish Organizer offered another perspective about the relationship between language and 

worshiping communities.  At first, his family attended “American” Catholic churches.   

Even though I studied English before becoming a pilot, I didn‟t always understand 

everything in the English Masses.  But I went to Mass all of my life so even though 

everything was not clear, it helped my spirit.  And I think most Vietnamese people 

felt the same way…. 

Even though it was good for our soul/spirit, we still feel kind of lonely 

because of the language barrier….We feel kind of lonely number one.  Number two, 

we feel like we are homeless because we don‟t have our own place.  And we were sad 

about [it], but what can you do?  But we wanted to have our culture and our language.  

(MLL3b, personal communication, February 23, 2010) 

Oral Historian, when speaking about living in St. Cloud, stated that there was “a group of 

Vietnamese people that were very devout and they want to worship, but couldn‟t” because of the 

language barrier (MV4, personal communication, April 26, 2009).  Entrepreneur also cited an 

example of struggling with the English language as she attempted to keep her Catholic practices 

strong. 

It was hard, but you know what was the hardest for me?  I saw the priest, and I 

wondered how I would be able to confess…I don‟t have a chance to confess because I 
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don‟t know how.  Father Jim tried to come to the house and try to talk to us but our 

English was still not the best.  (FV3, personal communication, June 21, 2009) 

Although the refugees found themselves scattered throughout the Twin Cities 

metropolitan area and outlying Minnesota regions, they began to find each other.  Some of their 

motivation was to worship in the Vietnamese language, using the rituals and chants they grew up 

using in Vietnamese Catholic worship.  But as all worshiping communities know, an equally 

strong motivation in coming together was to be part of a social community.  Being able to speak 

Vietnamese; sharing stories of home, family and friends; and laughing and crying with those 

who had also experienced recent trauma; all helped Vietnamese refugees to cope with the 

isolation they often felt in the English-speaking world around them.    

Early national and archdiocesan efforts to meet Vietnamese Catholics’ spiritual 

needs.  The parishioners‟ stories describing the time period between 1975 and 1987 sometimes 

contained discrepant details (especially of dates) that, when clarified,  helped in understanding 

the complexity surrounding their efforts to have a formal Vietnamese Catholic Community with 

an assigned Vietnamese chaplain.  To fill in some of these gaps, I received permission to search 

through archdiocesan archives to verify relevant historical information that clarified and added 

meaning to the interviewees‟ stories.  A summary of “Important Dates in Church of St. Anne – 

St. Joseph Hien History” may be found in Table 9 located before the last subsection of this 

chapter.  The information for this table was obtained from a variety of sources, including 

archdiocesan archives and the parish secretary.  A few clarifications were also contributed by a 

trusted elder of the parish. 

National efforts.  The earliest communication in archdiocesan archives related to 

Vietnamese Catholic refugees was dated June 18, 1975 and pertained to “Vietnamese priests, 
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religious and seminarians” who were in resettlement camps (Archdiocese-SPM, archives, 

USCCB permission granted).  The letter, which was addressed to all bishops from the General 

Secretary, The Most Reverend James S. Rausch, described what the National Conference of 

Catholic Bishops was doing to help determine the needs of this particular group of refugees.  

Subsequent communications outlined how many religious were in each of the four resettlement 

camps and asked all dioceses in the United States to help with sponsorships of both lay and 

religious refugees.  According to rough estimates, more than 150 priests and 250 religious 

brothers and sisters were living in camps at that time.  On January 27, 1976, The Most Reverend 

James S. Rausch wrote to all the bishops, informing them that all the Vietnamese priests, 

religious, and seminarians had been processed and “relocated in dioceses, seminaries and 

religious houses throughout the country” (Archdiocese-SPM, archives, USCCB permission 

granted).  The letter also included what procedures should be followed for these individuals 

during a three-year probationary period in regard to their religious faculties status. 

On the same date, The Most Reverend James S. Rausch wrote to the bishops indicating 

how they should handle sacramental proof for the over 60,000 Vietnamese Catholics, most of 

whom came “without such important documents as records of baptism, confirmation, marriage 

and Holy Orders” (Archdiocese-SPM, archives, January 27, 1976, USCCB permission granted).  

A template form was included in the communication that conformed to the Code of Canon Law.  

The form required testimony from one witness for baptism and confirmation, two witnesses for 

marriage, and self-testimony for those baptized and confirmed as adults.  Holy Orders 

procedures required self-testimony and one additional witness with some of the documentation 

having been completed while the individuals were in the resettlement camps.           
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Local concerns and efforts.  On the local level, Minnesota received 4,123 Vietnamese 

refugees into the state in 1975.  Although there were no firm numbers regarding how many 

Vietnamese were Catholic, one Vietnamese Catholic priest estimated that he knew of 

approximately 500 Vietnamese Catholics living in the Archdiocese.   He was one of two 

Vietnamese priests living in the Twin Cities at the time.  Both priests were students: one resided 

at St. Agnes in St. Paul and was attending graduate school at the University of Minnesota; the 

other resided at St. Joseph‟s Home for the Aged Poor in Minneapolis and was attending the 

College of St. Thomas (Now University of St. Thomas).     

Much of the archived information pertaining to individual communications from 1975 

and 1976 could not be quoted.  Too much time has passed and permission could not be received 

from the original authors.  However, there were a couple of unverifiable communications that did 

provide a glimpse of the spiritual challenges Vietnamese Catholics faced in moving to the Twin 

Cities.  Two letters were written by Vietnamese.  The letter writers shared their concern about 

the need for full-time Vietnamese clergy to be assigned to the Vietnamese Catholics.  The writers 

noted that the Vietnamese clergy who were students were doing as much as they could possibly 

do, given their studies.  They also wrote that the Vietnamese desired to receive sacraments often, 

especially the Sacrament of Penance.  They were particularly concerned that the majority of 

Vietnamese Catholics did not have enough English language skills to express themselves 

adequately in the confessional. 

   Additionally, the Vietnamese writers wrote about the spiritual challenges many 

Vietnamese Catholics were facing.  They wrote about Vietnamese parents‟ concerns for their 

children‟s faith commitment, considering the cultural shock the children had recently 

experienced.  Vietnamese parents were verbalizing that their young children needed to receive 
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guidance from more adults than themselves.  The letter writers also shared their concern for the 

elderly who could not express themselves in English.  The elderly needed to be visited and to 

have opportunities to socialize with each other.  Lastly, the letters expressed concern that some 

of the Vietnamese Catholics had begun worshiping in the protestant churches of their sponsors.  

One of the letters used the metaphor of the good shepherd in describing the Vietnamese 

Catholics as wandering sheep without a shepherd and described the refugees as being 

psychologically, physically and spiritually exhausted. 

Two other letters were written by American Catholics.  One was written by an American 

spouse of a refugee who was recalled into active military service to help at Fort Chaffee‟s 

resettlement camp.  He wrote of the need for additional Vietnamese priests to be assigned to the 

Archdiocese and mentioned two places where the Archdiocese might look for this assistance: 

Carthage, Missouri and New Orleans, Louisiana.   

The other letter was written by an archdiocesan priest who asked the Archdiocese to 

consider establishing two Vietnamese parishes: one in St. Paul and one in Minneapolis.  His own 

parish had sponsored five refugees.  He saw a need for the Vietnamese to support one another, 

and that they needed a gathering place to do this.  He referred back to the Church‟s rich history 

of helping other Catholic immigrant groups in the past.  He also wrote that perhaps there might 

not be a need for a Vietnamese parish for future generations, but felt it was critically needed at 

that time.  He saw the Church as a source of stability for Vietnamese Catholics.  This priest had 

even thought how this might be funded.  He suggested that each archdiocesan parish could 

contribute approximately $500 towards the project. 

It is my understanding that each of the writers received a response mentioning that an 

archdiocesan priest had been assigned to explore the possibility of obtaining a Vietnamese priest 
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to serve the community.  In July of 1976, Father Paul Nguyen-Van Than was welcomed by 

Archbishop Roach to be a chaplain for the Vietnamese Catholics in the Archdiocese (see Table 

9). 

A number of parishioners mentioned that it was the then-Bishop of Springfield-Cape 

Girardeau (Missouri), The Very Reverend Bernard Francis Law, who helped Archbishop Roach 

make connections with the Congregation of the Mother CoRedemptrix (CMC) religious order.  

Archdiocesan records verified that these initial introductions were made in November of 1977 

(multiple sources, verified: Archdiocese-SPM, archives).  Since 1984, every chaplain and pastor 

for the Vietnamese Catholic Community,  St. Joseph Hien,  and St. Anne – St. Joseph Hein 

Vietnamese communities has been a CMC priest. 

Vietnamese Catholic refugees begin organizing faith communities.  Parish Guardian 

in Iowa, Oral Historian in St. Cloud, and Parish Organizer and Entrepreneur in the Twin Cities, 

all became involved with the formation of Vietnamese Catholic communities in the Midwest.  

Before outlining the timeline of significant events within the Vietnamese American Catholic 

history in the Twin Cities, it is worthwhile to mention what motivated them to become involved 

in these communities.    

Parish Guardian spoke about the fact that he did not like what was happening in his 

personal life.  He reflected upon his Catholic ancestors and recalled all the aunts, uncles, and 

cousins who had become sisters and priests, serving orphans, elderly, and needy people.  “…and 

suddenly it dawned on me and I realized I couldn‟t live this way.  I had to do something and 

return to the roots” (MLL3, personal communication, June 22, 2009).  He became involved with 

other Vietnamese Catholics, and eventually became a leader in one of the Vietnamese Catholic 
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Communities in Iowa.  (An ethnic Catholic Community is not a parish, but is an incorporated 

organization recognized by the Roman Catholic Church.)  

“At first we do [celebrate Mass] once a month, and then we try to do once a week, and 

we try to do a little bit of activity here and there” (MLL3, personal communication, June 22, 

2009).  He mentioned three parishes where they were able to form groups, and “we all have 

Christmas and New Year‟s celebrations and, of course, we did those activities just like we did in 

Vietnam”.   (MLL3, June 22, 2009).   

An example of his tenacity and emerging lay leadership abilities could be found in his 

story regarding his 1982 marriage to his wife.  Contrary to normal Roman Catholic protocols he 

wanted to get married on a Sunday, and for this he needed the permission of the local Bishop.   

I went in and talked to [the bishop], and I argue, „Bishop, here is the reason why.  

Sunday is a special day, and I want to devote it to my wife.  Secondly, on the same 

day and same time, my uncle in Vietnam was going to be saying Mass, so I want it on 

a Sunday‟.  Finally, it was agreed we could do this. (MLL3, personal communication, 

June 22, 2009)      

This same type of grassroots organizing was occurring in the Twin Cities as well.  During 

the time Parish Organizer and Entrepreneur were living south of the Twin Cities, they were 

already connecting with Catholic friends in the Twin Cities.  Sometimes, they came to visit these 

friends during religious holidays, attending Mass at St. Agnes and joining other Vietnamese 

Catholics in traditional holiday celebrations.    

By 1978, the family had moved to the Twin Cities and begun establishing themselves as 

leaders within a community of Vietnamese Catholics.  They began worshiping at St. Vincent De 

Paul in St. Paul because it was there that a Vietnamese priest regularly celebrated Mass in 
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Vietnamese.  Entrepreneur also spoke of a way that she and her husband helped with one 

fundraising endeavor.  She stated that in those days, she worked at a restaurant her husband 

owned.  “I was busy working with the restaurant….I make a soup so somebody could come to 

the restaurant to get the broth and bring it to St. Vincent De Paul to sell” (FV3, personal 

communication, June 21, 2009).  The soup was called Pho.  “We cooked the broth to raise 

money for the church.  It was a nice time” (FV3, June 21, 2009). 

Likewise, Oral Historian had early memories of St. Vincent De Paul.  He remembered 

coming to the Twin Cities on weekends to worship and grocery shop.  Frustrated with not being 

able to meaningfully worship in English, the Vietnamese refugees soon began organizing 

themselves and decided to rent space in the St. Vincent De Paul building.  They were able to find 

a Vietnamese priest to say Masses in Vietnamese, and over the next couple of years, they felt 

blessed to have a number of Vietnamese priests serving their spiritual needs. 

The Vietnamese Catholics in the Twin Cities metropolitan area continued to move 

forward with their desire to establish an incorporated Vietnamese Catholic Community, and to 

formalize their existence as a Catholic community.   On October 1, 1978, 134 of 146 members 

approved a constitution and by-laws for an incorporated, non-profit community.  On January 6, 

1979, the Vietnamese Catholic Community‟s Articles of Incorporation were filed with the State 

of Minnesota; and on February 12, 1979, the Archdiocese of Saint Paul and Minneapolis 

approved the Constitution and By-Laws for the Vietnamese Catholic Community.  The 

community rented space at the Church of St. Vincent De Paul in Saint Paul and received their 

first Chaplain, Reverend Peter Chu Ngoc Thanh.  He continued as their chaplain until 1984 (see 

Table 9). 
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With their own Catholic chaplain, the Vietnamese Catholics began celebrating not only 

weekend Masses and holiday celebrations but were also able to gather for social events, receive 

sacraments, and have their spiritual needs met.  Many Vietnamese felt they had a choice 

regarding where they worshipped, and most chose to worship in Vietnamese rather than English.  

The Vietnamese Catholic Community and the Church of St. Vincent De Paul became their 

spiritual home.  

  It was during this time Parish Martha met her husband and continued on her journey 

toward converting to Catholicism.  Parish Martha spoke with conviction about the fact that she 

did not become Catholic only because she was marrying a Catholic.  She described her faith 

journey as beginning in Vietnam, continuing during her early years in the Twin Cities, and 

culminating in her choice to become Catholic and marry her husband.  After meeting her future 

husband, Parish Martha began worshiping at Vietnamese-language Masses at St. Vincent De 

Paul.        

Before I met my husband, I was exposed to a lot of friends who were Catholic and I 

knew the story about Jesus, and I read the Bible and the children stories.  I knew 

about the Virgin Mary. 

I often went to church with my friends [in Vietnam] and if you think about it, 

I think it is probably all in God‟s plan because my beliefs were already there when I 

was young. 

I went to church every Sunday, and the belief was already there so I think it 

was just a matter of time.   (FLL2, personal communication, June 23, 2009) 

Life was certainly better for the Vietnamese Catholics with worship space and a chaplain; 

however, as renters of church space, they continued to find challenges.  “We were misunderstood 
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in many ways, and our Vietnamese priests heard a lot of complaints from the [archdiocesan] 

pastor with regard to the Vietnamese community not being clean enough and not being obedient 

enough when they used the facility” (MV4, personal communication, April 26, 2009).  It was 

also difficult for the Vietnamese priests because they were living in the rectory with the parish‟s 

pastor.  Again, this was appreciated.  Unfortunately, the Vietnamese priests, serving as chaplains 

to the Vietnamese members of the parish, did not have the ability to always make the best 

decisions for the Vietnamese parishioners in the parish.  The Archdiocesan pastor had authority 

over all parish matters, including those of the Vietnamese parishioners. 

Vietnamese Catholics in the Twin Cities desire their own parish community.  As a 

Vietnamese Catholic Community, the members longed for the day when they would have their 

own building and their own parish.  At the same time they were attempting to raise funds in 

order to buy a building, they were also searching for a suitable building and location.   

We sell beef soup in the basement after Mass for a fund raiser for about 4 – 5 years so 

we can buy the church.  And…about 40 people…cook and save the soup in the 

freezer, and then we bring the food in coolers to sell down in [Carthage] Missouri.  

We work very hard down there to raise the money, and I think we make about $5,000 

or more.  I don‟t remember exactly how long it took but then we buy the church.  

(MLL3b, personal communication, February 23, 2010) 

In 1984 and 1985, the Vietnamese Catholics approached archdiocesan officials on a 

number of occasions with building proposals.  One such proposal involved buying land and 

building a church sometime in the future; however, that idea was determined to be more than the 

Vietnamese could realistically afford.  Another proposal involved buying a funeral home, but the 

building was considered inadequate for their needs. 
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Oral Historian remembered that there were three conditions that the Archdiocese placed 

upon the Vietnamese Catholics in order for them to have their own parish.   

