His ission,
Our ission

25 Years of Witnessing to the Word
in Thailand

Society of the Divine Word, Australia Province
2024






His Mission, Our Mission

25 Years of Witnessing to the Word in Thailand

Society of the Divine Word, Australia Province
Thailand, 2024



Cover and logo design by Pronpol Paul Rakboonyuang

Published by Asian Research Center for Religion and Social Communication,
St John’s University, Vibhavadi Rangsit, Chatuchak, Bangkok, Thailand 10900
Printed at SVD Bangkok, 103/37 Soi Ngamwongwan 30, Laksi, Bangkok,
Thailand 10210

Copyright 2024 Asian Research Center for Religion and Social Communication,
St John’s University, Thailand

ISBN 978-974-487-167-1



25 Years of Witnessing to the Word in Thailand 1

TABLE OF CONTENTS

Foreword
Fr Anthony Le Duc S17D 7

Message on the Occasion of the Silver Jubilee of the SVD
Presence in Thailand-Myanmar
Fr Paulus Budi Kleden S1°D 12

Message From Provincial Superior
Frl. A. Rass SVVD 16

° A = s Y
ﬂTE]'JEJWiLHE]\ﬂHI@ﬂ?f’fﬂﬁ@\‘lﬂiﬂi@ﬂ 25 ﬂﬂ]@\‘lﬂﬂww53’35]141@96119\1‘1/‘153!,5]111!

szmelne / Congratulatory Message for the 25th Anniversary of

SVD in Thailand
Bishop Joseph Luechai Thatwisai 19

Reflecting on 25 Years of Mission in Thailand:
A Journey of Faith and Service
Albano Da Costa ST°D 23

Congratulations Message from AUS Province Counsillor
Boni Buahendr: ST"D 26

. . . 4 ]
SVD Thailand Timeline / Tnifladidumaumanssnssymuvesnas

4 ]
NILIVADVINT LI MH 52 Ing 28

Q & A with Br Damien Lunders SVD /
Q&A aswuaiiou dueesa SVD 46

Q&A with Br Ron Fratzke SVD /
Q&A asansou wilsin SVD 54



2 His Mission, Our Mission

Embracing the Joys and Challenges of Missionary Life in Rural
. d' a A 9 aa dy d‘ [
Thailand / TaUﬂaﬂﬂamwwwmmzmmmmwiummssun@iuwumu

lna
Fr Truong Thong Le ST°D 61

A Journey of Faith and Cultural Understanding /
dumaniannuonazanud laludausssy

Fr Bernardus IN. Bella S1°D 65

Celebrating Diversity and Unity /
maunasInNuHaINHaeazANuurilufe,
Fr Chanthavong Anisong ST "D 69

Committing to Missionary Service / umluamsulsd
Fr Anthony Tat Binh Nguyen S17°D 74

Forming Cultural and Spiritual Connections /
AeFuiuinaIndna
Fr Duc Linh Nguyen S1°D 79

Bonds of Faith in Rural Thailand / mm@ﬂﬁ’uﬁiumwm%
Fr Rajasekhar Reddy Bobba S17D 84

Meeting Challenges, Building Community /
ﬁﬂﬁuﬁ']llﬂa']\?ﬂ’NﬂJﬁ']ﬂ']ﬂ
Fr Peter Tran Hai Ha S17D 87

pisudsgaumsaiausssugaluldszmelne
Fr Tran The Vinh SVD 90

A Place I Call Home / anwiinnuidoni “thu”
Fr Anthony Le Duc ST'D 92



25 Years of Witnessing to the Word in Thailand 3

wisthuilsgaumssinusssugalulszmene
Fr EX Pham Dinb Tuan S1°D 97

Finding God’s Call: A Wlndmg]ourney to M1551onary Vocatlon
among Migrants / M3sAUMININTUTINUBINIIN: mimumwmmmﬁ

ﬂigLlf’fliElﬂ‘ﬁiilll]@]‘ﬂ"mﬂﬁNlJiiﬂ"IQBWEIW
Deacon Peter Dang Quoc Cuong ST°D 99

My Vocation Journey as an SVD Student /
idunenszuaisonlugiuzindnyn
Frt Bbumbodin Hiranrattanajinda ST"D 105

Called to Missionary Life
Novice Peter Hung Dinh Ngnyen 113

7-Year Journey in Thailand:
From Migrant Worker to Religious Life
Novice Joseph Phan Van Thong 118

SVD House in Bangkok: The Place for the Wayfarer
Tran Minh Nhat 122

@ a o @ a . . . . . .
WusNIveInTzeIAneusnavews1 / His Mission is Our Mission
Phornphan Inthisan Pothi 130

anumagilait Idhanluyaisthudeegases /
Pride in Working at the Mother of Perpetual Help Center
Bunklang Pimul 134

¥almiazaunda / A New Life Filled with Hope
Petawan Chari 141



4 His Mission, Our Mission

Uszaumsaisauauivame SVD / My Experience with SVD

Missionaries
Ratthiya Suwannaseth 145

Fresh Vegetables for Vietnamese Refugees
Auwugustine Duc Trong 151

Collaborating with SVD Priests in Vietnamese Migrant Ministry
Joseph Bui Dinh Anb 159