First of all…the Archdiocese could not provide us with a Vietnamese priest so we 

have to find our own priests.  The second one is that financially we had to be able to 

have a 25 percent down payment, if we want to purchase the church and therefore, the 

parishioners had to donate a certain amount.  The third one is that in order to have a 

Vietnamese-speaking priest, we have to find a congregation that can provide us with 

that….That‟s why when this parish was formed, the Archdiocese gave us permission 

to request a priest from the Society of Mary CoRedemptrix Congregation.  (MV4, 

personal communication, April 26, 2009)    

In time, the Archdiocese did approve the acquisition of a former Lutheran church 

building at 1800 Dupont Avenue North.  There were 300 families and 1,275 members at the 

time.  The building was bought for $180,000 on August 31, 1987.  The canonical erection of the 

Church of Blessed Joseph Hien followed on November 1, 1987.  The first pastor of Blessed 

Joseph Hien parish was Father Cyril M. Vu Thanh Thien, CMC who had been serving the 

Vietnamese Catholic Community as their chaplain since 1984. 

Parish Organizer had the following thoughts about how archdiocesan officials worked 

with the Vietnamese Catholics:   

The Archdiocese was okay with the purchase.  In California even though they had the 

money for a church, the Archdiocese [did] not allow them to buy the church.  But 

here things are better and we meet with the people involved in the purchase, and we 

talk with the Bishop….We were very lucky you know to worship in Minnesota with 

all the support and help we received.  The Bishop came to our New Year celebration 
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almost every year.  They love us.  We love them.   (MLL3b, personal communication, 

February 23, 2010) 

Also noteworthy was the change of the parish‟s name after Pope John Paul II canonized 

Blessed Joseph Hien on June 19, 1988.  In the spring of 1989, the parish‟s name became the 

Church of Saint Joseph Hien, and all legal documents were amended. 

Memories of parish life between 1987 and 2005.  At the time that the parish was 

canonically erected and the worship space was purchased, the parish did not have a rectory.  It 

was the intent of the Archdiocese that Father Thien would live at the Church of the Ascension‟s 

rectory.  However, that did not happen because of Father Thien‟s own choice to stay at the 

Dupont Street site. 

He [Father Thien] didn‟t want to do that so he slept in the church basement.  Father 

Thien is very quiet, gentle and very highly educated, but he is shy and a very quiet 

person.  He didn‟t complain one bit.  The parishioners saw that and that‟s how the 

rectory came about.  (MV4. Personal communication, April 26, 2009) 

The parish raised more funds and purchased a home next to the church in December of 

1989 at 1814 Dupont Ave. N. in Minneapolis.  Then, in the summer of 1990, both the pastor and 

the trustees of the parish requested permission from the Archdiocese to ask the Congregation of 

the Mother CoRedemptrix for a second priest.  At the time of the request, the trustees stated that 

since moving to the Dupont site, 121 babies had been baptized, 53 new couples had received the 

Sacrament of Matrimony, and 354 Vietnamese Catholics had joined the parish.  They also had 

paid off all their debts and, after the rectory had been fully paid for, still had approximately 

$18,000 left in their savings account (Archdiocese-SPM, archives).  Their request was honored, 

and Father Isodore M. Dinh Thanh Bac arrived later in the fall of 1990 to assist Father Thien. 
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In the early 1990s the parish did undergo its share of controversies.  One example of 

dissension was that a group of approximately 40–50 parishioners out of a total parish census of 

approximately 1,500 did not agree with some of the bookkeeping practices that were being used 

at the time.  After the matter was investigated, the financial discrepancies were deemed to be 

based upon a bookkeeping error that was rectified, and not considered intentionally deceptive 

(multiple sources, verified: Archdiocese-SPM, archives).   

Shortly after this controversy, Father Mathias Nguyen Huy Chuong, CMC became the 

pastor. Unrelated to his tenure, some of the Vietnamese Catholics who remained unsatisfied with 

the results of the investigation began worshiping at two different parishes in St. Paul: St. 

Adalbert and St. Vincent De Paul.  Although most of this discussion is not relevant to the study, 

it is worth noting that as time progressed, it became evident that there was a need to have more 

than one parish in the Twin Cities to meet the needs of a growing population of Vietnamese 

Catholics.     

Many of the interviewees spoke with fondness of the Dupont site where the parish 

community thrived and grew for 18 years.  Oral Historian stated that his mother was the first 

person buried from the Dupont Avenue church.  Other memories were related to the church‟s 

kitchen in the basement.  Aspiring Politician remembers the basement kitchen.  “They could 

make food and have different rice dishes….With the kitchen; people were willing to buy the food 

because it was for the church” (MV1, personal communication, May 17, 2009).  He felt that 

people stayed around longer and socialized when food was sold in the basement, and as an 

accountant, he felt that the parish benefitted from the funds that were raised. 

Between 1987 and 2005, the Vietnamese Catholics depended on their large pool of 

volunteers to make ends meet.  In one communication from a parishioner to Bishop Charron 
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dated February 27, 1991 (Archdiocese-SPM, archives), the writer mentioned that the parish had 

no paid employees.  At that time, the parish had 30 catechists for 250 children, five volunteers 

helping to manage the finances, four part-time caretakers, and 10 people volunteering to sell 

Vietnamese food every Sunday.   

Parish Martha also mentioned becoming more actively involved in the parish around 

1999 once her children were a little older.  She was volunteering “for lots of things….Father 

Khoi was the one that kind of led me into helping in the office and things like that….Anything 

that the parish needs a volunteer for, if I can do, I do it” (FLL2, personal communication, June 

23, 2009).  She only started getting paid as the Parish Secretary after the two parishes had been 

merged for six months.  Parish Martha elaborated on how volunteers were used during those 

years:   

The office wasn‟t open every day.  Father Jim [Khoi] had a direct line so when people 

called in, he answered the phones….Office work for data entry and recording and 

things like that, Father Jim asked me to help him out with that.  We operated mostly 

on the weekend because all of us were volunteers.  So on the weekend we were in the 

office doing our work.  (FLL2, personal communication, June 23, 2009) 

The parish‟s Sunday School program contributed to the parish‟s growth.  Its Sunday 

School program combined religious education, sacrament preparation, and the Vietnamese 

language and culture.  Parish Organizer reflected on how important it was for both religion and 

Vietnamese to be taught together: 

In the refugee camp…we worry about not understanding English in order to adapt to 

this country…but after a few years, the opposite happen because we now worry that 

our children will forget the Vietnamese language.  Kids pick up English every well…. 



New Life - 192 

[With] our own church and…a Vietnamese priest…we can keep our culture alive not 

only for the parents but for our children.  (MLL3b, personal communication, 

February 23, 2010) 

It appears that many of the discussions related to parish programs involved lively debate 

and disagreements.  Parish Organizer mentioned an example in his reflections on the importance 

of language.  Whereas some of the leaders were more concerned about worshiping in 

Vietnamese and having their own parish, he was more concerned about teaching Vietnamese to 

the children in order for them to have an appreciation of Vietnamese culture.   

Whatever the priorities were for establishing the Vietnamese language religious 

education program, it became so successful that whole families began spending most of every 

Sunday at the church during the school year.  Parish Guardian was one of many loyal supporters.  

When asked about whether his children participated in the children‟s programs, he stated: 

They had no choice.  It was not only my children but practically the whole family.  

My wife helped to take care of the kids, helped with food, water, books and 

whatever.  We literally were at church all day Saturday and Sunday.  (MLL3, 

personal communication, June 22, 2009)  

Parish Guardian also told a story regarding the effectiveness of the program when 

combined with what was taught in the home.  He took his entire family back to Vietnam, and 

was visiting with an uncle of his who was a priest.  His uncle was informally testing Parish 

Guardian‟s children to see if they really had full knowledge of the Vietnamese language.  Parish 

Guardian continued the story: 

My uncle told my kids to go and get a book and [said] „if you can read it, you can 

have it‟ because he didn‟t believe my kids could do that.  So my daughter said, „Great 



New Life - 193 

Uncle, why don‟t you get a book.  You open the page and I‟ll read it‟.  So he pulled 

the Bible out, and gave it to her and he opened to a page that just happened to be a 

verse about Mary.  It is my daughter‟s saint name, and she read it.  My uncle was 

amazed because he told us that many children who return to their homeland could not 

speak the Vietnamese language.  (MLL3, personal communication, June 22, 2009)  

 Parish Guardian ended the story by describing yet another incident during that visit 

where his daughter was invited to read at Mass by his family‟s parish priest.  In accepting the 

invitation, they needed to put a stool by the microphone so she could reach it.  He was very 

proud of his children‟s Vietnamese language abilities and totally committed to the Sunday 

School program at the parish.   

Parish Mary had a different perspective of the Sunday program.  She grew up actively 

involved in the program through Confirmation and is now involved with the parish‟s youth.  

When asked whether she enjoyed participating, she said: 

Absolutely not!  I honestly think it is a mixture of a couple of things: one, it is another 

school program which was mandatory to go to; and second, I wasn‟t fluent in 

Vietnamese so half of the things I was listening to, I didn‟t understand or 

comprehend.  And it was hard for me to really enjoy something I didn‟t understand.  

Also, you already have struggles that you have socially with your friends at school, 

and then you come here and have the exact same problem.  (FV1, personal 

communication, November 8, 2009) 

When asked about what brought her willingly back to the parish programs, Parish Mary stated 

that it was the youth group that brought her back.   
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Parish Martha also spoke of her own children struggling with the Vietnamese language 

when they needed to take religion tests in Vietnamese.  She stated that her two youngest children 

felt that there was a language barrier. 

So, when they were struggling, I asked them „which language do you prefer: to go to 

the American program, or continue to go to the Vietnamese program and you just 

have to try much harder‟.  They decided they wanted to go to the English one. (FLL2, 

personal communication, June 23, 2009) 

The third child went through a Confirmation program at the same parish that originally 

sponsored Parish Martha as a refugee; the youngest child attended a Catholic school, and went 

through First Communion with that parish. 

It is important to reflect upon both viewpoints of the Sunday School program.  Parents 

and grandparents, who desired to maintain the Vietnamese language and culture in the parish,  

certainly viewed the program differently than the children and youth, who were frustrated with 

the difficulty of learning the language and having a sixth day consumed by educational 

programs.   

Outgrowing Dupont Avenue facilities and the decision to merge with the Church of 

St. Anne.  It became evident in the early 2000s that the parish community was outgrowing its 

present facilities.  “We had three Masses and they were packed” (FLL2, personal 

communication, June 23, 2009). 

So, we need more space and Father Khoi was the one that initiated discussion about 

the possibility of getting a bigger church.  We did a survey, and had meetings, and 

things like that.  Everyone was excited and thought it was a good idea….The children 

needed more facilities….I think Father Jim [Khoi] contacted the Archbishop asking 
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for advice and for permission to pursue the plan.  At that point, we were looking for a 

bigger building.  We didn‟t think about merging….We were looking for land to build 

a new church.  (FLL2, personal communication, June 23, 2009) 

 Parish Organizer also remembered the planning that took place.  Father Khoi and a 

number of parish leaders, including both Parish Guardian and Parish Organizer, were involved 

with looking at their options.  Parish Organizer stated: 

We can buy the land and build a new church or another option was that we could buy 

an existing church.  At that time, Father Khoi, I, and a few others again went to the 

Archdiocese to raise our concerns.  They asked us many questions about our finances, 

fund raising, and the number of families in the parish….I think the Bishop [then 

Auxiliary Bishop Richard E. Pates] was concerned about it…. 

We already have this land which I think was about three acres, and we looked 

at architects to assist with building.  We formed a building committee, and then we 

went to the Archdiocese to present it to the Bishop….They were concerned that if we 

build a new church, and we could not handle it, then the Archdiocese would also have 

a problem.  But the Bishop worked with us…. 

He [Auxiliary Bishop Pates] met with us one time about the St. Anne Church, 

and we went to take a look at St. Anne‟s.  We like it but we were still hoping to build 

our own.  (MLL3b, personal communication, February 23, 2010) 

Eventually, the decision was made to merge with the Church of St. Anne parish and not 

build a new church.  Both Parish Martha and Parish Organizer spoke of the decision as 

financially driven and practical.  Parish Organizer summarized the reasons by stating, “We made 

the decision to join with St. Anne‟s for two reasons: Number 1, we would not have a mortgage 
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and the people would not have to pay a monthly stipend toward a mortgage; and Number 2, the 

location was convenient” (MLL3b, personal communication, February 23, 2010).  Parish Martha 

also remembered being told that the Archbishop [The Most Reverend Harry J. Flynn] thought it 

was wiser.  She remembered the parishioners being told: 

St. Anne‟s has a church with not enough parishioners and the school building would 

be available for the Sunday School program….He [Archbishop Flynn] was looking 

for facilities similar to [what we had planned] so why not merge….The Archdiocese 

wants us to try this and see how it works.  If it doesn‟t work, then we can go ahead 

with the next step.  (FLL2, personal communication, June 23, 2009) 

When asked about the involvement of the parishioners regarding the merger, the 

consensus of the interviewees was that parish leadership did make the decision but that the 

parishioners were involved through the use of a parishioner survey and meetings.  Many 

opportunities were available for discussions, and parishioners were regularly informed about the 

negotiations.  The Mentor felt that “everybody was ready because they were told long before it 

happened.  We were prepared to come here” (MV3, personal communication, April 26, 2009).  

Parish Mary stated, “Were we involved with it?  Absolutely.  Obviously, our head parish 

representatives made the decision but they communicated everything to the parish….They 

slowly transitioned and let us know about it….Was everyone happy about it?  I would say „no‟” 

FV1, personal communication, November 8, 2009). 

The decision did not come without work and differing opinions.  Pledges had been 

collected for the building of a new facility.  The agreement with parishioners was that the monies 

collected for this purpose would be returned if a new facility was not built.  This was done, with 

some people choosing not to have the money returned to them.  Other parishioners “were upset 
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because…it was their first church, and they knew we would have to go to a church that would 

need to be shared….Another group of people was very excited, like me” (FV1, personal 

communication, November 8, 2009).    

The two words used most often to describe parishioners‟ emotions were “skepticism” and 

“mixed emotions”.  Parish Organizer was concerned that the Americans who had supported St. 

Anne‟s for generations would “feel like we are stealing it” (MLL3b, personal communication, 

February 23, 2010).  He was worried whether the two communities would be able to work 

together, especially since the Vietnamese parish was so large.  Parish Martha and Parish Mary 

both mentioned parishioners‟ concerns regarding personal safety in the neighborhood.  In the 

end, Parish Martha stated “we just thought that if this is something that God wants to do, He is 

going to protect us somehow.  So, we went with that decision” (FLL2, personal communication, 

June 23, 2009). 

Two interviewees used the word “excited” when describing the merger and relocation to 

a larger parish facility.  Parish Mary elaborated by saying “I enjoyed moving to something that 

would be more successful for our parish as a whole….I felt we had an opportunity to combine 

two different cultures….It really gives us kind of like a kick in the butt to move forward” (FV1, 

personal communication, November 8, 2009). 

The merger of The Church of Saint Anne and The Church of Saint Joseph Hien took 

place on July 1, 2005, with the first pastor of the merged parishes being installed on July 3
rd

 of 

2005.  A description of the actual Mass and parish celebration was included in Chapter One of 

this paper.  Although initially apprehensive about whether the St. Anne‟s parishioners would be 

accepting of the Vietnamese Americans, Parish Organizer observed, “When we got there, the 
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American people were very nice and welcoming, and I didn‟t hear anything bad” (MLL3b, 

personal communication, February 23, 2010).    
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Table 9 

Important Dates in Church of St. Anne/St. Joseph Hien History 

Dates Events 

5/1975  – 12/1978  Vietnamese Catholics self-organized worship, sacraments & celebrations 

 Vietnamese priests (local graduate students) helping with communities‟ 

needs: Reverend Vincent Lu, OP & Reverend Anthony Vu-hung Ton 

 Chaplain (Summer,1976-Summer,1978): Reverend Paul Nguyen Van 

Than, CSSR, resided at St. Peter Claver  

  Chaplain (Summer, 1978-Winter 1979): Reverend Vincent Lu, OP 
 

January 6, 1979 &  

February 21,1979 

 

The Vietnamese Catholic Community: Articles of Incorporation filed with 

State of Minnesota & Archdiocesan approval of Constitution & By-Laws  
 

1979 – 1987 

1979 – 1984 

1984 – 1987 

The Vietnamese Catholic Community rented space at St. Vincent De Paul 

 Chaplain: Reverend Peter Chu Ngoc Thanh 

 Chaplain: Reverend Cyril M. Vu Thanh Thien, CMC 
 

August 31, 1987 Acquisition of former Lutheran Church building, 1800 Dupont Avenue 

N. in Minneapolis for $180,000 (300 Families; 1,275 Members) 
 

November 1, 1987 Canonical erection of the Church of Blessed Joseph Hien 

 Certificate of Incorporation & By-Laws signed, 2/23/88 
 

1987 – 1992 1
st
 Pastor: Reverend Cyril M. Vu Thanh Thien, CMC (alone until Fall, 

1990).  Associate Pastors: Isodore M. Dinh Thanh Bac, CMC; & Vu 

Khac Long, CMC (one year) 
 

Spring 1989 Canonical Decree & Amendment to Articles of Incorporation changing 

name to Church of Saint Joseph Hien (Canonization on June 19, 1988) 
 

December 29, 1989 Purchase of Rectory, 1814 Dupont Avenue N., Minneapolis 

1992  – 1997 

 

2
nd

 Pastor: Reverend Mathias Nguyen Huy Chuong, CMC 

Associate Pastors: Reverend Isodore until 1993; Reverend Anthony M. 

Nghiem, CMC 
 

1997 – 2005 

1997 – 2008 

3
rd

 Pastor, Reverend Jim Ngo Hoang Khoi, CMC 

Associate Pastor, Reverend Andrew Do Linh Sang, CMC 
 

July 1, 2005 

2005 – 2008 

Merger-The Churches of Saint Anne & Saint Joseph Hien 

4
th

 Pastor, Reverend Pius Nguyen Quang Dan, CMC 
 

2008 – Present 5
th

 Pastor, Reverend Hilary Nguyen Hai Khanh, CMC 

Associate Pastor, Reverend John Bosco Pham Van Tai, CMC 
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Present-Day Observations and Insights: Church of Saint Anne – St. Joseph Hien 

In Chapter One, I described the Saint Anne – St. Joseph Hien‟s parish community as 

thriving.  This adjective not only described what I saw on that sunny Sunday morning in July of 

2005, but remains an adjective that aptly describes the parish as 2011.  Presently, 854 families 

with over 2,100 persons are registered in the parish, and approximately 970 to 1,250 people 

attend Mass every weekend.  Before focusing on the interviewees‟ thoughts regarding present 

parish life, it is helpful to look at a snapshot view of the parish. 

Canonically, the parish is organized as a national (personal) parish, meaning that 

parishioners come from across the Archdiocese, and some even come from other Minnesota 

regions such as St. Cloud and Mankato.  Parishioners live in 113 different zip codes.  This fact 

helps with understanding why even though 95% of the survey-takers for this study attend Mass 

every weekend, 63 (72%) of them indicated that they occasionally attend parishes closer to their 

homes.  Some of these respondents indicated that they go to daily Masses in English-speaking 

parishes, and attend these same parishes when the weather prohibits them from driving into 

Minneapolis.  In the survey, at least 26 different parishes were mentioned. 

One indicator of a healthy parish community is found in the balance of elderly 

parishioners to those who are children and young adults.  In a 2008 archdiocesan self-study, the 

percentage of weddings and baptisms to funerals was 190% and 200%, respectively.  These 

statistics are almost unheard of in inner-city parishes that draw their membership from 

surrounding neighborhoods. 

The parish, as of 2011 owed no debt to the Archdiocese and had healthy financial 

reserves.  In 2008, the parish reported only having two full-time and one part-time employee, 
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with a volunteer participation rate of 41% - 50% of all households having at least one person 

volunteering in the parish during the course of a year. 

  The Sunday School program continued to have high attendance numbers, as well as high 

numbers of active volunteers.  The year before the merger, just under 400 children were 

registered in Sunday School.   As of 2011, 442 children and youth were in the Sunday School 

program.  Over 90 adult volunteers help with the program during the course of a year. 

An active youth program, Eucharistic Youth Movement, met on Saturdays.  One hundred 

and twenty-seven children, ages 10 and up, belonged to this group, as well as 33 young adult 

leaders and 8 adult helpers.  Altar servers were also trained through this group.  Additionally, a 

young adult ministry program that met regularly included both single and married persons.  

Another 11–15 adults yearly attend the Rites of Christian Initiation of Adults classes. 

In addition to these programs, all typical parish volunteer positions that are needed to 

have meaningful Eucharistic celebrations seemed to have healthy numbers of volunteers.  

Lectors, Eucharistic ministers, altar servers, ushers and greeters, music leaders and choir 

members, environment committee members, and liturgy/music committees were actively 

involved in the planning, and seemed well-prepared for their roles.  The parish had standing 

committees for finance, pastoral council, communications, stewardship, faith formation, pastoral 

care, facilities, the cemetery, endowment, and funeral ministry. 

The parish also had organizations for adults, as well as numerous parish-wide events that 

brought parishioners together.  They listed League of Sacred Heart of Christ (men‟s group), 

Christian Mother Confraternity (mothers and grandmothers), a group for seniors informally 

named the Blessed Senior Group, and the Cursillo Movement among their organized groups.  

They had parish-wide celebrations for Christmas and Easter, and a summer festival that reflected 
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their Vietnamese traditions.  True to their heritage and commitment to Mary, they also celebrated 

the Lunar New Year, and actively participated in May and October Marian processions.  They 

were very proud of sponsoring a parish picnic every summer at a local metropolitan lake.  They 

sponsored a camp for lepers and often raised funds for charitable needs in Vietnam.  Above all, 

the parish was very proud of their commitment to vocations and frequently mentioned in written 

communications that they had five priests, one religious sister, and one religious brother come 

from parishioner families.  

Lastly, a large group of parishioners continued to travel down to Missouri each year for 

the Marian Festival in Carthage, Missouri, including many of the interviewees.  Families enjoyed 

meeting friends and relatives from all over the country.  Each generational group had multiple 

activities to choose from each day.  The younger interviewees enjoyed socializing with other 

young adults, and participating in more modern forms of prayer and song, while the older 

interviewees were able to renew old friendships and participate in more traditional prayer forms.  

For the past three years, the Vietnamese parishioners from St. Anne – St. Joseph Hien were 

asked to participate in a special program of praise to the Virgin Mary by performing a liturgical 

dance before a Marian procession.  This is considered quite an honor.           

Merging parish communities: Challenges and Christian solutions.  Although the 

focus of this study was the Vietnamese American Catholics of St. Anne – St. Joseph Hien, the 

fact remains that they are now part of a merged community.  For this reason, the interviewees 

were asked about how this aspect of their new reality was progressing even though there were no 

merger-specific comments made on open-ended survey questions.  In five years of involvement 

with the parish community, I did not hear one negative comment or observe any negative 

encounters during informal conversations between Vietnamese American and former St. Anne 
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parishioners or when observing community events.  I could not imagine that there were not some 

stresses and strains.  Parish Organizer stated, “There may have been some people who were not 

pleased, but I didn‟t know….The bottom line is that we are all children of God and we are all 

Catholic.” (MLL3b, personal communication, February 23, 2010)  

Some of the interviewees attributed this success to the St. Anne‟s parishioners.  Parish 

Martha stated: 

I think it went very well.  We owe it to the St. Anne‟s community because when we 

first came, we were totally two different cultures.  We were operating in our 

Vietnamese culture for so many years….But we all came in with open hearts and 

minds, and we tried to communicate and compromise.  It was wonderful to see.  We 

had differences, but I think the St. Anne‟s parishioners were very understanding and 

accepting.  (FLL2, personal communication, June 23, 2009) 

Parish Mary believed that some of the merger‟s success can also be credited to the 

pastors‟ attempts to bring the communities together and create strong ties.  Although she stated 

that she was not involved administratively with the communities coming together, she assumed 

there had to be “differences, disagreements, or frustrations”, but what she saw was “a lot of 

accommodation” (FV1, personal communication, November 8, 2009). 

Perhaps the person with the best viewpoint of the merger‟s effects at the time of the study 

was Parish Pastor.  He stated that he was very concerned about being assigned to a “mixed 

parish”, and knew there would be many challenges.  In the end, he was obedient to his vows (his 

words), and accepted the assignment.  He arrived on December 23 of 2007, “and, my God, it was 

so cold….I thought I‟ve never been to a place that is so cold” (MP3, personal communication, 

June 19, 2009).  He stated that he was not “very enthusiastic” and was somewhat “hesitant” 
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when he first arrived, “but the thing that struck me was people were so nice and so open-hearted.  

And now I must say I‟m happy to be here….I‟m enjoying the difference in people, and getting to 

know them (MP3, personal communication, June 19, 2009). 

Parish Pastor gave two examples of what Parish Mary intuitively knew regarding 

potentially divisive incidences.  One was in related to how the basement of the church was 

reconfigured right after the merger took place, but before Parish Pastor came to the Twin Cities.  

The other was about a statue of Mary that the Vietnamese wished to place somewhere on the 

premises.   

At the time of the parish merger, the school building was being rented to a charter school, 

and the Vietnamese community needed to accommodate almost 400 children.  The church had a 

chapel in the basement and a space large enough for funeral luncheons and parish activities.  

Without any discussion, the Vietnamese constructed one classroom in the chapel and two more 

classrooms in the northern section of the multi-use space.  There was grumbling, but Parish 

Pastor saw the grumbling as justified.  Upon hearing this story, Parish Pastor told parish leaders 

that things would be decided by consensus in the future. 

The second example went much better.  The Vietnamese American parishioners had a 

statue of Mary that they wanted to have in a place of honor.  This time, Parish Pastor had it put 

on display for two months and explained to the “American” parishioners the history of the statue.  

“The formerly St. Anne‟s members came and said, „It‟s okay, Father, we like it‟.  I told the 

Vietnamese people that it is very sensitive with different cultures, so we need to ask their opinion 

before considering it a done deal” (MP3, personal communication, June 19, 2009). 

An example of a disconnect between the two cultural communities was provided by the 

eldest female interviewee.  She mentioned that the eldest St. Anne‟s parishioners and the eldest 
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St. Joseph Hien parishioners see that they have similar values and commitments to devotional 

practices; however, they cannot communicate with each other.   

To be honest, I rarely see them; maybe I see them two to three times a year.  We have 

separate Masses.  They have 8:30 Masses, and we mostly have 10:30.  So, in a way, 

even though we worship in the same house, we have two different congregations.  

There is a lack of interaction.  The old need to connect, but there‟s no connection 

because of the language and culture differences.  (FV4, personal communication, 

May 23, 2009) 

At the time of the study there were still not a lot of opportunities for interaction between 

the parishioners from the two former parishes; however, two recent examples show how willing 

the communities are to work together when an opportunity arises.  During the first Lenten season 

Parish Pastor was in the Twin Cities, he heard from the former St. Anne‟s parishioners that they 

usually had a cleaning day before Easter.  Usually 10 people would show up to clean.  He 

announced from the pulpit he would like to see more people coming to help.  This time, 100 

people turned out to help with the cleaning.  He chuckled as he stated “we didn‟t have enough 

food so we had to order pizza [for all the volunteers]” (MP3, personal communication, June 19, 

2009). 

Another occasion where collaboration was noted by many of the interviewees was the 

125
th

 Anniversary of St. Anne‟s parish.  I was invited to a planning meeting and observed 

genuine friendliness between committee members, and there seemed to be a willingness on the 

part of all to be helpful.  In my own observation notes, I wrote: 

The St. Anne‟s group was really trying to look forward to the future with the building 

being used so well by the Vietnamese.  At the same time, the Vietnamese were 
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wishing to make sure the first 120 years of the history was being honored.  It just 

seemed like such a respectful meeting.  (SLT, observation notes, April 14, 2009) 

Former St. Anne‟s pastors and parishioners were invited to celebrate the parish‟s rich 

history, and the focus of the day was largely on the first 120 years.  Parish Guardian, the 

Vietnamese American parish trustee, stated that he did not even want to be introduced that day.  

He wanted the day to be focused on the history before 2005.   

Much of the preparations, such as setting up tents, had to be done in the rain the day 

before; but everything went well that Sunday.  The Archbishop attended; some Vietnamese 

children performed a traditional liturgical dance; and three Vietnamese banners reflected the 

parish‟s shared cultural identity.  Two banners were identical: one written in English and one 

written in Vietnamese.  After the Mass, a buffet picnic lunch organized largely by Vietnamese 

parishioners was held outside, and the historical displays were set up in the basement.    

The church was filled to capacity, and many had to stand outside and down in the 

basement.  We asked the Vietnamese to reserve one side of the church for the 

American parishioners, and it all filled up….The people of St. Anne brought 

memorabilia….I tell you those ladies (and some were 90 years old) got a picture of 

when they received communion…and they made a showroom down in the basement 

so people could look at [everything]….They really enjoyed it….At every service that 

weekend, I mentioned that the Vietnamese Catholics are very grateful that St. Anne‟s 

opened their arms and welcomed us in.  (MP3, Parish Pastor, June 19, 2009)   

Parishioners’ concerns for and interviewees’ perspectives on the parish today.  What 

are parishioners most concern about at the present time?  In the 2008 parishioner survey 

conducted for this study, 59 out of the 88 survey-takers shared concerns they had for the parish. 
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Three categories of concerns became evident: the physical plant and location of the church; 

various parish programs; and some overarching systemic factors.  Many of the physical plant 

concerns will be resolved based upon the parishioners‟ priorities as funds, negotiations, and 

timing permits.  Some have already been addressed, even as new concerns develop.   

Physical plant spaces and the church’s location.  At the time of the survey, off-street 

parking was the most immediate need mentioned by over 40% of survey respondents, followed 

by the need for classroom and meeting room spaces, more restrooms, an available kitchen, and 

an area in the church for families with small children.  At this writing, more land had been 

purchased, excavated and paved for additional parking; a sink was added to the basement 

facilities to help with hospitality needs, and contractors have been contacted to investigate 

adding restroom facilities.   

The need for classroom and meeting room spaces and access to a kitchen appeared to be 

tied to negotiations with the charter school.  With the larger charter school having moved out and 

a somewhat smaller charter school now renting the school building, there was hope that the 

parish would again have access to portions of the school building without using classrooms 

occupied by the charter school.  Access to kitchen facilities continued to be a major concern.  

Some saw the food that was made and sold on weekends as a good source of revenue for parish 

needs.  Others saw the kitchen and dining space as more important for socialization reasons.    

The fact remained that some space issues would need to be resolved in the near future.  

Most parish activities needed to take place on the weekends because parishioners were coming 

from all over the metropolitan area.  Faith formation and youth programs appeared to be the 

parish‟s first space priority.  However, choirs, rehearsals for major events, and adult meetings 

were all competing for the limited spaces available.   
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In touring and observing programs over the last three years, I found some of the areas 

carved out for Sunday School programs to be creatively designed, but certainly far from 

adequate.  Many of the intermediate and middle school classrooms were conducted in a 

converted home with wall to wall student desks in small areas.  Although reminiscent of 

classrooms in the 1950s, they do not meet 21st century space standards.  Pre-kindergartners have 

more space, but were located on the second floor of the rectory.  Two of the middle school 

grades were in basement classrooms, one in the rectory and one in the converted home.  

Entrepreneur, who oversaw the Sunday School programs, stated “every [Sunday] morning when 

I come here, I ask God to help us, and to take care of us and all the children I watch going to 

school each morning.  We don‟t have good places for a lot of them to go to their classes…” 

(FV3, personal communication, June 21, 2009).     

Neighborhood safety would continue to be a factor that the parish needed to plan for, but 

it also seemed to be less of an issue as parishioners become more familiar with the surroundings.  

The parish hired extra security for their big events, and for those events that were held in the 

evenings, “safety is a concern, but it is not something that would stop them from coming any 

more” (FLL2, personal communication, June 23, 2009).           

Program concerns.  Whereas space and security concerns were more immediate and in 

some ways easier to resolve, concerns related to parish programs seemed to be challenges with 

no easy answers.  Some of the concerns would continue into the future, and a number of the 

concerns were found in all faith communities rather than being specific to newer immigrant 

communities.  In the parish-wide survey, concerns about the youth and young adults were 

uppermost on parishioners‟ lists.  Parishioners were most concerned about teens after they were 

confirmed, and about young adults who fell away from the church when they were college-aged.  
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A smaller number of respondents wrote about the Mass‟s relevancy for children, and an equal 

number of survey-takers were concerned about children learning the Vietnamese language and 

valuing Vietnamese cultural traditions.  A last concern in this category was for the training of 

new catechists and youth leaders. 

Likewise, in the interviews of young and old alike, the interviewees seemed focused on 

the youth.  The elders (over 55 years of age) who were previously or are presently in leadership 

positions knew that the parish‟s success would be dependent upon: the mentoring and role 

modeling they provided for adults in their 30s and 40s; and the support they gave to programs for 

those under the age of 30.  Two of the interviewees between the ages of 30 and 49 were investing 

their time and energy in programs which their children participated, and all three of the 

interviewees in this age range were concerned about the future leadership of the parish.  The 

young adults who had at one time distanced themselves temporarily from the church were 

coming back as role models and catechists in both the Sunday School program and the 

Eucharistic Youth Group.  The five youngest interviewees each spoke with appreciation for what 

the elders had done to encourage them to become active once again.    