Mission on the Mat:
Church Youth Group Shares Food, Life, and Hope
Fr Anthony e Duc 17D 163

A Summer to Remember: American Seminarians Experience
Mission Work in Thailand
Sergio Morales Rangel 176

Br Bernd Ruffing SVD: “I Tried to be a Brother
to Those Who Needed Someone”
STV'D Australia News 180

OTP Experience in Thailand
Has Deep Impact on Truong Le SVD

Frt Truong Thong Le S1°D 186
A Mother’s Legacy Reaches Thailand

Gary and Barbara Grendys 192
Br Damien LLunders SVD Celebrates

Golden Jubilee of Vows

ST'D Australia News 197

Thai District Gives Thanks for 20 Years of Mission
STV'D Australia News 202



25 Years of Witnessing to the Word in Thailand 5

Fr Toub Keeps Busy at Home with Acts of Service
S1V'D Australia News 206

Thailand AIDS Education Program Targets Parents & Caregivers
STV'D Australia News 208

Learning the Language Key to Unlocking Culture in Mission
SV'D Australia News 211

SVDs in Thailand Reach out to Poor, Sick in Local Community
S1V'D Australia News 214

Christmas Joy Comes to Thailand Hospice Patients, AIDS Centre
Residents
STV'D Australia News 218

Fr Toub Returns to Thailand, Thankful for Lessons on God,
Faith & Life
SV'D Australia News 221

New Role Fosters Research into Religion and Communication

SV'D Australia News 224
Following the Will of God
STV'D Chicago News 230

Fr Anthony Gives Lectures to PNG Seminarians on “Ecological
Conscience” and “Social Media”

STV'D Australia News 234

Village Children Start School Year with New Uniforms, Supplies
S1V'D Australia News 238

Visit to Thailand and Myanmar Highlights ‘Inspirational” Work

Being Done by Missionaries
STV'D Australia News 242



6 His Mission, Our Mission

AUS Province Members Contribute to New Book on Caring for

Our Common Home
ST'D Australia News 245

25 uriansens
SV'D Thailand 250

SVD Australia Province Vision and Mission Statement

Av o 4 @ a
ANINAY 1Y WUTND 266

[

Getting to Know the Society of the Divine Word / ﬁimmi nNu

4
AUTNTZIVUINDUDINT LI 269



25 Years of Witnessing to the Word in Thailand 7

Foreword

When I arrived at the SVD District community house in Nong
Bua Lamphu, Thailand, late last year for a visit, Br Damien
Lunders, one of the two founders of the SVD community in
Thailand, informed me that he wanted me to be in charge of
producing the publication to commemorate the Silver Jubilee
of the Society of the Divine Word in Thailand. I agreed to take
on the project because, within the District, I already have
considerable experience in this area as the editor of an aca-
demic journal and having also published a number of books.

As I contemplated how to proceed with implementing the
task, I decided on a simple but appropriate format for the
book. It would consist of three types of content: (1) words to
us; (2) words by us; and (3) words about us.

Firstly, the “words to us” comprise messages from various
notable individuals including Fr Paulus Budi Kleden SVD, the
Superior General at the time the book was being prepared; Fr
I.A. Rass SVD, the Provincial Leader of the Australia Province
of which Thailand is a part; Bishop Joseph Luechai Thatwisai,
Bishop of Udon Thani Diocese where most SVDs have been
serving for the last 25 years; and members of the Provincial
Council — Frs Boni Buahendri SVD and Albano Da Costa
SVD.

These messages convey sentiments of celebration, gratitude,
and encouragement. They celebrate the significant milestone
of 25 years of dedicated service, express deep gratitude for the
hard work and impact of the SVD members in various
ministries, especially in HIV/AIDS care, education, and
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pastoral care, and extend thanks to the local communities,
other religious congregations, and diocesan leadership for their
support and collaboration. The messages also encourage
continued commitment and innovation in mission work,
emphasizing the willingness to adapt to the changing needs of
the people served, promoting understanding and reconci-
liation, and expanding mission efforts with a hopeful and
determined outlook for the future.

Secondly, the “words by us” come from confreres who are
serving in Thailand or have begun their vocational journey as
SVD candidates in Thailand. The pieces from our members
are intentionally short, reflecting the reality that most of the
members are more comfortable with expressing themselves
through actions than words. Despite the brevity of the
reflections, they reveal a profound dedication by our confreres
to their mission, characterized by long-term commitment and
a willingness to face significant challenges. They express a deep
sense of gratitude and joy, finding fulfillment in the positive
impact of their work on local communities. Despite facing
cultural and language barriers, financial constraints, and the
emotional toll of their pastoral duties, the SVD confreres
demonstrate remarkable resilience. They draw strength from
their faith and the support of both their fellow missionaries
and the local communities they serve, highlighting the import-
ance of partnership and teamwork in achieving their goals.