One interviewee in particular, Parish Apprentice, expressed how important it was for the 

youth to stay connected to the parish community even though he, himself, was not a parent. 

To me, the greatest challenge is to retain the youth of the parish and lay down a 

foundation for the youth so they stay….We need the young people to become the 

church‟s next leaders….The strength [of the parish] is our youth.  The weakness is 

that the youth are being pushed away because of the old traditions.  While the culture 

is important to me, at the same time, we need to do away with some of the old 

traditions that are no longer adaptable to this culture.  The youth start to ask why we 
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do this or that.  My only concern is that the church does not recognize that this is 

happening, and gradually, we start losing more young people.  (MV2, personal 

communication, June 21, 2009)   

 At the elementary and middle school levels, the present church leaders have been able to 

develop a program that combined the teaching of religion and the Vietnamese language, and 

simultaneously instilled an appreciation for Vietnamese culture, even though one interviewee 

and a couple of spontaneous conversations expressed concern about some of the content being 

too difficult and not age-appropriate.  At the high school and college-age years, church leaders 

were concerned about those who seemed to become inactive after the Sacrament of 

Confirmation. 

Most of the families with school-aged children attended the 12:30 p.m. Sunday Mass 

during the school year.  Masses were often slightly over an hour in length.  Families have a short 

break, and children then began the Sunday School program that continued until 4:00 p.m. with 

one break half way through the afternoon.  The first time I observed the 12:30 Mass, I had these 

reflections: 

Having arrived early, I was able to watch as the children entered the sanctuary.  The 

children and the catechists reminded me of my years as a Catholic school educator.  

The children came in very politely, all wearing royal blue shirts or sweatshirts with an 

embroidered school emblem.  The catechists wore dark colored blazers that also had 

an emblem, plus they all had security badges.  The younger grade levels were up front 

with the oldest children sitting at the back of the school section.  The school probably 

took up approximately two-thirds of the pews. 
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One grade level seemed to be assisting at the liturgy.  Students read the first 

and second readings, and even sang the beginning of the responses.  The scripture 

readings were read in Vietnamese and English.  During the homily, the pastor came to 

the front of the pews and spoke directly to the children.  It seemed like he was 

occasionally joking with them, although at that point he was speaking Vietnamese. 

The catechists seemed to be very patient with usual childhood behaviors, and 

were particularly good with a couple of children who appeared to have special needs.  

(SLT, observer‟s notes, October 18, 2009)   

Setting aside the logistical challenges of too many children in too few classrooms, 

varying opinions existed about the program‟s merits from an adult‟s perspective, and a child‟s 

experience.  One interviewee who also helped with the program stated how important it was for 

the children to continue learning the Vietnamese language even though her children complained 

about attending.  She stated:  

It is hard for both teachers and kids, and also parents and everybody else involved.  

But we know that if we keep the language around them, someday the kids will 

understand it….The kids have a real hard time, really hard time.  …They ask „why do 

I have to learn it?‟….I say „mommy knows that you can do it, and then someday 

you‟ll appreciate me.  But it is hard.  (FV2, personal communication, May 3, 2009) 

The Sunday School was both highly visible and highly regarded within the community.  

Therefore, at this point in the parish‟s history, it seemed as if the post-confirmation teens and 

young adults were of more concern to the community.  A number of the interviewees addressed 

this challenge.  Both Parish Guardian and Parish Martha indicated that there had been a 

significant effort made in the three years prior to interviews to bring these young people back 
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into active participation in parish activities.  Parish Guardian mentioned a confirmation retreat 

that was instrumental in bringing the youth back into helping with Sunday School and the 

Eucharistic Youth Movement.  They have also enlisted young adults to volunteer in these 

programs, as well as hiring a part-time person to organize a young adult group.  For parish 

leaders, it appeared that one way to keep post-confirmation teens and young adults active in the 

parish was to help them become engaged as role models and educators of younger children, and 

to see themselves as future leaders within the parish community.  

The two young adults who were interviewed for this study each volunteered in different 

youth programs, and saw their presence as important to the children and teens younger than 

themselves.  Aspiring Politician did not consider himself religious in comparison to his parents, 

but has heard from others that he was a good role model for the children he taught in Sunday 

School and in the Confirmation program.  He mentioned that he did not belong to the Eucharistic 

Youth Movement.  He was invited, but did not feel comfortable with the level of commitment.  

“The people that are involved are very religious, and it is almost as if that is part of their 

lifestyle.  Somehow, I haven‟t been able to see it that way” (MV1, personal communication, May 

17, 2009). 

Parish Mary was active in the Eucharistic Youth Movement which met on Saturdays.  

One of the leaders helped her see the value of being an active part of this parish organization.  

“We all have different backgrounds and pasts; but there is a sense of home that combines the 

American Vietnamese, and faith is the thing that binds us together” (FV1, personal 

communication, November 8, 2009).              

The Eucharistic Youth Movement is actually a national organization with specific 

lessons, expectations and requirements that need to be followed.  These lessons include history, 
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Vietnamese, Bible Studies, and a devotion to the Eucharist.  They teach them “great things 

especially about prayer….We also have volunteer activities within the [wider] community, and 

are refocusing ideas that our entire daily life is incorporated into Eucharist….We are strict on 

religious teachings and prayers, but when it comes to play and activities, it is very loose” (FV1, 

personal communication, November 8, 2009).  At the time of this study, the parish had four 

active groups organized by ages.  The youngest group was for 6 to 8 year olds.  The oldest group 

was for those 15-17 years of age, with most of the leaders being young adults. 

Parish Mary also mentioned the elders who oversaw the group.  She was very 

appreciative of their involvement.  “They try hard to understand …and luckily for us …we do 

have elders who represent us well – who are like a bridge for us….Fortunately for us, they 

stay…and lookout for our best interests”  (FV1, personal communication, November 8, 2009).  

Of the three officers for the group, two were young adults.  

Systemic challenges.  There was a mixture of challenges identified from the survey that 

were either beyond the parish‟s control, or would only be addressed if and when they became 

detrimental to the faith life of the parish.  One person wrote about the parish pastors being 

reassigned too often and wanting them to have more time with the community.  There were five 

respondents who remained concerned about the financial health of the parish into the future, and 

a few others that were concerned about the commitment of parents to modeling their faith in their 

own homes.  A few others questioned whether the generation gap would become divisive.  All of 

these things have either been elaborated upon previously in this study, or the interviewees were 

silent on the issues. 

One final and unique challenge for the Vietnamese community, mentioned by half of the 

interviewees, remained to be discussed.  This remaining challenge was the length and relevancy 
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of the Mass, itself.  The source of this delicate problem went back to 17
th

 century Vietnamese 

Catholicism. 

So as I got older…I wonder why we do that….If I have that kind of doubt [the 

younger generations] will too….One of the things we do is a form of prayer but it is 

chanting [used especially during Holy Week]…and, of course, different provinces [in 

Vietnam] have their own set of cultures….We have pockets of people from different 

provinces and they all carry their own traditions, and sometimes they clash….I asked 

my former pastor why it is done this way…[he] explained that part of the parishioners 

were exposed to different people from different parts of the world like Spain and they 

carry their traditions with them….Some things…are similar to a Spanish Mass.  The 

French had different traditions and cultures…so sometimes the Masses clash.  (MV2, 

personal communication, June 21, 2009) 

Gift Giver did not mind the length of the Masses when she came here in 1993, but did 

find some of the rituals “very hard and challenging” to understand.  With parishioners having 

come from the “north, …south, …different dioceses, and different [religious] congregations”, it 

was all very different for her (FV4, personal communication, May 23, 2009).  Her son elaborated 

on her comment stating, “We still worship the same God, but it is local people worshiping in a 

different way” (FV4, personal communication, May 23, 2009). 

In attempting to meet the spiritual needs of the elderly, it created “relevancy” challenges 

for parents trying to develop the faith of their children.  Public Educator needed to make the 

decision not to bring her young children to the Good Friday service, even though some relatives 

have challenged her decision.  She explained “If you are there too long, then you kill their wish 

to go even when they get older” (FV2, personal communication, May 3, 2009).  Parish Martha 
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found that her youngest child, who attended a Catholic parish school closer to their home, 

preferred going to the 8:30 a.m. Mass and worshiping in English, so that was the Mass that the 

two of them attended.   

She understands Vietnamese, but I think it touches her more if she can understand it 

better in English.  To me, personally, it doesn‟t really matter….The main thing is she 

goes to Mass to enrich her spirituality….She can practice [Vietnamese] outside of 

Mass…Some people think I‟m too modern but that‟s how I feel.  (FLL2, June 23, 

2009)             

In asking the Parish Pastor about the Holy Week events and Masses that had recently 

been celebrated, he smiled and kiddingly mentioned that he was working on it with the varying 

groups.  He stated that since coming to the parish, he has continually asked musicians, liturgical 

dance leaders, and the organizers of the passion drama group to shorten their portions of the 

liturgies.  He gave the impression there was more to be done in this area.  

Summarizing the past by looking at the present.  In concluding this chapter, I would 

like to focus on some overall impressions Parish Pastor has of the merged community.  He stated 

that the greatest concern any pastor has for the parish he served was the spirituality of the people.  

His first concern in coming to Minnesota was “the holiness of the parish”.  Upon coming to any 

new parish, he always felt that he needed “to help them go deeper into their spirituality…and to 

embrace each other‟s differences and sameness” (MP3, personal communication, June 19, 2009).  

He felt blessed that the parishioners at St. Anne – St. Joseph Hien were always working together, 

and open to each other‟s ideas and needs.  He lightheartedly has told the former St. Anne‟s 

parishioners that “every Vietnamese celebration has to be big and noisy and decorated” (MP3, 

June 19, 2009).  He believed “the strength of the parish is the cordiality that both groups have for 
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each other.  They are always working together” MP3, June 19, 2009).  He always anticipated that 

friction might arise, but he was very grateful that there have not been many problems thus far. 

He also believed that financially the parish was stable, which was always a concern for a 

new pastor.  He believed that the rent they receive from the charter school contributed to this 

stability, but he also thought the parish‟s strong volunteerism has allowed the parish to use their 

resources for facility upgrades rather than additional employee salaries and benefits.  

Toward the end of my interview with Gift Giver, her son mentioned that he wanted to 

speak for himself.  He began using a plant metaphor, as was used at the conclusion of Chapter 

Four, but instead of speaking of a plant‟s roots, he chose to describe when the plant needed to be 

uprooted and transplanted.  He felt that he has been lifted up and put into a much larger pot in 

America. The soil needed to be fertilized, but one needed to find the right blend of fertilizer. 

We need to be put into a different pot….We need to experience different water….We 

need to mix the good soil with the old soil….We need the older generation and the 

wisdom and/or support from them.  [They] protect and nurture [the garden]….If it 

gets the right amount of water, soil and support, the young tree will grow.  But….it 

also needs the sun.  (FV4‟s son, personal communication, May 23, 2009)     
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Chapter Six 

Parishioners’ Hopes for the Future and Researcher’s Reflections 

Choose God and not God’s works. 

This is the choice the young boy in the Gospel made,  

confidently placing everything he had – five loaves and two fish – into Jesus’ hands.   

Jesus accomplished “God’s works”   

(Cardinal Francis Xavier Nguyen Van Thuan, 2003) 

 

Not being a Vietnamese-speaker myself, one thing I learned from listening to Vietnamese 

being spoken and sung is that it is a very lyrical language.  At one point in an email 

communication with Parish Martha when I was asking for words to be translated from two 

banners, Parish Martha responded back that the banner‟s words were actually phrases and she 

“wished you could hear it in Vietnamese.  They rhyme like poetical verses” (FLL2, email 

communication, March 7, 2011).  The Vietnamese language, itself, contributes to Vietnamese 

speakers‟ love of poetry.  It should not surprise the reader, therefore, that there have been 

numerous interviewee references to biblical imagery and metaphors, as well as a poetic use of 

language in some of the interviewees‟ descriptions.      

Chapters 4 and 5 ended with plant metaphors, and now I begin the section on the parish‟s 

future with two different metaphors given to us by Parish Guardian.  He shared this story with 

me as he responded to my question about the parish‟s future.  On the occasion of Parish 

Guardian being named as the parish‟s Trustee Secretary, the parish‟s pastor at the time 

spontaneously asked Parish Guardian to say a few words to the congregation.  He was not 
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expecting to be named to this position, let alone expecting to speak from the front of the church 

to the parishioners that Sunday morning.  He told them:   

The St. Joseph Hien ship will depart and those that are in the ship commit to it, but 

those that have one foot in and one foot out, you need to make up your minds because 

the ship will move.  Those that stand still, folding your arms and wanting to do 

nothing, you need to make up your mind real quick or you will be left behind….I 

can‟t go backwards, and I have no other choice but to move forward….   

The church is not for me or for the Board [Parish Council], but it is for us to 

work together to keep continuing to build not structurally but spiritually.  We have to 

lie down to become the first rock, the second rock, and the third rock to build that 

foundation.  If we cannot build a solid foundation then we cannot expect the younger 

generation or the next younger generation to maintain it and keep worship alive for 

this church and parish…. 

We [the Board] are not here to be served, but we are here to serve.  God takes 

care of us.  So far we are growing with a lot of changes and some ups and downs, but 

I think we are heading in the right direction.  (MLL3, personal communication, June 

22, 2009) 

The Future of St. Anne – St. Joseph Hien’s Vietnamese American Parish Community 

The nine interviewees that spoke of the parish‟s future expressed opinions that the parish 

was essential in the past; meeting the spiritual and cultural needs of parishioners today; and 

could potentially have a meaningful place in the Catholic community for years to come.  This 

being said, there was a sense of realism about the future that was also voiced.  Parish Guardian 

focused his attention on ethnicity.  
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Historically, looking at many other ethnic communities, eventually they will 

disappear.  Is there a fear that one day there will be no Vietnamese Catholics or that 

not many of the Vietnamese Catholics will go to this Church?  Yes, as it has 

happened across the US with other ethnic Catholic communities.  But thanks to the 

Lord and the protection of St. Mary, and the guidance of St. Joseph, the father of 

Mary, and now St. Hien, we have seen the turnaround.  (MLL3, personal 

communication, June 22, 2009) 

Parish Mary, the second youngest interviewee, was also realistic about the future of the 

ethnic character of the present parish.  As a young person who understands, reads, and writes 

Vietnamese well, but does not consider herself verbally fluent, she was concerned about future 

generations of Vietnamese American children and whether they would learn the language well, 

and cherish their Vietnamese heritage.  From the perspective of language, she stated that for 

future children and the next generation of parents: 

English would be the dominant language.  Slowly we are going to lose that language 

in our culture, and you can see that with different cultures here already.  You know 

the Irish, the Portuguese, or whoever came over before us and settled before us.  A 

large majority of them do not speak their native language anymore.  And that is what 

we are afraid will happen.  I, for myself, in going to school see that, and history has 

already proven that – and we are early settlers in coming here.  (FV1, personal 

communication, November 8, 2009)    

Lastly, Parish Pastor looked at the issue from the perspective of the parish being a 

national (personal) parish.  Some dioceses preferred parishes scheduling Masses in a variety of 

languages, as needed, rather than establishing new parishes specifically serving one particular 
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language group and/or culture.  He mentioned that in some of the previous parishes in other parts 

of the country where he has served, diocesan church officials felt that the Vietnamese language 

Masses might only be needed for a short time span.  The thinking was that “the kids will grow up 

and become more Americanized, and there will be a need for a Holy Mass on a separate schedule 

for [elderly] Vietnamese.  But here we are, 34 years later” (MP3, personal communication, June 

19, 2009).  The need remains, even though the reasons for the need might be changing.  

As the St. Anne – St. Joseph Hien ship leaves the harbor, the interviewees‟ thoughts 

about the parish‟s future focused on the youth, building an identity that was both Vietnamese and 

American, and trusting that God would continue to guide them.  Strategically, the future was 

dependent upon the parish community mentoring young adult leaders, adapting to the signs of 

the times, and continuing to have an unwavering trust in God‟s presence.  The youngest female 

interviewee summarized these ideas well. 

My dreams for the future are to still have this sense of community. 

If anything, to have our educational programs to be stronger and emphasize 

the Vietnamese culture/American mix….Also, to continue to have our youth group 

strong and… to keep that central focus as a Eucharist, and to build the children‟s 

faith.  Then to have them turn around and be youth leaders and to continue promoting 

– that would be wonderful. 

It‟s my dream to be able to collaborate both cultures but take the best of both 

worlds, and to eliminate the negative….To live in America, I believe is to take from 

both, and combine it into something new and evolve it into something better. 
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Even if they [the youth] aren‟t youth leaders, hopefully they will still walk the 

life of Jesus and spread that word.  That‟s another one of my wishes.  (FV1, personal 

communication, November 8, 2009)     

Parish’s future: Youth supported by elders.  A strong message in most of the 

interviews was that the future of the church was dependent on the faith development and parish 

commitment being instilled in the youth of today, and that this would not be possible without the 

strong support of the elders.  Elders here is being defined as those from the two older age 

groupings, 50 years of age and older.  Some of the interviewees expressed this hope for the 

future in terms of their own families, while others were looking at the parish as a whole.   

Both Public Educator and Gift Giver focused their hope for the parish through what they 

would like for their children, grandchildren, and extended family members‟ children.  Public 

Educator wanted her children to be grateful for their lives and to recognize that there are many 

children who are not so fortunate.  She wanted them to live “a meaningful life”, and she was 

praying “that one of my sons will be a priest when he gets older…so now he [the preschooler 

present at the interview] wants to be a pope” (FV2, personal communication, May 3, 2009).  Gift 

Giver, likewise, hoped some of her grandchildren and extended families‟ children would “follow 

into the priesthood to serve God.  That‟s my prayer, but whether or not it happens is up to Him 

[God]” (FV4, personal communication, May 23, 2009).  She would like all of the children to 

“learn the Vietnamese culture at Sunday School and be faithful to the church…and hopes they 

will grow up filled with the Holy Spirit and find a Christian person in their life later on” (FV4, 

May 23, 2009).    

Although Parish Mary was strongly involved in the Eucharistic Youth Movement, she 

believed that as long as the parish had a strong Sunday School program “we can try to hold on 
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[to the Vietnamese language] as long as possible” (FV1, personal communication, November 8, 

2009).  In speaking with other Eucharistic Youth Movement leaders from around the country, 

she believed “we are very fortunate to have a [Sunday School] program that is as strong as it is” 

(FV1, November 8, 2009).  She attributed the success of the Sunday School program to the 

elders and was grateful for the elders‟ commitment to the youth.   

With our older generation, we are very fortunate to have them here because they are 

very much about saving for the future.  They are old fashioned, but they are old 

fashioned for the future, so you have that mix.  Some people are old fashioned for the 

past and some are for the future.  (FV1, November 8, 2009) 

Likewise, the elders saw some of the older teens and young adults returning to help with 

the Sunday School and Eucharistic Youth Movement and saw their own children being 

transformed by these experiences.  Parish Guardian spoke of his younger son teaching in a first 

grade classroom, and believed that the Confirmation retreat and the volunteer experiences have 

been “a blessing….The older generation will die and the church is in the hands of the younger 

generation and their children” (MLL3, personal communication, June 22, 2009).   

Parish Martha saw the Eucharistic Youth Movement as one organization that was 

contributing to the strength of the parish both now and into the future.  Parish Pastor also spoke 

about the group.  He remembered belonging to the group in Vietnam.  It was a group consisting 

of “kids helping other kids”.  At this particular parish, many of the volunteers are older teens and 

young adults who are working with younger and older teens, respectively.  Many of the members 

are now married and have children of their own.  Parish Martha stated “they are very devoted, 

and I can see their children as already becoming involved in the group.  Also, the adults are very 
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faithful; old and young.  I think the group will remain strong” (FLL2, personal communication, 

June 23, 2009). 

  Lastly, Parish Guardian was concerned about future leadership boards and believed it 

was the responsibility of the present Board to “groom, train, and prepare for the next Board” 

(MLL3, personal communication, June 22, 2009).  In the structure of the parish‟s lay leader 

positions, some of this preparedness training was already in place.  In addition to young adults 

being active in faith formation and youth programs, adults in the second age grouping (ages 30 – 

49) were often called into Assistant positions.  These positions were similar to apprenticeships 

used in occupations needing high levels of training and helped prepare lay leaders for future 

responsibilities within the parish.  Parish Guardian stated that the parish needed “the younger 

generation committed to the church….everybody wants to protect, maintain and fix up their own 

home, but forgets about their own house within their heart and the church, itself.  This [the 

church] is the main house” (MLL3, personal communication, June 22, 2009).  

Parish’s future: Cultural collaboration.  In Chapter Five, many interviewees expressed 

concern about their own or their children‟s frustration with the relevancy of both the Sunday 

School program and the Mass.  Parish Mary stated that she did not enjoy a sixth day of school 

when she was growing up.  Aspiring Politician saw his parents as being more committed than he 

was to traditional Vietnamese prayers, and found that because of his openness to new ideas he 

sometimes struggled with some of the Church‟s teachings.  Public Educator was careful not to 

bring her children to very long church services that might kill her children‟s wish to go to Mass 

when they were older, and Parish Martha goes to the English-speaking Mass with her younger 

child.  Even Parish Apprentice admitted “my intellectual and reasoning skills start to kick in, and 

I think where does my faith lie?  I know when I start asking why, why, it usually creates friction 
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amongst the adults” (MV2, personal communication, June 21, 2009).  He worried that many of 

the youth have the same questions.       

These observations suggested a need for balance existed between preserving one‟s 

language and culture, and providing experiences that the youth could relate to both within and 

outside of the parish walls.  Parish Pastor reflected upon the need to change some of the liturgical 

practices in order for the younger generations of Vietnamese Americans to find meaning in the 

Masses and larger holiday celebrations.  He stated: 

At the same time, the Vietnamese Catholic church will have to transform the 

ceremonies because the younger people tend to mix up the traditional [Vietnamese] 

and the American way of doing things.  So we need to keep some of the old and be 

open to some new ideas.  I think that is the only way to keep the youth involved in the 

church.  The youth are really opened up to the American culture but at the same time, 

they want to know about their Vietnamese culture.  

An extension of the need to adapt more American Catholic practices into parish life for 

the youth could be found in Parish Organizer‟s own hope that the parish would actually begin to 

attract more American born parishioners back into the life of the parish.  Parish Organizer was 

very articulate about what he would like to see in the future parish.  His vision included having: 

Half Americans in the church, and that we work like brothers and sisters because we 

are children of God.  We want to share the pride and share the church and love each 

other.  I want to see that, but it is one thing I don‟t see because many of the people 

moved out and that is sad.  So I want to see half Vietnamese and half Americans to 

work all together like a family.  Sometimes, I come to the church and I feel sorry 

because I don‟t see the people who built the church there any more….But for me, in 



New Life - 225 

my heart, I want to see a full church with Vietnamese and Americans happy together 

and worshiping God together. (MLL3b, personal communication, February 23, 2010) 

Parish’s future: Parishioners’ faith in God.  One thing I quickly learned from 

interviewing the volunteers and lay leaders was that their answers were unpredictable from my 

American world view.  Asking about the interviewees‟ hopes for the future of the parish was a 

prime example.  Discussing topics such as the importance of the youth and young adults, the 

desire to continue teaching Vietnamese, and appreciating Vietnamese Catholic culture provided 

predictable answers.  Hearing of the need to adapt the parish‟s Masses and celebrations for the 

younger members of the parish was thought-filled and realistic.  Being sensitive to the 

parishioners of the former St. Anne‟s Parish and extending one‟s vision to include Americans, in 

general, was insightful.   

However, answers that included (a) not wanting to control the future of the parish and (b) 

leaving it in God‟s hands, were not what I expected to hear.  When asked about his hope for the 

future of the parish, Parish Guardian, as the parish‟s Trustee Secretary, stated:  

Honestly, I don‟t have a hope.  OK?  But I would do my best to help.  Number one, to 

live, to act, and to help others to do the same thing to praise the Lord….10 years from 

now or 20 years from now, I don‟t know.  I don‟t think anybody knows, but I believe 

that if we listen to the call and act from the heart…nothing can go wrong….That is 

what I believe.  So, hope no; but belief yes….It‟s not up to just me, but it is a call for 

everybody.  (MLL3, personal communication, June 22, 2009) 

Parish Martha, as a longtime volunteer and the parish‟s secretary had similar thoughts 

regarding the parish‟s future: 
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 It is hard to say.  I think it will remain strong, but as far as anything bigger, I cannot 

predict.  I think because of the faithfulness and devotion I can see from our 

parishioners, I think it will remain very strong…. 

I think the strength [of the parish] would be the devotion of our parishioners.  

We have so many volunteers who are willing to help out anyway they can.  They are 

very devout people who like to help the parish to maintain the traditions and a lot of 

other things.  I think the strength is the volunteers and the community‟s faith.  (FLL2, 

personal communication, June 23, 2009) 

Likewise, Parish Organizer stated that “…it is God‟s church and we believe that everyone 

can use it.  The main thing is that if you do good, God will take care of you one way or another” 

(MLL3b, personal communication, February 23, 2010).  Parish Pastor will have the last word 

regarding the future of the parish.  He also believed the collective faith of parishioners would 

determine its future.   

I think the Catholic faith plays the most important part in their culture and their 

family life.  All the celebrations that the church holds throughout the year aim to help, 

appreciate, and to dig deeper and stronger into the Catholic faith and also into the 

Vietnamese culture.  (MP3, personal communication, June 19, 2009) 

The notion that the future of the parish was in God‟s hands and that parishioners could 

only be accountable for their own faith development and their own faith-in-action, was 

something I needed to hear. 

Researcher’s Concluding Reflections 

Relevancy of one document, one book, and the writings of Cardinal F. X. Nguyen 

Van Thuan.  As I reflected upon the themes that emerged from my research, two resources and 
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one additional author seemed most relevant in attempting to summarize what has been learned 

from this study.   The USCCB‟s document, “Asian and Pacific Presence: Harmony in Faith” 

outlined the gifts the Asian and Pacific Catholics bring to the American Catholic Church.  Peter 

C. Phan‟s book Vietnamese-American Catholics, (2005b) similarly addressed some of the 

challenges and opportunities Vietnamese American Catholics encountered as they began to find 

their place as worshiping Catholics in a new land.  Thirdly, Cardinal Thuan‟s (2000, 2001, 2003) 

writings helped me appreciate the deep faith of the interviewees that was so evident as I listened 

to their stories. 

 Gift of harmony.  Harmony seemed to be so imbedded into the nature of many of the 

interviewees, that at first I did not recognize it.  It was only when I went back through the 

transcripts and started coding themes that I recognized just how pervasive and yet subtle this 

attribute was within the interviewees‟ inner beings.  Public Educator provided one example of 

this attribute.  In speaking of the decision to merge parishes and move into the St. Anne facility, 

Public Educator stated “I‟m one of the younger generation and the older ones decided, but I‟m 

fine with that” (FV2, personal communication, May 3, 2009).  Another time, in speaking of the 

older parishioners, she stated: 

In some ways I think they really understand the young generation right now, but on 

occasion and with every day changes…it is hard for people to keep up….Each one of 

us sees things differently.  But if we can meet each other on the main points, then 

everything will work out.  That‟s my theory.  I see that some lessons are too hard for 

the kids…but I know that they just want what is best for the kids” (FV2, May 3, 

2009) 
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Every interviewee gave at least one example of something they disagreed with but 

accepted.  Each time they verbalized that an action and decision was not what they would have 

done, they also stated that the person or persons in charge were acting in good faith.  Parish 

Mary, in speaking about the importance of the Sunday School program, even though she did not 

enjoy it; Aspiring Politician, when questioning the relevancy of his parents‟ devotional practices 

for himself; and Parish Apprentice, in identifying that it was better for him to volunteer in the 

choir than in the Sunday School, are all examples of harmony at work in the parish. 

As a researcher, the pervasiveness of harmony made it difficult to get some information 

that would have given the research findings more balance.  For instance, some of the 

interviewees were willing to discuss generational differences, but would end the thought by 

making a statement such as “maybe there is [a benefit] that I‟m just not getting…I think their 

point of view is different…but, I haven‟t had those experiences” (MV1, Aspiring Politician, May 

17, 2009).   

A hint of discord occurred at the time of the merger between the Church of St. Anne and 

the Church of St. Joseph Hien.  However, the Parish Pastor was the only interviewee who 

mentioned the incident and it happened before he was in Minnesota.  The incident involved the 

Vietnamese parishioners turning the downstairs chapel and a portion of the social hall area into 

classrooms.  Although there must have been some grumbling, this was never brought up in any 

informal conversations with St. Anne‟s parishioners.  As already mentioned, when I observed the 

two groups of parishioners planning for the 125
th

 Anniversary of St. Anne‟s, the meeting was 

very cordial.  Parish Pastor stated that “the parish opened their arms and church to us….Every 

time we have the celebrations together, they are very sensitive and I think that is good….Now 
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there is more blending and acceptance of each other‟s ways” (MP3, personal communication, 

June 19, 2009).   

Lastly, as previously mentioned, a small group of families did disagree with the lay 

leadership and pastors of the parish community regarding finances.  Although none of the 

interviewees spoke of this situation, archdiocesan staff determined the errors were not intentional 

and the situation was more complicated than simply disagreeing on bookkeeping techniques.  

After a number of years, this group began worshiping in St. Paul at a parish that had a diocesan 

Vietnamese pastor, and years after this occurred yet a third split occurred with some families 

moving to a second St. Paul parish having a diocesan Vietnamese pastor. Again, no one was 

willing to discuss these movements of parishioners.  Within the context of harmony, one would 

need to assume that the families choosing to leave the parish and establish another worshiping 

Vietnamese community did so in order to re-establish harmony within their lives.  

  Gift of family loyalties and educational priorities.  Two elements regarding family 

structures were clearly high priorities among the interviewees.  One was the profound respect the 

interviewees had for family elders.  Parish Pastor touched on this topic briefly in the context of 

the Church‟s early challenges with the centuries-old Vietnamese practice of worshiping 

ancestors.  He mentioned that now Vietnamese Catholic clergy explain that “we worship just one 

God, but we respect our ancestors” (MP3, personal communication, June 19, 2009).  Parish 

Guardian also spoke of the importance of remembering and respecting one‟s ancestors.  “My 

father said to me, „it is nothing to us in this family if they [family members] cannot read the 

family history book‟.  In other words, if they forget their roots everything else is zero” (MLL3, 

personal communication, June 22, 2009).  Parish Guardian has gone back to visit his family in 

Vietnam every two to three years since 1995.   
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Two of the three unmarried interviewees continued to live at home, and both of them 

spoke of their gratitude for the support of their parents and of their intention to care for their 

parents as they got older.  Parish Mary fondly described this anticipation of future care-giving as 

a “smart ploy” (FV1, personal communication, November 8, 2009).  Yet this respect for elders 

also had some challenges.  Public Educator observed: 

The older generation keeps thinking about the bad things that happened.  Our 

generation thinks different in that the past is the past.  There is nothing we can do to 

change it….The main thing for us now is to take care of the older generations and 

make sure the younger generations are prepared.  (FV2, personal communication, 

May 3, 2009) 

 The other family priority was their commitment to the youngest generation‟s need for 

faith formation, learning the Vietnamese language and cultural traditions, and higher education.  

Educationally, six of the interviewees who were adults when entering the United States were 

highly educated and had high occupational skills.  Of those who were minors when entering the 

U. S., four have received Bachelor‟s degrees, and two, both women, have education credits 

beyond their Master‟s Degrees.  Education was obviously important to parishioners.    

However, Oral Historian had the strongest message regarding who should have primary 

responsibility for the education of children.  The context for his response was that I had been 

asking him about the Sunday School program, as if that was the main venue for his children 

learning about religion and Vietnamese.  Again, he wanted me to clearly understand it was the 

parents‟ responsibility to teach these subjects. 

In my belief, the basic family values would make the parish survive.  Without that, 

the parish will not last.  The foundations come from the family, not the Sunday 
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program….Family sharing times are very important.  I spent many hours sharing my 

experience and hardships with my children and that‟s how the children understand.  

My youngest daughter came to the US when she was 5 ½ years old…and she can still 

speak in Vietnamese…and now she can even teach her children Vietnamese.  (MV4, 

personal communication, April 26, 2009) 

In the interview, he described teaching his children to read Vietnamese through the use of the 

Bible.  I clearly sensed that he did not believe parents should be abdicating their parental 

responsibilities to parishes or school systems. 

The Mentor and Parish Guardian also spoke of the importance of the family.  Parish 

Guardian indicated that strong families were needed in order to have a strong parish community.  

He said “Everything starts from the family.  If you have a solid foundation then each group 

within that family can be a pillar” (MLL3, personal communication, June 22, 2009).  The Mentor 

was concerned about parental role modeling.  He stated that:  

In every Catholic family, the children always look up to their parents.  So, if I don‟t 

go to church, the children do not go to church….If the parents keep it together and 

work on the Vietnamese culture, the children will remain proud of that part of them.  