Moreover, the SVD missionaries show a deep respect for Thai
culture, making concerted efforts to integrate by learning the
language and adapting to local customs. This cultural sensi-
tivity facilitates trust and meaningful relationships with the
people they serve. Looking ahead, they express hope for the
continued growth and sustainability of their missions, acknow-
ledging the need for ongoing resources and support. They
envision a vibrant and adaptable mission that responds to the
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evolving needs of the community while remaining true to their
core values of service and compassion.

The reflections by young confreres who received their religious
vocational calling to the SVD in Thailand express sentiments
of gratitude, resilience, and transformative growth. Despite
initial reluctance and challenges, such as cultural and linguistic
barriers, they were overcome through faith and dedication.
The narratives highlight the profound impact of community
life, intercultural experiences, and witnessing the dedication of
SVD priests and brothers, ultimately strengthening their com-
mitment to their missionary vocation. Despite facing loneli-
ness, anxiety, and significant challenges, these young men in
formation express deep appreciation for the journey that has
shaped their faith and prepared them for future service.

Finally, the “words about us” come from a variety of sources,
including reflections by our lay partners, individuals who have
directly experienced SVD ministry in their lives, and SVD
news websites that have run stories on the SVD work in
Thailand over the years. Thus, this section comprises both new
and old articles that help to chronicle the SVD missionary
endeavor in Thailand.

From the various accounts, the SVD missionaries in Thailand
are perceived as compassionate and dedicated individuals who
are deeply committed to serving the needs of the communities
they work with. Through their various ministries, such as
providing care for those affected by HIV/AIDS, supporting
marginalized families, supporting migrant workers and asylum
seekers, and pastoral care and outreach to people in under-
developed parishes, they have made strong impressions on the
people they serve. Their willingness to immerse themselves in
local cultures and address pressing social issues reflects a
genuine concern for the well-being of others, fostering a sense
of trust and appreciation among the communities they work
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with. Moreover, their openness to different cultural back-
grounds and their proactive engagement with local challenges
demonstrate an empathetic approach that resonates deeply
with those they assist, reinforcing the perception of the SVD
missionaries as valuable companions and sources of spiritual
and emotional support.

On a personal note, as part of the Thailand SVD team, pre-
paring this modest publication has also been a transformative
experience, helping me to appreciate more deeply the chal-
lenges and efforts of my brother SVDs in their various
ministerial contexts. As someone who has at times suffered
from a condition described metaphorically by the Vietnamese
adage, “The home Buddha does not inspire awe,” I can
understand how a lack of appreciation, respect, and mutual
support can take place within our own religious communities.
Gathering the words to us, by us, and about us for this volume
has helped me grasp more clearly how each of the SVDs in
Thailand is trying to carry out the vision and mission of the
Society in the local contexts. It has helped me gain greater
understanding of each person’s challenges, insights into their
struggles, and gratitude for their individual efforts to affirm
that “His life is our life, His mission our mission.”

As a small religious congregation in a small Catholic Church in
Thailand, the impact of the SVDs in this country is necessarily
limited. Nevertheless, the vision and mission of the Society to
proclaim the kingdom of God remain no less a goal for us.
Moreover, as a community of missionary disciples from
different nations and languages, we will continue to strive

towards becoming a living symbol of the unity and diversity of
the Church.

In this endeavor, as we weave together the tapestry of our
shared journey, our collective efforts, though humble, resonate
with profound significance. Each word communicated, each
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story shared, and each reflection offered becomes a testament
to the spirit of creative discipleship that defines us as SVD
missionaries. As we commemorate our Silver Jubilee, may this
publication not only celebrate our past achievements but also
inspire us to continue walking steadfastly in our shared
mission, guided by the belief that our unity in diversity is
indeed a reflection of the kingdom we strive to proclaim.

Anthony Le Duc S17D
Bangkok, June 4, 2024
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Superior General
Fr Paulus Budi Kleden SVD

Message on the Occasion of the Silver
Jubilee of the SVD Presence in
Thailand-Myanmar

On the occasion of the silver jubilee of the SVD presence in
Thailand-Myanmar, in the name of the General Council and
on behalf of the whole Congregation, I want to congratulate
the Australian Province, especially all the confreres of the
Thailand-Myanmar District. Let us pause to reflect on the
significance of this milestone and the journey we have
undertaken over the past 25 years. This occasion marks not
just the passage of time but a testament to the commitment to
serve God’s people in this land.
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Our presence in Thailand began with a unique novum - two
Brothers, Bro. Damien Lunders and Jim Wilkins ventured
forth to start a mission in their “advanced youthfulness,” as Fr
Henry Barlage, the then Superior General, wrote to them in
June 1999. Their bold step set the stage for a vibrant
community of SVD members, numbering 14 confreres today,
including two Brothers. Their pioneering spirit reminds us that
every member of our Congregation, regardless of their role or
background, is vital to our shared mission.