(MV3, personal communication, April 26, 2009) 

 Gift of profound spirituality and popular piety.  In struggling to understand the depth of 

the interviewees‟ spirituality, the USCCB‟s use of the adjective “profound” certainly resonates 

with what I have experienced.  In response to my question regarding the gifts the Vietnamese 

brought to the Archdiocese of Saint Paul and Minneapolis, Parish Pastor explained, 

The Vietnamese people who are Catholic are very strong in their Catholic faith….The 

gift they bring…is the faith within themselves….The expression of faith varies from 
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group to group, but it does not mean we are different Catholics.  The faith must be 

strong and the backbone of our culture and in everything we do.  It is also good that 

we bring our own, different way of worship.  (MP3, personal communication, June 

19, 2009) 

Although many of the references to trusting God have been quoted throughout this paper, 

three strong statements of faith remained to be shared.  The Mentor very thoughtfully stated, “I 

think that people even with hardships can still keep a strong faith to the church” (MV3, personal 

communication, April 26, 2009).  Then, Oral Historian, when asked if there was anything that I 

had not asked him that he thought was important, stated: 

One thing I want to emphasize is that as a Catholic with my experiences, I totally 

believe in the faith of God – and that is very important.  If you totally believe in God, 

then everything will fall into place….I don‟t believe in fate, but I believe in my God 

in Heaven.  

Who knows what God‟s ways are because we don‟t understand that, but I do 

think the Vietnamese Catholic community is an important witness to a lot of 

American Catholics that take their religion for granted.  I think in American society, 

they have gotten so distracted with other things.  I think the Vietnamese Catholic 

community is so vibrant.  We are a witness to so many American Catholics who have 

become very casual.  (MV4, personal communication, April 26, 2009) 

            Lastly, Parish Guardian remembered two conversations he had with his own father 

regarding the topic of faith.  The first recollection was “And this is what my father said to me, 

„You know they can be lawyers, doctors, engineers, presidents or a queen, but it will be nothing 

if they are not Catholic, and if they don‟t keep practicing their faith‟” (MLL3, personal 
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communication, June 22, 2009).  The second statement, Parish Guardian attributed to both his 

father and uncles.  “[They] always said that you can have everything in life, but if you don‟t have 

God, it‟s not good.  You can‟t carry material things with you when you die, so forget it.  Get rid 

of it” (MLL3, June 22, 2009).   

As mentioned in the USCCB‟s document, there is a strong commitment among 

Vietnamese American Catholics to popular piety practices.  Devotional practices are an area of 

concern the older generation has in regard to the younger generations.  Gift Giver‟s son, when 

speaking for himself, stated that he did not mind when the Masses sometimes got to be as long as 

2 ½  hours; or when the parishioners spent an hour saying the Rosary or chanting psalms, or 

when the Stations of the Cross was dramatized on Good Friday.  “We cry because God has been 

sacrificed for us, and we can spend a lot of time with this” (FV4‟s son, personal communication, 

May 23, 2009).  He remembered the priests saying, “Why not give a little time back to God?”  

He then asked, “Why worship Him only an hour when we can do more? (FV4‟s son, May 23, 

2009).  Gift Giver‟s son did acknowledge that these practices are harder for the younger kids.       

I think my own struggles in understanding the depth of their faith commitment are 

because I have never experienced the hardships and trauma these individuals have needed to 

overcome.  My own reflective notes referred to Matthew 19: 23 when Jesus told his disciples 

how hard it would be for a rich person to enter the Kingdom of Heaven.  Public Educator 

expressed this same concern about her own children‟s lack of understanding of what it means to 

be poor.  She was consciously trying to help them understand poverty through doing service 

projects as a family.  She stated that she felt that until they saw it, they could not feel it. 

Gift of the lay leadership tradition.  Cardinal Thuan (2000, 2001, 2003), during his 

imprisonment, wrote about the importance of lay leadership at a time in Vietnam‟s post-Vietnam 
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War Era when clergy were imprisoned and Vietnamese Catholics were unable to openly worship.  

I believe the Vietnamese Catholic Community, the Parish of St. Joseph Hien, and the present 

Parish of St. Anne – St. Joseph Hien, would probably never have come into existence if it were 

not for the past and present lay leaders.  Church officials, on their own, were probably more 

inclined to offer the Vietnamese refugees and immigrants Vietnamese Masses rather than 

canonically erecting a new national parish at a time when they were being challenged with 

declining membership in the national parishes already in existence.  Many of the national 

parishes‟ cultural histories were unknown to present parishioners.   

The strong desire of the Vietnamese refugees to have meaningful worship experiences 

and to belong to a community of believers who had experienced the same economic, cultural, 

social and language challenges that they had experienced, motivated them to become leaders and 

persist in their dream to be a Catholic parish community.  I am reminded of Gift Giver‟s words 

as both an elder and as a newer immigrant.   

One of my remaining joys is to be able to attend Mass, attend my meetings once a 

month, worship God in a church that is in my mother tongue, and to be surrounded by 

other people that are the same as I am. (FV4, personal communication, May 23, 2009)  

 Although there were those who question whether the parish‟s reliance on volunteers 

could continue into the future, I also think that the use of older teens and young adults was an 

effective means of creating a pool of lay leaders for the future.  Having an apprenticeship model 

for developing the skills of younger lay leaders would also serve the parish well. 

           Gift to the American Catholic church of clergy and religious, and a renewed awareness 

of Christianity’s Asian roots.  Whereas Christianity‟s Asian roots was an academic topic that 

was mostly found within religious and theological literature as outlined in Chapter Two, the 



New Life - 235 

Vietnamese Americans at St. Anne – St. Joseph Hien were very proud of Vietnamese and 

Vietnamese American clergy and religious men and women in Vietnam, across the United 

States, and in the Twin Cities metropolitan area.  In 1975, during the first wave of Vietnamese 

refugees coming to our shores, it was estimated that 150 priests and 250 religious brothers and 

sisters were living in resettlement camps.  Twenty-four years later, at a time when vocations 

were struggling to attract young Americans, the USCCB found in 1999 that 9 % of those 

ordained to the priesthood were of Asian and Pacific Island heritage at the same time that the 

Asian and Pacific Island Catholics in the United States were only 2.6 % of the population.  As 

the interviewees indicated in their discussions, the parishioners were very proud of their parish‟s 

contribution of young men who have applied for and been accepted into Catholic seminaries and 

have eventually become priests.  Parish Organizer, in particular, stated that it was his hope that 

having Vietnamese-speaking priests available in the Twin Cities would allow Vietnamese 

Masses to continue for many years into the future.        

The challenge of being authentically American, authentically Vietnamese, and 

authentically Catholic.  It was very clear from the interviews with the two young adults that they 

were struggling in a healthy way to be American, Vietnamese, and Catholic.  It was also clear 

that the adults who have children who grew up in Minnesota were seeing their own children 

navigating through these same challenges.  Parish Mary was the most articulate when she spoke 

of having had all Caucasian friends in grade school, and living two different lives.  Now almost 

all of her closest friends were from the Vietnamese community.  Some friends she met through a 

family-oriented prayer group that her parents have belonged to for years, while others are from 

the Eucharistic Youth group.  She thought that it was “weird” that she could be so social and 



New Life - 236 

Americanized, and yet “faith and culture brings you back to your roots” (FV1, personal 

communication, November 8, 2009). 

Aspiring Politician did not speak about his current friends, but he did describe his life 

growing up in public schools.  He felt that once he learned English, many of his school 

experiences were quite normal.  He also spoke about living at home and as a young adult needing 

to find a comfortable balance between his parents commitment to their faith through devotional 

prayer routines and his wanting to spend more time doing typically young adult activities.  He 

was open to new ideas and experiences, and yet he felt grounded in the Vietnamese parish.  If he 

could pick his ideal wife, he would prefer that person to be Vietnamese and Catholic. 

 Two adults, in particular, told stories of their own children‟s struggles.  Public Educator 

mentioned that her children did not always want to go to the Sunday School program because 

learning Vietnamese was hard and it was “mommy‟s” language.  She also tried to speak 

Vietnamese at home, but noticed that her older son often translated it into English so he could 

really understand what was being explained to him.  Regarding culture, Public Educator 

explained: 

 I know that they [her children] struggle with the culture and the real lives in America 

because American people see things differently.  Even now they keep asking about 

[having] a playtime like their friends have all the time.  I don‟t say anything bad 

[about this], but we are different.  I don‟t think they understand what is different 

[between the cultures].  (FV2, personal communication, May 3, 2009) 

Parish Martha‟s challenge between the cultures was that she recognized that just as she 

had made choices as a young adult to become Catholic and to once again become socially active 

with Vietnamese Americans, her own children would need to make choices that worked best for 
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them.  Therefore, she supported her third child‟s wish to be confirmed at the parish she attended 

when she first came to Minnesota, and she honored her fourth child‟s wish to have her First 

Communion and Confirmation at the parish where she was attending Catholic school.  She was 

comfortable attending the 8:30 a.m. English Mass, even though she mentioned that “some people 

think I‟m too modern” (FLL2, personal communication, June 23, 2009).  It was also interesting 

to note that even though her children were not presently active in the Vietnamese Catholic 

community, “my children are supportive of what I‟m doing because I have always been very 

close to the church” (FLL2, June 23, 2009). 

Before leaving the topic of parishioners‟ challenges in attempting to be authentically 

American, Vietnamese, and Catholic, I would be remiss if I did not share my observation notes 

from October of 2009.  After finishing a tour of all the Sunday School and Confirmation 

classrooms, I needed to wait about 30 minutes before meeting with a lay leader.  I decided to see 

if I could still get a cup of coffee at the concession area in the basement and find a quiet place to 

write down some of my classroom observations.   

I came into the basement‟s multi-use area to the loud sounds of a football game on the 

television.  Men were clapping and yelling with excitement.  The Vikings had just 

scored the winning touchdown!  I quickly forgot about the coffee, disappeared up the 

stairs and slipped into the church‟s sanctuary.  There I heard the sound of Vietnamese 

music and saw fourteen women rehearsing a liturgical dance for the upcoming 

Vietnamese Martyrs Mass.  (Author‟s field notes, October 18, 2009) 

Before my eyes I had witnessed what Phan (2005b) wrote about in his book for pastoral 

ministers.  Children were learning about their faith in the Vietnamese language.  The men were 
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enjoying one of America‟s favorite fall pastimes.  The women were helping to preserve a cultural 

treasure - liturgical dance.   

Opportunities to move beyond.  Phan (2003b) believed that Vietnamese American 

Catholics have an opportunity to create a new way of being Catholic through going beyond the 

betwixt-and-between position that was described above.  He wrote, “Vietnamese-American 

Catholics have a right to this cultural and ecclesial interstitial space where they can fulfill their 

God-given mission of being the bridge between East and West, between the Church of Vietnam 

and the Church of North America” (p. 132).  He concluded: 

Our betwixt-and-between situation makes us into…a people who can harmonize the 

two cultures and the two churches, not by the use of power but by following Christ 

the Immigrant and the Border-Crosser Par Excellence.  It is from there that we can 

contribute to the shaping of a new society and a new Church.  (Phan, p.136) 

  Glimmers of this movement beyond and following the example of Jesus were evident 

throughout the interviews.  Parish Mary, for instance, discussed within the context of making 

decisions in a bi-cultural parish community that compromise and the middle ground would need 

to be found.  Additionally, one of her dreams was that there would be collaboration between the 

two cultures, and that the community would “take the best of both worlds and eliminate the 

negative” (FV1, personal communication, November 8, 2009).  At another point in the interview, 

she spoke of the parish community keeping Jesus as their central focus and being mindful of 

what was best for both groups. 

Another example of reaching beyond in one‟s vision was found in Parish Organizer‟s 

interview.  In envisioning an American Vietnamese parish, his hope was to attract more 

“Americans” back into the parish.  He hoped that the community would share the church, its 
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pride in the church, and would “love each other” (MLL3b, personal communication, February 

23, 2010).  He also stated his belief that “it is God‟s church and we believe that everyone can use 

it” (MLL3b, February 23, 2010).  Again, he believed that if the parish did not lose its focus on 

God, God would take care of things.  Likewise, Parish Guardian, in reference to the merger, 

stated: 

I have learned that we have to throw away the big capital I and it has to be WE [and] 

OUR.  It can‟t be you and me, but us….In any mixed church (a church that has 

different communities together) they need to get rid of the “I” and thinking of “me 

first”.  That‟s how it works” (MLL3, personal communication, June 22, 2009). 

In summary of this section, my thoughts returned to Cardinal Thuan (2003), for it was he 

who discovered that there was a difference between following God and doing God‟s work while 

imprisoned.  In the dark spaces of a cargo ship being transported to a re-education camp in North 

Vietnam, Cardinal Thuan had to let go of all of his important projects as coadjutor archbishop of 

Saigon, and he had to find God “in the midst of hunger, cold, exhausting labor, humiliation, 

injustice” (p. 20).  Perhaps one of the greatest gifts the Vietnamese American Catholics could 

give us was to show us how to distinguish this difference more clearly.        

Researcher’s reflections and recommendations to religious organizations serving 

refugee and immigrant populations.  In reflecting upon this research project, the most 

significant learning for me was the importance and power contained within people‟s oral stories.   

To do this well, I needed to slow down and take the time to really listen.  Before doing this 

research, I would observe what needed to be done, set goals for accomplishing the task, and 

attempt to reach those goals as quickly and efficiently as possible.  I will forever be indebted to 
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The Mentor and Oral Historian for slowing me down and opening my heart and mind to the 

stories that were, indeed, most important for this research project. 

I have learned that when a person is an outsider to an immigrant community, they need to 

discover the spiritual roots (Christian or not) of the refugees and immigrants they are working 

among.  An outsider needs to ask about the reasons people left their homeland, how they came to 

this country, and who they left behind.  They also need to be willing to take the time for the 

stories to unfold, to hear of past suffering, and not just attempt to take care of a person‟s 

immediate and acute needs.   

In the case of the Vietnamese American Catholics interviewed and the many informal 

conversations I was privileged to have with other parishioners, their stories almost always 

included three elements: their long tradition as Catholics from the time of the missionaries; the 

mass migration south in 1954; and their own flight out of Vietnam.  It was important for me 

directly, or through interpreters to pay attention to the words, phrases, metaphors, and biblical 

references that were used in their stories.  Sometimes, I totally missed information that was 

significant, only to discover the pearls of wisdom in the transcripts. 

Secondly, I was reminded of humankind‟s universal need for: personal safety, the safety 

of family members, economic opportunity to provide for self and family, and personal freedoms.  

For the Vietnamese American Catholics, the most important freedom was the freedom to 

worship.  It was easy for me to initially ask „why‟.  Why would so many people leave their 

ancestral homes in 1954?  Why were so many people desperately attempting to leave Vietnam 

after the fall of Saigon?  Why would so many people leave Vietnam in small, dilapidated boats 

knowing many of the boats were not seaworthy, and knowing thousands of people were dying 

from natural calamities and being robbed, mutilated, raped, or killed at sea?  The risks were too 
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great to even imagine from an American‟s viewpoint, and yet they took the risk and are here 

today. 

Finally, the experiences I had with this parish community reminded me of an immersion 

experience I had many years ago, partially to learn a second language.  I lived in Austria for 10 

months, and was thrilled when I had finally achieved the next level of understanding the German 

language – dreaming in German.  I never did learn Vietnamese, but I know that I am forever 

changed because now, every time I read the Bible and every time I hear scripture read orally, my 

thoughts turn to what the verses and stories might mean to my Vietnamese American Catholic 

brothers and sisters.  What an amazing shift in my own theological reflections!                           

With these concluding remarks in mind, I recommend to all those who work with 

refugees and immigrant communities in religious and service organizations the following: 

1. In the midst of managing the immediate needs of shelter, food, clothing, employment, 

and English learning skills, remember to take time to listen to their stories. 

2. Keep in mind that all people have a spiritual soul.  It might be indigenous and not be 

supported by organized religious institutions, but there will always be rituals and 

worldviews connected to these religious traditions.  Whatever the traditions might be, 

migrant communities need their spiritual needs met, as well as their immediate needs. 

3. All humans are social, and have a desire to be in the midst of others who look like 

themselves, speak their language, and have had similar and yet varying trauma 

experiences in their lives.  Opportunities and safe places need to be identified where 

refugees and immigrants can gather. 



New Life - 242 

4. In the case of Christian institutional communities (whether Roman Catholic, 

Lutheran, Episcopal, Methodist, etc.) meeting the needs of immigrants, I suggest a 

few additional ideas: 

 Where possible, help spiritual communities organized around their countries of 

origin and ethnicity to find clergy from their countries of origin and/or ethnicity.  