The mission in Thailand has been one of witness through
service, mainly focused on caring for those who have
HIV/AIDS. The Mother of Perpetual Help Center has
evolved into a hospice, children’s center, and teenage center
(Ban Mae Marie). The staff also visits the schools for the AIDS
Education and Awareness Program. Besides, our confreres
also work as teachers at government schools and lecturer at the
national major seminary, pastoring the migrants and attending
to the small Catholic communities in ten parishes in the
diocese of Udon Thani. In all these ministries, compassion and
service should remain our motivation, and inspire us to be
signs of hope in a world marked by suffering and injustice.

Equally significant is our presence among Thailand’s Buddhist
majority. Though the dialogue with Buddhism was not the
primary objective, our interactions with the Thai people have
led us to embrace this opportunity for mutual understanding
and respect. Through dialogue and collaboration, we strive to
build friendship and solidarity bridges, enriching our faith and
the wider community. We are grateful that later a confrere
specialized on Buddhist environmental spirituality to help our
new missionaries understand the people we are dealing with
and promote dialogue with them.
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As we look to the future, let us heed the call to discernment
and renewal. We must remain attentive to the changing needs
of the people we serve and explore new avenues for mission.
As SVD missionaries, we are called to inspire hope and be
agents of change in a world often marred by discrimination
and wounds. Let us not be content with the s#atus guno but strive
for excellence in all we do, seeking new opportunities for
service and growth. This may require us to venture beyond our
current ministries and territories, always guided by the spirit of
fraternity and service that defines us as SVD members. Dis-
cerning what administrative structure is required to enhance
our presence and service is of crucial importance. Further-
more, despite the many difficulties, the efforts to promote
vocation should be our joint commitment.

Together, let us continue to build bridges of understanding and
reconciliation, reaching out to our Buddhist brothers and
sisters with humility and respect. Let us also nurture a culture
of collaboration and partnership, working hand in hand with
local communities and other religious organizations to create
a more just and compassionate society.

On this occasion, I extend my heartfelt thanks to all who have
contributed to our mission in Thailand-Myanmar. I am deeply
grateful for hospitality and support of the bishop of Udon
Thani, the diocesan clergy, the faithful who have welcomed us
into their midst, and members of other religious congrega-
tions. I commend our collaborators at the Mother of Perpetual
Help Center for their tireless dedication to the sick and the
needy. I also thank the provincial leadership and all the
confreres of the Australian Province for embracing Thailand-
Myanmar as part of their mission. And to you, my dear
confreres in Thailand-Myanmar, thank youl!
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In the spirit of our 19th General Chapter’s theme, “Your light
must shine before others: faithful and creative disciples in a
wounded world,” T urge you my dear SVD confreres in
Thailand to embrace this call to action with vigor and
determination. Let your light shine brightly in every corner of
Thailand-Myanmar, illuminating the darkness with the love
and compassion of Christ.

Your faithful and creative discipleship inspires us all, and I am
proud of your dedication and commitment to the mission. May
you always work in the synodal spirit, fostering a culture of
collaboration and partnership that strengthens our collective
efforts. I pray for your good health and well-being as you con-
tinue to serve the people of Thailand-Myanmar with passion
and integrity.

May God bless you abundantly as you continue your mission
in Thailand-Myanmar and may the next 25 years be filled with
even more incredible blessings and achievements.

Rome, April 2024
Yours in Christ,

Paulus Budi Kleden SVD
Superior General

Note: Since the writing of this message, Fr Panlus Budi Kleden has been
appointed by Pope Francis on May 25, 2024 to be archbishop of Ende
Archdiocese, Indonesia. A new Superior General will be elected at the
General Chapter in Sunmer 2024 in Newa, Italy.
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Provincial Leader
Fr 1. A. Rass SVD

It is with great joy and reverence that we celebrate a remarkable
milestone in the history of the Divine Word Missionaries — 25
years of dedicated service and unwavering commitment to the
people of the Land of Smiles, Thailand. This significant
occasion marks a quarter of a century since the Divine Word
Missionaries set foot in this beautiful land, bringing with them
the message of hope, love, and compassion.

Following the example of the Divine Word, our mission in
Thailand is to incarnate onrselves into the lives of the Thai people
and thereby be of true wissionary service to them. (Thatland
Vision Statement).

This was the leitmotif of Br Damien Lunders, SVD, Br James
Wilkins SVD, R.I.P) when they first arrived in 1999 and joined
later by Br Ron Fratzke SVD (2002), Fr Truc Quoc Phan, SVD
(2007), Fr Anthony Le Duc SVD (2007) and Br. Bernd
Ruffing, SVD (2010). Today twelve confreres from five
nationalities are ministering in Nong Bua Lamphu and
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Bangkok armed with the same good news to reach where the
gospel has not been preached sufficiently.

Over the past 25 years, the Divine Word Missionaries have
touched countless lives, spreading the light of faith and the
warmth of kindness through openness and respect for the local
culture and church, seeking peripheral and neglected areas of
Thai society.

There are too many pastoral activities in which the light of
Christ has shone brightly to mention, especially at the Mother
of Perpetual Help Centre, the Villa Marie hospice, the Mother
Mary House, Self Help Occupations Project, Education
Program for Children of HIV and Poor Families, parish and
community development, English Language Ministry, Asian
Research Centre for Religion and Social Communication,
Vietnamese migrant ministry, and many other social outreach
in remote Thailand.

My recent visit to Thailand was filled with gratitude to the
Triune God that, despite the tyranny of distance from
Australia, our confreres have not failed to witness as an
international missionary-religious community.

The current SVD team and the visionary Brothers must be
acknowledged and commended as they continue to go out in
mission so that all may enjoy a new and fuller life to the glory
of God. This is our raison détre. If the Church is not on a
mission, then we are not the Church.

As we reflect on the past 25 years of Divine Word Missionary
presence in Thailand, may we pause to express our deepest
gratitude and appreciation for their invaluable contributions to
society. Their tireless work, unwavering dedication, and
boundless compassion have left an indelible mark on the



18 His Mission, Our Mission

hearts and minds of all who have had the privilege of knowing
the confreres.

I extend my heartfelt congratulations to the Divine Word
Missionaries on the 25 Years of exceptional mission in
Thailand. By the Holy Spirit, may God’s smile continue to
restore souls for many years to come.

Congratulations and may God bless Thailand.
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Bishop Joseph Luechai Thatwisai
Udon Thani Diocese

Congratulatory Message for the 25th
Anniversary of S VD in Thailand

“We are all called to be missionaries, to share the Good
News of Jesus Christ with the world.” — St Arnold Janssen

I wish to extend my warmest congratulations to the
Congregation of the Society of the Divine Word for the 25
years of fruitful mission in Thailand. Inspired by the
missionary spirit of St Arnold Janssen, you set out to the
Diocese of Udon Thani and shared your life selflessly with the
people in the province of Nong Bua Lamphu.

Commemorating the milestone of your Congregation, I could
say that you have indeed lived out the very word of St Arnold
Janssen, “We are all called to be missionaries, to share the
Good News of Jesus Christ with the world.” Your 25 years of
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selfless service and dedication in spreading the Good News,
taking care of God’s people, especially those with HIV and the
marginalized, and conducting English classes for free to the
young people are concrete manifestations of God’s love for

His people.

I'wish to emphasize that your Congregation has not only taken
care of the Mother of Perpetual Help Centre but extended
various ministries to the people of the Diocese of Udon Thani
with utmost confidence. With the increase of members in your
community, you have also extended your mission to the
parishes, impacting the people in your mission places by
sharing the word of God and witnessing gospel values. All
your kindness and sacrifices have borne much fruit. Your
dedication and hard work have significantly impacted the lives
of the people you serve. May you continue to keep up the
excellent work with confidence!

As you celebrate your 25th founding anniversary here in
Thailand, I pray that God rewards you abundantly for your
dedication to the service of the Lord and the people under
your care, especially the children, youth, and the marginalized.

Congratulations and best wishes for a more fruitful journey

ahead!
Gratefully yours in Christ,

+Joseph Luechai Thatwisai
Bishop, Udon Thani Diocese
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AUS Vice Provincial
Fr Albano Da Costa SVD

Reflecting on 25 Years of Mission in
Thailand: A Journey of Faith and Service

As we commemorate the 25th anniversary of our mission in
Thailand, it is a time for profound reflection and gratitude.
Over the past quarter-century, our community has witnessed
remarkable transformations, both within ourselves and in the
lives of those we have been privileged to serve. This milestone
is not merely a measure of time but a testament to the enduring
power of faith, dedication, and the unwavering support of our
brethren. This milestone is a celebration of faith, perseverance,
and the deep bonds we have formed with the Thai people. It
also brings back cherished memories of my recent visit to
Bangkok and Udon Thani, where the spirit of our mission was
palpable and inspiring.

Our journey began with humble steps, guided by the vision of
spreading Christ’s love and teachings in a land rich with culture
and history. From the outset, we faced numerous challenges:
language barriers, cultural differences, and the sheer distance
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from our home. Yet, it was in these very challenges that we
found our strength. The resilience of our dedicated confreres,
coupled with the warm hospitality of the Thai people, created
a fertile ground for mutual learning and growth.

Apart from pastoral care in the region, one of our significant
achievements has been the establishment of healthcare
initiative and providing much needed medical care and
spiritual guidance. Over the years, we have organized medical
camps that serve remote and underserved communities. These
efforts have brought essential healthcare services to thousands,
embodying the compassion and healing ministry of Christ. The
smiles of the children receiving basic school stationery and the
relief to the sick we have treated are daily reminders of the
profound impact of our mission. The success stories of our
students, many of whom have gone on to become leaders in
their communities, are a testament to the transformative power
of education grounded in Christian values.

Over the years, our pastoral work has flourished as well. As
missionatries of the Divine Word, we have been instrumental
in making our local parishes truly missional in character and
vibrancy, each becoming a center of spiritual nourishment and
community support. Through catechism classes, youth groups,
and outreach programs, we have fostered a vibrant faith
community that continues to grow in numbers and in a synodal
ecclesial spirit. The bonds we have formed with the local
faithful are deeply cherished, reflecting a shared journey
towards spiritual fulfilment.