At the very least, allow American clergy to become fluent in the language through 

immersion experiences in the homeland. 

 Give these spiritual communities, the gift of time (in years), allowing community 

members to help determine when they are ready to integrate more fully into the 

larger faith community. 

 Help support the efforts of lay leaders from within the communities, and help lay 

leaders become skilled in religious and theological thought, as well as in 

developing their pastoral care skills. 

 Additionally, mentor lay leaders in developing educational strategies and 

materials that will enhance their community‟s educational efforts.  

 Look for opportunities to keep older teenagers and young adults involved in the 

communities‟ programs for younger children and/or elders (or other service-

oriented projects).     

 Recognize that meeting the cultural, social, and language communities of refugees 

and immigrants, is a rich source of evangelization. 

Interviewees’ Words of Wonder 

I would not be doing justice to the Vietnamese American parishioners at Saint Anne – 

Saint Joseph Hien and those I interviewed by having the last word.  The words need to come 
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from them.  I hope that this paper is merely the beginning of many more stories being 

documented on paper and perhaps even visually recorded.  I hope that the older teens and young 

adults will continue what I have started, and that my small effort might allow them to spend 

more time listening and less time researching their collective roots. 

A number of questions and words of wonderment remain for the Vietnamese American 

Catholics.  The ponderings are faith-filled and will hopefully give the reader one more glimpse 

into the heart and soul of the interviewees.  I conclude with these thoughts being honored with 

silence. 
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Words of Wonder 

 

I wonder how my life would be different if the Vietnam War ended positively 

 and I was still there?   

(Parish Apprentice) 

 

This is a miracle for me.  I sit here because I am not by myself, but God is with me.   

We all ask questions of why God let this happen but we don‟t know, and  

we just have to believe that everything happens for a reason and God plans it.   

We can‟t explain it but that‟s how it is.  We often have questions of why, why, why?  

(Oral Historian) 

 

We never know the precious choice of religious freedom until you‟ve lost it. 

For the Catholics in Vietnam…coming to the south from the north in 1954, the only 

reason they moved…was the fact they wanted to practice their faith as Catholics….  

  
The hardest part to accept was the notion that we think God is almighty; is all loving.  

And yet bad things happen….If He is all loving as a Father loves his children,  

why did He let this happen with so many people dying along the way?   

It is very hard to accept that. 

 

There were a lot of innocent people who suffered along the way, and we don‟t always 

understand the why, but it is a question of faith.  

 

 Eventually, we all come back to the fact that God must have some plan even though we 

will never understand or know what that plan is…. 

We never understood it: why it had to happen? 

 

Later on, when you look back, you realize  

how amazing it was that the people accepted everything.   

But as Catholics, we believe it was all   

 

In God’s hands. 

(Parish Pastor)
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Appendix A: Survey in English 

For St. Anne/St. Joseph Hien Parishioners with Vietnamese Cultural Roots 

(Participants need to be 19 years of age or older) 
 

Dear St. Anne/St. Joseph Hien Catholic Church Parishioners: 

On July 3, 2005, I attended the installation Mass for Fr. Pius Dan Nguyen, CMC when he became the first pastor of 

St. Anne/St. Joseph Hien Catholic Church.  Ever since that time, I have tried to learn more about both your parish and 

about Vietnamese American Catholics.  Very little has been written down about how the original St. Joseph Hien parish 

initially was created and how it grew into the thriving community it is today.   

My hope is that if I can begin writing down the history of the parish community for my doctoral dissertation, that 

this might encourage you to begin recording your own family histories for future generations.  I think it is also very 

important for Catholics whose families immigrated to the United States many years ago to understand their brothers and 

sisters who have more recently immigrated to this country. 

Thank you, for your help in preserving the history of St. Anne‟s/St. Joseph Hien Catholic Church. 

Sharon Tomlin, University of St. Thomas, Doctoral Student  
   

********************************************************** 

1. What is your current age? _____________    2. Male: ____  Female: ____   
  (Check correct category) 

3. If married, is your spouse also doing the survey: _____  (Check, if “Yes”) 

 

4. How many children have you had? _____  How many are living? _____ How many are deceased? ______ 
 

 How many of your children are living in the USA? _______ How many are living in Vietnam? _________ 
 

5. What is your country of birth? ____________________________________________________________   
 

6. Where are your ancestral roots located in Vietnam? (Name area or check correct region.) 
 

  Northern Vietnam ____________   Central Vietnam ____________   Southern Vietnam ____________ 
            Tonkin (bac)    Annam (trung)       Cochinchina (nam) 
 

7. If you were born in Vietnam, how old were you when you left Vietnam?  ______________________  
  

 What city, village or region were you living in just before you left Vietnam?  ______________________ 
 

 If you did not come directly to the USA, where else did you temporarily live?  ______________________ 
  

 For how long? ____________ 
    

8. Where were you initially living when you arrived in the USA? __________________________________    
 

9. How old were you when you came to live in Minnesota?          ____________  
 

10. What were your reasons for moving to Minnesota?  (Answers may include American and/or family sponsorships, American 

government relocation programs or other reasons.) 
 

 

 

11. Did you grow up in a Catholic family?  Yes ________  No ________  (Please check correct answer.)  

 

12. If the answer is “no”, how old were you when you became Catholic? _____________________________ 
 

What were your reasons for converting to Catholicism? 
 

 

13. What three (3) Catholic practices and traditions do you remember most fondly from your childhood? 

If you are a convert, what three (3) practices, traditions or teachings helped you accept Catholicism? 
   

 1. 
 

 2. 
 

 3. 
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14. What were your three (3) greatest challenges when you began worshiping your Catholic faith in the Saint Paul and 

Minneapolis area? 
 

 1. 
 

2. 
 

3. 
 

15. What three (3) Catholic rites, practices and/or experiences enrich your faith today? 
 

 1. 
 

2. 
 

 3. 
 

16. What is your usual Mass attendance at St. Anne/St. Joseph Hien?  (Check all answers that apply.) 
   

Daily? _____  Weekly? _____  Monthly? _____  Holy Days Only? _____     
 

Do you also attend any other Catholic churches?  _____  (Check, if Yes).  Please Name Church or Churches: 
 

(1) ____________________________________ (2) _________________________________________ 
 

17. How many hours do you normally volunteer at St. Anne/St. Joseph Hien?   
 

Every Week?_____  Every Month? _____  For Special Projects? _____ 
 

What type of volunteer work do you do?  (Please list these volunteer duties.) 
 

 

 

18. What are your three (3) greatest concerns as a parishioner of St. Anne/St. Joseph Hien Catholic Church today? 
 

 1. 
 

2. 
 

 3.  
 

19. When you were a child, teen and an adult learner, what system of education did you attend?   
 (Please check all boxes that apply.) 
 

 Public  

(Government-Sponsored) 

Private  

(Catholic) 

Highest Level of 

Education Attended 

Primary School  
(Approximately Kinder-

garten through Grade 5) 

Vietnam USA Vietnam USA Vietnam USA 

Middle School   
(Approximately  

Grades 6 – 8) 

Vietnam USA Vietnam USA Vietnam USA 

Secondary (High) 

School  
(Approximately Grades 

9 – 12) 

Vietnam USA Vietnam USA Vietnam USA 

Vocational School 

 

Vietnam USA Vietnam USA Vietnam USA 

University Level 

 

Vietnam USA Vietnam USA Vietnam USA 

 

20. What is your highest educational certificate or degree? _________________________________________ 
   

What subject or profession is your certificate/degree in?________________________________________ 
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21. Your children’s school information: How many of your children attended the following types of schools? 
 

   (Please use numbers.)  
 

Children’s 

Education 

Public  

(Government-Sponsored) 

Private  

(Catholic) 

Highest Level of 

Education Attended 

Primary School  
(Approximately Kinder-

garten through Grade 5) 

Vietnam USA Vietnam USA Vietnam USA 

Middle School   
(Approximately  

Grades 6 – 8) 

Vietnam USA Vietnam USA Vietnam USA 

Secondary (High) 

School  
(Approximately Grades 

9 – 12) 

Vietnam USA Vietnam USA Vietnam USA 

Vocational School 

 

 

Vietnam USA Vietnam USA Vietnam USA 

University Level 

 

 

Vietnam USA Vietnam USA Vietnam USA 

 

22. How many children do you presently have who are 18 years of age or younger? _____________________ 
 

How many are:  

Infants to Pre-kindergarten age? ________     Kindergarten through Grade 5?  ________   

 

In Grade 6 through Grade 8? ________    In Grade 9 through Grade 12?  ________  

  

23. If your children attended public or charter public schools, did your children have a good experience both academically and 

socially?  Please comment. 

 

 
 

24. If your children attended Catholic schools, did your children have a good experience academically, socially, and in 

developing their Catholic identity?  Please comment. 

 

 
 

25. If your children did not attend Catholic schools, what were your reasons?  Please be honest.  We need to learn from your 

answers! 

 

 
 

26. Is there anything else you want the researcher to know about your commitment to the Catholic faith and to preserving your 

Vietnamese heritage? 

 

********************************************************* 
The researcher for this survey is looking for six volunteers 19 years of age or older who would be willing to be 

individually interviewed.  Volunteers will be selected randomly with consideration being given to gender and three 

age groupings.  The researcher will give potential volunteers more information before a commitment needs to be 

made. 
 

Yes, I would consider volunteering for a 1 1/2 hour interview. 

 

Name: ______________________________________  Telephone Number: _______________________ 
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Appendix B: Survey in Vietnamese 

Bản Nghiên Cứu 

về Nguồn Gốc Văn Hóa Việt Nam  

thuộc Cộng Đoàn Công Giáo Thánh Anne/Giuse Hiển 

(Tham dự viên phải từ 19 tuổi trở lên) 

Kính thưa Quý vị Cộng Đoàn Công Giáo Thánh Anne/Giuse Hiển: 

 

Ngày 3 tháng 7 năm 2005, Tôi được hân hạnh tham dự lễ bổ nhiệm của Cha Pio Nguyễn Quang Đán, CMC.  Ngài là 

Cha chánh xứ đầu tiên của Cộng Đoàn Công Giáo Thánh Anne/Giuse Hiển. Từ thời gian đó trở đi, tôi đã cố gắng nghiên 

cứu nhiều hơn về Cộng đoàn Công Giáo của quý vị và về toàn thể người Công giáo Mỹ gốc Việt. Rất ít tài liệu đã viết về 

sự hình thành của Giáo Xứ Thánh Giuse Hiển lúc ban đầu, cũng như sự  lớn mạnh để trở thành một Cộng đoàn phát triển 

như ngày nay. 

Hy vọng của tôi là nếu tôi có thể viết về lịch sử của Cộng đoàn quý vị cho luận án tiến sĩ của tôi, điều này có thể 

khích lệ quý vị ghi lại lịch sử của chính gia đình quý vị cho các thế hệ tương lại. Tôi nghĩ nó rất quan trọng trong việc 

giúp cho những gia đình Công Giáo di dân đến Hoa Kỳ đã lâu, hiểu được những anh chị em Công Giáo mới đến định cư 

tại đất nước này.  

 

Cám ơn sự cộng tác của quý vị trong việc tiếp tục duy trì lịch sử của Công Đoàn Công Giáo Thánh Anne/Giuse Hiển. 

Sharon Tomlin, Trường Đại Học Thánh Tôma, Nghiên cứu sinh tiến sĩ    

******************************************************* 

1. Tuổi của Quý vị? _____________   2.   Nam: _____   Nữ: _____ 
      

3. Nếu quý vị đã lập gia đình, người phối ngẫu có cùng làm bản nghiên cứu này không? _____  
                                             (Xin đánh dấu √, nếu "có") 

4. Quý vị có mấy người con? ____ Bao nhiều người con còn sống? ____ Bao nhiêu người con đã mất? _____ 

 Có mấy người con đang sống tại Mỹ? ______ Có mấy người con đang sống tại Việt nam? ______ 

5. Nơi sinh của Quý vị? ____________________________________________________________________   

6.  Nguyên quán của quý vị thuộc miền nào của Việt nam? (viết tên nguyên quán hoặc chọn trong các miền sau) 

 

         Miền Bắc Việt Nam __________  Miền Trung Việt Nam __________  Miền Nam Việt Nam _________ 

            Tonkin (Bắc Kỳ)  Annam (Trung Kỳ)         Cochinchina (Nam Kỳ) 
 

7. Nếu quý vị sinh tại Việt Nam, quý vị rời Việt Nam lúc mấy tuổi? ______________________   

 Thành phố, thôn xã hay miền nào mà quý vị đã sinh sống ngay trước khi rời Việt Nam? _______________ 

 Nếu quý vị không đến thẳng Hoa Kỳ, quý vị đã tạm định cư tại đâu?  _____________________________   

 Quý vị đã tạm định cư ở đó bao lâu? ____________    
 

8. Quý vị đã sống tại tiểu bang nào đầu tiên khi mới đến định cư tại Hoa Kỳ? __________________________    

9. Khi đến định cư tại Minnesota, quý vị bao nhiêu tuổi? ____________  

10. Tại sao quý vị chọn Minnesota?  (trả lời có thể là; do người mỹ, gia đình người bảo trở, chương trình tái định cư của chính phủ hay 

những nguyên nhân khác.) _________________________________________________________ 

 

11. Quý vị đã lớn lên trong một gia đình Công giáo?  Phải ________  Không ________  (xin chọn câu trả lời đúng.) 

12. Nếu trả lời "không”, vậy quý vị đã trở thành người Công giáo lúc mấy tuổi? _________________________ 
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 Những nguyên nhân nào đã làm quý vị trở lại Đạo Công giáo? _____________________________________ 

13. Có Ba (3) lề luật và truyền thống nào của Công giáo trong thời thơ ấu mà quý vị vẫn còn nhớ? 

 Nếu quý vị là người trở lại Đạo, vậy có ba lề luật, truyền thống hay giáo huấn nào của Giáo hội đã giúp quý vị chấp nhận 

Đạo Công giáo?    

 1. 

 2. 

 3. 

14. Có ba (3) thử thách lớn nhất nào mà quý vị đã gặp phải khi quý vị Thờ phượng đạo Công giáo tại Thành phố Saint Paul và 

Minneapolis? 

 1. 

 2. 

 3. 

15. Có ba (3) nghi lễ, tập tục hay kinh nghiệm nào của Công Giáo ngày nay đã làm phong phú thêm cho niềm tin của quý vị? 
 

  1. 

  2. 

  3. 

16. Quý vị có đi lễ thường xuyên tại nhà thờ Thánh Anne/Giuse Hiển? (xin chọn tất cả các câu đúng) 

 Hằng ngày? _____     Hằng tuần? _____     Hằng tháng? _____     Chỉ những ngày Lễ trọng? _____ 

 Quý vị có đi lễ ở các nhà thờ Công giáo khác? ____ (√, nếu có).  Xin cho biết tên các nhà thờ đó: 

 (1) _______________________________________      (2) ________________________________________  

17. Quý vị làm việc thiện nguyện tại Giáo xứ Thánh Anne/Giuse Hiển khoảng bao nhiêu tiếng cho: 

 Mỗi tuần? _____     Mỗi tháng? _____     Những dự án đặc biệt? _____ 

 Quý vị làm thiện nguyện cho những công việc gì? (xin liệt kê những công việc thiện nguyện đó) 

 _________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

18.Ba (3) mối quan tâm lớn nhất ngày nay của người giáo dân Giáo xứ Thánh Anne/Giuse Hiển là gì?   

1. 

2. 

3. 