As we look to the future, we are filled with hope and deter-
mination. The next phase of our mission and presence, I
believe, will focus on sustainability and deeper integration with
local communities. We aim to empower local leaders, ensuring
that the seeds we have planted will continue to bear fruit long
after we have moved on to new fields of labour.
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In closing, I extend our heartfelt gratitude to all who have
supported our mission in Thailand and continue to do so.
Your prayers, sacrifice, dedication, and encouragement have
been the bedrock of our success. Together, we have written a
beautiful chapter in the history of our mission, one that will
inspire generations to come.

May God continue to bless our efforts as we move forward in
faith and service.
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AUS Province Councillor
Fr Boni Buahendri SVD

Dear brothers,

This year is a special year for you all in the SVD Thailand
district. You celebrate the Silver Jubilee, 25 years of love,
sacrifice, dedication and mission with the people that you
serve. On behalf of all parishioners of St. Marks Inala Qld, the
SVD confreres in the parish and myself, I just want to say,
congratulation.

I still remember, a few years ago, I was in your District and
met some of you at your parishes. I have seen for myself the
love and mission you have done in the local church. I do
admire your passion and dedication for the mission in Thailand
district.

On this solemn occasion when you celebrate 25 years of
serving the Lord, St. Arnold and the SVD Mission in your
district, may our Triune God’s grace fill your hearts and minds.
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Your dedication to the local church is a testament to the power
of faith, community, and mission. Thank you for being a

shining example to all of us the members of Divine Word
Missionaries of Australia Province. Congratulations.
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SVD Thailand Timeline

The Society of the Divine Word (SVD) is the world’s largest
Roman Catholic order of missionary priests and brothers.
Divine Word Missionary priests and brothers are men of
prayer and faith. Each has been called to a unique vocation,
spreading the Word of God where the Gospel has not yet been
preached, or where the local church is not yet viable. Our
emphasis on intercultural living, education, and professional
skills enables us to minister throughout the world in a variety
of ways:

o pastoral and sacramental ministries
o cducational and religious training

e cvangelization

o youth, adult and family services

o healthcare
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o seminary formation

o counseling and chaplaincy
e peace and justice

o care for creation

The Society of the Divine Word in Thailand is part of the
Australian Province which comprises 4 countries, namely,
Australia, New Zealand, Thailand, and Myanmar.

In Thailand, our mission is to incarnate ourselves into the lives
of the Thai people and thereby be of true missionary service
to them. Just as Christ, the Word Incarnate, was born and grew
up within a specific culture before he revealed His Fathers
plan, so we, an international community, through openness
and respect for the local culture are committed to immerse
ourselves into the lives of the people of Thailand, so we may
grow in our understanding in order to serve them.

In union with the Divine Word and expressing our SVD
charism, we grow and co-operate with the local church,
secking peripheral and neglected areas of Thai society which
the Church has not been able to reach or where the gospel has
not been preached sufficiently.

Our work includes special care for the poor, the promotion of
justice and peace, and dialogue with other faiths. Through this
work and through our witnessing as a prayerful international
missionary-religious community, we support the Catholic
Church in Thailand and its endeavor to understand and
accomplish its local mission and to develop a wider vision of
its universal calling.



30 His Mission, Our Mission

20 March 1999: Arrival of first two SVD brothers to Thailand
(Br Damien Lunders SVD and Br James Wilkins SVD).
Previously, Br Damien had served in Papua New Guinea for
25 years. Br James served in Australia.

March 2000: After finishing language studies, Brs Damien and
James moved to Nong Bua Lamphu. Br James began teaching
English in government schools while Br Damien began
engaging in HIV/AIDS ministry with some lay people in
Nong Bua Lamphu. Presently, he is the executive director of
the Mother of Perpetual Help Center, which is dedicated to
HIV/AIDS ministry. The Center’s work includes both cating
for HIV/AIDS patients as well as AIDS education and
outreach ministry.

English Language 6 January 2002: Br Ron

Ministry

Br. Ron Frazke, svD - Joseph — Fratzke ~ SVD
Sclmlamlg,'[;&ngmm » arrived in Thailand from
Needy Children ef Poor— Australia. He is presently

engaged in  teaching
ministry, specifically, teach-
® ing English at various
@l gcovernment schools in the
| province of Nong Bua

Lamphu. Both Brs. James

and Ron taught as volunteers.
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August 2002: Opening of the Mother of Perpetual Help Center
in its present location. The Center is involved in HIV/AIDS
ministry.

2002: Construction and dedication of St Michael Archangel
Church, the first Catholic church in Nong Bua Lamphu
Province. Various SVDs have begun staffing the church since
2008 until present.

2006: Opening of Villa Marie Hospice for HIV/AIDS
patients. This hospice is located in the same compound as the
MPHC.