19. Khi quý vị còn nhỏ, là một học sinh thanh thiếu niên, quý vị đã được giáo dục trong một hệ thống nào?  
(xin √ tất cả các ô trống nào đúng của quý vị) 

 

 Trường Công lập  
(Chính phủ tài trợ) 

Trường Tư thục  
(Công giáo) 

Trình độ cao nhất đã học 

Tiểu Học 
(Từ Mẫu giáo đến lớp 5) 

Việt Nam Hoa Kỳ Việt Nam Hoa Kỳ Việt Nam Hoa Kỳ 

Trung Học 
(Lớp 6-12) 

Việt Nam Hoa Kỳ Việt Nam Hoa Kỳ Việt Nam Hoa Kỳ 

Trường Nghề 

 

Việt Nam Hoa Kỳ Việt Nam Hoa Kỳ Việt Nam Hoa Kỳ 

Đại Học 

 

Việt Nam Hoa Kỳ Việt Nam Hoa Kỳ Việt Nam Hoa Kỳ 
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20. Bằng cấp hay chứng chỉ cao nhất của quý vị? __________________________________________________ 

   Bằng cấp hay chứng chỉ của quý vị thuộc ngành chuyên môn nào?__________________________________ 

21. Học vấn của  con cái quý vị: Có bao nhiêu người con của quý vị đã theo học trong các trường sau đây? (xin viết số.)  

Trình độ của 

con cái 

Trường Công lập 
(Chính phủ tài trợ) 

Trường Tư Thục 
(Công giáo) 

Trình độ cao nhất đã học 

Tiểu Học 
(Mẫu giáo - lơp 5) 

 

Việt Nam Hoa Kỳ Việt Nam Hoa Kỳ Việt Nam Hoa Kỳ 

Trung Học 
(Lớp 6- 12) 

 

Việt Nam Hoa Kỳ Việt Nam Hoa Kỳ Việt Nam Hoa Kỳ 

Trường Nghề 

 

 

Việt Nam Hoa Kỳ Việt Nam Hoa Kỳ Việt Nam Hoa Kỳ 

Đại Học 

 

 

Việt Nam Hoa Kỳ Việt Nam Hoa Kỳ Việt Nam Hoa Kỳ 

 

22. Có bao nhiêu người con hiện tại 18 tuổi hoặc nhỏ hơn? _____________________ 

Có bao nhiêu người con tuổi từ:  

em bé đến trước-mẫu giáo? __________     Mẫu giáo đến lớp 5? ___________   

Lớp 6 đến lớp 8? ________   Lớp 9 đến lớp 12?   ____________  

23. Nếu con em của quý vị đã học tại các trường công hay tư thục, chúng có đạt được những kinh nghiệm tốt về cả hai mặt 

học vấn cũng như xã hội? Xin cho ý kiến. 

 

 

24. Nếu con em của quý vị đã học tại các trường Công giáo, chúng có đạt được những kinh nghiệm tốt về học vấn, xã hội, và 

cùng lúc phát triển đặc tính Công giáo của chúng? Xin cho ý kiến 

 

 

25. Nếu con em của quý vị đã không học tại các trường Công giáo, xin cho biết những nguyên nhân của quý vị? 

Xin quý vị trả lời một cách trung thực. Chúng tôi cần học hỏi từ câu trả lời của quý vị! 

 

 

26. Còn những ý kiến gì mà quý vị muốn chúng tôi, người làm khảo cứu, biết thêm về sự tận tâm đối với niềm tin Công giáo và 

sự tiếp tục duy trì di sản văn hóa Việt Nam của quý vị? 

 

***************************************************** 

Người làm nghiên cứu này đang tìm sáu tình nguyện viên tuổi từ 19 trở lên để được phỏng vấn riêng biệt.  Tình nguyện viên 

sẽ được chọn một cách ngẫu nhiên theo giới tính và ba độ tuổi khác nhau. 
 

Vâng, Tôi có ý muốn làm tình nguyện viên cho cuộc phỏng vấn khoảng 1.5 tiếng. 

 

Tên: ________________________________________________  Số Điện thoại: ________________________________ 
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Appendix C: Explanations to Participants 

  
Survey Explanation (Published in parish bulletin one week before surveys are distributed): 

 

Dear St. Anne/St. Joseph Hien Catholic Church Parishioners: 

 

On July 3, 2005, I attended the installation Mass for Fr. Pius Dan Nguyen, CMC when he became the first 

pastor of St. Anne/St. Joseph Hien Catholic Church.  Ever since that time, I have tried to learn more about 

both your parish and about Vietnamese American Catholics.  Very little has been written down about how 

the original St. Joseph Hien parish initially was created and how it grew into the thriving community it is 

today.   

My hope is that if I can begin writing down the history of the parish community for my doctoral 

dissertation, that this might encourage you to begin recording your own family histories for future 

generations.  I think it is also very important for Catholics whose families immigrated to the United States 

many years ago to understand their brothers and sisters who have more recently immigrated to this 

country. 

 

Thank you, for your help in preserving the history of St. Anne‟s/St. Joseph Hien Catholic Church. 
 

Vietnamese Interviewee Explanation: 

 

Dear St. Anne/St. Joseph Hien Catholic Church Interviewees: 

 

Early this winter, I conducted a parish-wide survey at St. Anne/St. Joseph Hien Catholic Church.  The 

purpose of the survey was to gather information that would help me to better understand the religious and 

educational backgrounds and present commitments of current parish families.  Now, my research needs to 

focus on understanding in a more personal way, how the original St. Joseph Hien parish was formed and 

what effort was needed for it to become the thriving community that it is today.  My hope is that my 

efforts will be the beginning of other writers recording their own family religious histories for future 

generations.  I also think it is very important for Catholics whose families immigrated to the United States 

many years ago to understand their brothers and sisters who have more recently immigrated to this 

country.  I humbly hope to be instrumental in helping this happen. 

 

If you agree to participate in the interviews, I will arrange to set up a meeting with you at a location and 

time that is convenient for you.  I will mail the questions to you one week before the interview so you 

may look them over and will not be surprised or caught off guard by any of them.  The interview will be 

approximately 1½ hours in length and will be audio taped.  As mentioned on the consent form, there is a 

risk that someone reading the dissertation and familiar with parishioners might recognize your story.  In 

order to minimize this possibility, you will be able to create a name that I will use when writing about 

your interview.  I will also use only general terms to describe details, such as the regions rather than 

specific cities where you have lived and age ranges rather than your exact ages.  You will also be able to 

skip any question you feel uncomfortable answering.    

 

Thank you, for your help in preserving the history of St. Anne‟s/St. Joseph Hien Catholic Church. 
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Appendix D: Content for Statements of Confidentiality 

 
TRANSLATION OF VIETNAMESE RESPONSES 

 

(Title the Same) 
 “Breathing New Life into an Old Edifice:   

Research Study of a Vietnamese American Catholic Parish” 
 

This study is being conducted by: (Same on Both Forms) 
  
Sharon L. Tomlin, Ed.S. Dr. Susan J. Huber, Ed.D.  
Primary Investigator  Faculty Supervisor 
University of St. Thomas University of St. Thomas 
Home Telephone: 651-464-6929 651-962-4550 
E-mail: SLTOMLIN@stthomas.edu SJHUBER@stthomas.edu 

 
Confidentiality Statement: 
I understand that the content of the responses that I will be translating for Sharon Tomlin’s dissertation 
research on the history of the St. Joseph Hien Catholic parish community needs to be held in strict 
confidence and may not be shared with others.  I also understand that procedures are in place to 
safeguard the parishioners’ identities.  I will be translating only those sections of surveys or interviews 
where a parishioner might revert to Vietnamese for clarity of thought.  I understand that 2 – 3 translators 
will be used in order to keep confidentiality.  While translating responses, I will keep them in a secure 
location.  Once translated, all copies of responses from audio tapes, transcripts and surveys will be 
returned to Sharon Tomlin for security purposes.  I am not an employee of the Archdiocese of Saint Paul 
and Minneapolis, nor a member of the St. Anne/St. Joseph Hien parish community. 

 

TRANSCRIPTION OF RESEARCH INTERVIEWS 
 
Confidentiality Statement: 
I understand that the content of the interviews that I will be transcribing for Sharon Tomlin’s dissertation 
research on the history of the St. Joseph Hien Catholic parish community needs to be held in strict 
confidence and may not be shared with others.  While transcribing tapes, I will keep them in a secure 
location in my home.  Once transcribed, all audio tapes and transcripts will be returned to Sharon Tomlin 
for security purposes.  I am not an employee of the Archdiocese of Saint Paul and Minneapolis, nor a 
member of a Catholic Church in the Archdiocese. 
 
Contacts and Questions: (Same on Both Forms) 
If you have concerns that confidentiality may have been breached, you may contact Sharon Tomlin at 
651-464-6929 or the faculty supervisor, Dr. Susan Huber at 651-962-4550.  You may also contact the 
University of St. Thomas Institutional Review Board at 651-962-5341 with any questions or concerns. 
 
Statement of Consent (Same on Both Forms)  
 
I have read the above information and agree to abide by the confidentiality requirements. 
 
______________________________   ________________ 
Signature of Study Participant    Date 
 
______________________________   ________________ 
Signature of Researcher    Date 
(You will be given a copy of this form to keep for your records.) 
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Appendix E: Consent Form 

 

CONSENT FORM 
University of St. Thomas 

 

Breathing New Life into an Old Edifice:  
A Case Study of an Inner City Vietnamese American Catholic Parish 

[IRB Number B08-062-3] 
 

(St. Anne / St. Joseph Hien Parishioner Form) 
 

I am conducting a study about the history of the St. Joseph Hien Catholic parish community. I invite you 
to participate in this research.  You were selected as a possible participant because of your membership 
in the parish and/or because of your knowledge of the parish’s history.  Please read this form and ask any 
questions you may have before agreeing to be in the study. 
 
This study is being conducted by:  

Sharon L. Tomlin, Ed.S. Dr. Susan J. Huber, Ed.D.   
Primary Investigator Faculty Supervisor 
University of St. Thomas University of St. Thomas 
Home Telephone: 651-464-6929 651-962-4550 
E-mail: SLTOMLIN@stthomas.edu SJHUBER@stthomas.ed 
 
Background Information: 
 
The purpose of this study is to record how the early Vietnamese Catholic refugees and immigrants began 
worshiping together as a culturally-organized church community and to study how they grew into the 
thriving parish that they are today.  A secondary purpose of the study is to learn from parishioners what 
their views are on both American public and Catholic education.   
 
Procedures: 
 
If you agree to be in this study, I will ask you to meet with me for approximately 1 ½ hours at a location 
that is convenient for you.  This could be at a café or restaurant close to your home or in the parish 
offices.  A week before the interview, I will send you the questions, so that you are not surprised by any of 
the questions and have time to think about your answers.  The interview will be audio taped, so that I 
have accurate details of the information you are sharing with me.  
 
Risks and Benefits of Being in the Study: 
 
The risk to interviewees is minimal; however, those who are being interviewed as leaders within the 
Vietnamese community might be identifiable.  To further minimize this risk, participants may skip any 
question deemed uncomfortable.  Participants will also be able to choose a pseudonym, if they would like 
to do so.  
 
This will be helpful to the St. Anne/St. Joseph Hien Catholic Church because at the present time, an 
extensive history has not been done.  It will also be helpful to the wider Catholic community as it attempts 
to understand and serve the newer refugee and immigrant communities coming into the Twin Cities area. 
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Confidentiality: 
 
The records of this study will be kept private.  In any sort of report I publish, I will not include information 
that will make it possible to identify you in any way.  Research records will be kept in a locked file.  My 
dissertation faculty supervisor and I are the only persons who will have access to the records, other than 
the person who is typing the written copy of the tape recordings.  This person has signed a Statement of 
Confidentiality.  She is not a member of the St. Anne/St. Joseph Hien Catholic Church, nor an employee 
of the Archdiocese of Saint Paul and Minneapolis. 
 
Voluntary Nature of the Study: 
 
Your participation in this study is entirely voluntary. Your decision whether or not to participate will not 
affect your current or future relations with St. Anne/St. Joseph Hien Catholic Church, the Archdiocese of 
Saint Paul and Minneapolis or the University of St. Thomas.  If you decide to participate, you are free to 
withdraw at any time without penalty.  Should you decide to withdraw within sixty days from when the 
data was collected, the data about you will not be used in the dissertation. 

 
 
Contacts and Questions 
 
My name is Sharon Tomlin.  You may ask any questions you have now.  If you have questions later, you 
may contact me at 651-464-6929 or my faculty supervisor, Dr. Susan Huber at 651-962-4550.  You may 
also contact the University of St. Thomas Institutional Review Board at 651-962-5341 with any questions 
or concerns. 
 
(You will be given a copy of this form to keep for your records.) 
 
 
Statement of Consent: 
 
I have read the above information.  My questions have been answered to my satisfaction.  I consent to 
participate in the study.  I also grant my permission to be audio taped for interviews. 
 
 
 
______________________________   ________________ 
Signature of Study Participant    Date 
 
 
 
______________________________   ________________ 
Signature of Researcher    Date 
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Appendix F: Interview Questions 

Interview Questions for Vietnamese American Catholics 

Interviewee: _________________________________________________  Date: _____________________ 

 

Pseudonym for Dissertation: ___________________________________  Signed Release: _______ 

                 (Yes) 

************ 

Interview Questions with Vietnamese American Parishioners 

 

1. What was it like growing up Catholic (or converting to Catholicism) in Vietnam?  Or what stories did  

       your parents/grandparents tell you about growing up Catholic (or converting to Catholicism) in Vietnam? 

 

2.  When did you leave Vietnam?  Why?  Where were you processed for entry into the U.S.?  How did you find a 

sponsor?  Stories. 

 

3.  What did you find most challenging about finding a place to worship when you first came to the Twin 

Cities? 

    

a. Did you consider belonging to parishes that were closer to your home?  Explain.   

 

b. Did you consider any of the other parishes having Vietnamese American members?  Explain. 

 

4.  When and how did you become involved with other Vietnamese Catholics in the Archdiocese? 

 

a. What was happening in the Vietnamese Catholic community when you first became involved? 

 

b. What has your involvement been with the community since that time? 

 

5. Do you think it is easier or more difficult to be Catholic in the United States compared to Vietnam? 

 

6. What have been some of the challenges parishioners have faced in their efforts to become a culturally 

organized parish? 

 

a. How are (were) decisions made regarding the direction (beginnings) of St. Joseph Hien Parish? 

 

b. Do you think the Archdiocese of St. Paul and Minneapolis supported the efforts of your parishioner 

leaders?  Were there any obstacles? 

 

7. What do you like best about being a St. Joseph Hien parishioner? 

 

8. What is your greatest hope for the St. Anne/St. Joseph Hien community as it moves forward? 

 

What is your greatest hope for your own family, as Vietnamese American Catholics? 

 

9. What gifts and benefits do Vietnamese American Catholics bring to the wider archdiocesan Catholic 

community? 

 

Interviewees with Children: Page 2 
 

10. What do you see as the most challenging part of passing on your faith to your children?  Grandchildren? 

 

11. What do you see as the most challenging part of passing on your Vietnamese culture to your children? 

    Grandchildren? 
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12. Did/Do your children attend a public, public charter or Catholic schools? 

 

       Are you pleased with the educational experiences your children have received?   Yes____  No ____  

 

a. What did you think the schools did well?  What was disappointing to you?  How did your children do  

in school academically?  Socially?  What was your biggest worry?   

 

b. What suggestions would you give school administrators that would have helped your children? 

 

c. Did you feel you had a choice of where to send your children to school?  What could Catholic schools 

have done to make Catholic schools more available to you? 

 

****Is there anything else you think I should know about the parish and the future of the parish? 

 

Interviewees with Young Adults or Adults with No Children: Page 2 

 

10. What do you see as the most challenging part of your parents wishing to pass on their faith to you and 

your siblings?  Grandparents? 

 

11. What do you see as the most challenging part of your parents wishing to pass on to you and your siblings 

the Vietnamese culture?  Grandparents? 

 

12. Did you attend public, public charter or Catholic schools?  _________________________  

 

Do you think you received a quality educational experience?   Yes____  No ____  

 

a. What did you think the schools did well?  What aspects of your schooling did you not like?  How did 

you do in school academically?  Socially?  Did you feel prepared for your next step (college, 

vocational training)?   

 

b. What suggestions would you give school administrators that would have helped you in school? 

 

c. Do you feel the language/cultural/religion classes at St. Joseph Hien helped you retain and have pride 

in your Vietnamese heritage?  A strong commitment to the Catholic Church and to nurturing your 

faith?  

 

****What else do you think I need to know about this parish and the future of this parish? 

 

13. (Question for young adults only.)   

 Do you see yourself being a lifelong Catholic?   

 Do you see the Roman Catholic Church as relevant to you and your needs?   

 Do you see yourself ever worshiping differently than your parents and grandparents?   

 How important is it to you to worship in a “culturally-focused” church? 

 How do you describe St. Anne/St. Joseph Hien Catholic Church to Vietnamese American friends who are 

not Catholic?  Are not Christian? 

 Do you have to give up part of your cultural heritage to be Catholic? 

 
When Appropriate: 

I have been reading documents from the Asian Catholic Synods, and have also read most of what Fr. Peter C. 

Phan, and Cardinal Thuan has written.  I have also been reading about Vietnamese Catholicism and how it has 

been shaped by Buddhism, Confucius, the French missionaries and the wider Catholic Church.  

 Who has influenced your faith development?  Any Vietnamese American Catholic leaders, in particular?   

 What other writers should I be studying to better understand St. Anne/St. Joseph Hien parishioners? 
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