2006: Br James Wilkins returned to Australia due to health
issues. He served as provincial treasurer until his death in 2010.

2 February 2007: Fr Anthony Le Duc SVD arrived in Thailand
from the United States. He is presently teaching at Saengtham
College/Lux Mundi National Major Seminary and is the
executive director of the Asian Research Center for Religion
and Social Communication at St John’s University, Bangkok.
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March 2007: Fr Truc Phan arrived in Thailand from Australia
for his first assignment. During his mission in Thailand, Fr
Truc was assigned to various parishes until he completed his
assignment and returned to Australia to serve the Society there.

2008: Construction began on the Ban Mae Marie (Mother
Mary House) to care for teenagers with HIV.

April 2010: Br Bernd Alfred Ruffing SVD arrived in Thailand
from Germany for Overseas Training Program (OTP). He
returned to Germany upon completion of the program in

2012.

2010: Opening of “Ban Mae Maria” (Mother Mary House) for
HIV/AIDS youth.

2011: Establishment of Perpetual Help Foundation as an SVD
entity.

2012: Chanthavong Anisong from Laos entered the
Postulancy Program in Thailand and eventually was sent to the
Philippines for Novitiate.
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24 September 2012: F#f
Frs Bernardus N. #
Bella SVD and Bla- §i&
sius  Trinold SVD
arrived in Thailand @
for their first assign-
ments. Both are origi-
nally from Indonesia.
Fr Blasius was trans-
ferred to Australia in ' o
2018 after engaging in parish ministry in Thailand. Fr
Bernardus continues to engage in parish ministry in Thailand
and is presently the pastor at St Michael Archangel Church in
Nong Bua Lamphu. In addition to the two SVDs from
Indonesia, Frs Tran The Vinh SVD and FX Pham Dinh Tuan
SVD also arrived in Thailand for their first assignments. Both
are originally from Vietnam. Over the years, both Frs Vinh and
Tuan have been engaging in parish ministry at various
locations in the Diocese of Udon Thani.

February 2013: Br Bernd Ruffing
SVD arrived in Thailand for his first
assignment. Br Bernd has since been
transferred back to Germany where
he now has been trained to work
with refugees there.

2013: Fr Truc Phan SVD finished his
assignment in Thailand and returned
to Australia.

27 August 2014: Fr Duc Linh Nguyen SVD arrived in Thailand
for his first assignment. He is originally from Vietnam. He is
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presently doing further studies in the Philippines. Prior to
going to the Philippines, Fr Linh engaged in parish ministry in
Thailand.

18 December 2014: Fr John Hung Le SVD arrived in Thailand
from Papua New Guinea, where he served for 10 years. He is
presently engaged in migrant and refugee ministry in Bangkok.
In addition, Fr Rajasekhar R. Bobba SVD arrived in Thailand
for his first assignment. He is orginally from India. Fr Raja has
been engaging in parish ministry in Thailand. However, Fr Raja
also took a break from parish ministry in order to obtain a

master’s degree in education from Assumption University in
Bangkok.

2014: Frt Truong Le

. SVD arrived in Thailand
| from the USA for
Overseas Training

Program and returned
j to the US in 2016 upon
& | com-pletion of the
program.

: 2015: Br Binh Thanh
Nguyen SVD arrived in Thailand from the USA for Overseas
Training Program and returned to the USA upon completion
of the program in 2017.

2015: Fr Anthony Le Duc SVD completed his doctoral studies
in Religious Studies (which he began in 2013) in Bangkok and
began teaching at Saengtham College/Lux Mundi National
Seminary in 2016 until present.
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2017: Fr Peter Tran Hai Ha SVD arrived in Thailand for his
first assignment. He is originally from Vietnam. He has
recently been assigned to be pastor at St Michael Archangel
Church in Nong Bua Lamphu Province after having served in
various churches in Nong Khai Province.

July 2018: The first Thai candidate, Chalerm Narueman-
kanthon, took first vow after having completed the Novitiate
in the Philippines. Another candidate, Dang Quoc Cuong,
who came to Thailand as a migrant worker also took first vows.
Both were subsequently sent to Australia for formation and
studies. Chalerm Naruemankanthon has since left the Society
and returned to Thailand.

September 2018: Fr Truong Le SVD arrived in Thailand for
his first assignment. After serving at the Mother of Perpetual
Help Center, Fr Truong is now engaging in parish ministry in
Bungkan Province.

2019: Fr Anisong Chanthavong SVD was assigned to Thailand
for his first assignment. Fr Anisong is originally from Laos.
After joining the SVD, Fr Anisong was sent to Australia for
formation and studies. He is currently serving in a parish in
Bungkan Province.

25 February 2022:
Fr Anthony Tat
Binh Nguyen SVD
arrived in Thailand
for his first
assignment. He is
originally from
Vietnam.  Af-ter
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finishing his language studies, he was assigned to serve as
assistant parish priest at the Cathedral Parish of Udon Thani
Diocese.

July 2023: Second Thai candidate, Frt Bhumbodin
Hiranrattanajinda SVD, took first vows upon completing the
Novitiate in the Philippines. He is now in Australia for
formation and studies.

March 21, 2024: Provincial Superior Fr. I.A. Rass SVD along
with the representative from the SVD Generalate traveled to
Thailand to meet the members working in Thailand and
Myanmar in order to discuss the plan to separate Thailand and
Myanmar from Australia Province in order to establish a
separate mission directly under the Generalate.
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Q&A
with Br Damien Lunders SVD

1. Having served in Thailand for 25 years, being the first of two members
to come to this country, how do you feel about the ST'D presence and
contribution to the local church?

I believe the SVD has made significant contributions to the
local Thai church, not only by providing care for the sick and
underprivileged individuals afflicted with HIV/AIDS, but also
by ministering to local parishes across the Diocese. After
completing language studies in Bangkok and arriving at the
Diocese of Udon Thani, Brother James Wilkins (?) began
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ministry through teaching English in government schools.
Meanwhile, 1 continued the work with AIDS at the center
established in Nong Bua Lamphu by the Diocese, initially as a
Welcome House offering counseling to those affected by
AIDS. Financial constraints threatened the closure of this
center, but the intervention of the SVD prevented its
discontinuation.

Starting from scratch in Nong Bua Lamphu, the SVD, along
with the dedicated staff of the Center, embarked on visitations
to the sick in outlying villages, quickly identifying the needs for
the development of the Center as it stands today. I believe the
Center has made significant contributions to both the local
church and the Diocese by providing essential care to the sick,
the impoverished, and the marginalized, particularly those
suffering from HIV/AIDS.

Moreover, the local church has been enriched by missionaries
ministering in parishes throughout the Diocese of Udon
Thani. Having religious members from a missionary congtre-
gation can introduce a new dimension to the local church
community.

2. Throughout the 25 years in Thailand, what are some of the things that
stand out for you about the Thai people who have collaborated with you
in the mission or the Thai people with whom you serve?

One aspect that particularly stands out to me is the remarkable
dedication of our Thai staff and their unwavering commitment
to providing compassionate care to those in need at our
hospice. The majority of our staff have been with the center
since its inception, and their invaluable contributions are
indispensable to its operation. In line with the SVD’s emphasis
on ‘Lay Partners’, our staff at Mother of Perpetual Help Center
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and Ban Mae Marie exemplify the spirit of true partnership in
every aspect of their work.

The center has served over 500 individuals at the hospice, with
outcomes ranging from those who sadly passed away before
the advent of AIDS antiviral medications to others who have
returned home or resumed normal, prolonged lives due to
these medications. Some have become permanent residents at
the center. It’s truly heartwarming to hear patients express how
the center has been a lifeline for them, with many believing
they would not have survived without its support. Remarkably,
half of our center staff are former patients who have regained
their health and returned to serve others in need.

Over the years, our AIDS education program targeting youth
in schools and later extending to the training of teachers and
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other interested individuals has yielded significant success. The
professionalism and deep understanding of AIDS demons-
trated by our staff and volunteers have been instrumental in
the program’s effectiveness and impact.

3. What are your hopes for the SV'D as a congregation in Thailand in
the near term and long term?

In both the near and long term, my aspiration remains for a
member of the SVD to continue the vital work of the Mother
of Perpetual Help Center and its integral activities. However,
one of the ongoing challenges lies in ensuring the availability
of funds to sustain these programs. Over the past 25 years, we
have been fortunate to receive support from numerous
benefactors and funding agencies, initially for constructing
infrastructure and subsequently for maintaining programs that
address the healthcare and family needs of the impoverished
in the Province of Nong Bua Lamphu. The outpouring of
assistance we’ve received has truly been a blessing. With
optimism, I look forward to the continuation of this support
and the flourishing of our mission.
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Q&A
with Br Ron Fratzke SVD

1) As an SVD brother and one of the longest serving members in
Thailand, how wonld you describe your mission experience so far?

I arrived in Thailand on January 6th, 2002, initially planning to
stay for six months before attending the Nemi Course.
However, 22 years later, I find myself still here, thoroughly
enjoying my time. When I arrived in 2002, there were only
three SVD members in the country, including myself. Almost
immediately, I began teaching English at the largest public high
school in the province. I quickly discovered my passion for
working with young people, and the high school environment
proved to be nurturing for me. Building strong friendships
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with other Thai teachers in the English department greatly
facilitated my immersion into Thai culture. While my journey
has had its share of ups and downs, I’ve consistently found
immense satisfaction in impacting people’s lives through
education ministry.

My mission experience has been enriched with countless joys,
whether through my involvement in education within the
parish or my limited engagement with the community at
Mother of Perpetual Help Center. While teaching, I typically
don’t directly discuss God unless prompted by teachers or
students. Instead, I strive to embody God’s love in my actions
by being kind, patient, and understanding towards others and
their needs. One of the most gratifying compliments I receive
from both students and teachers is when they remark that I'm
unlike other “falang” (Western foreigners).

2) Being an English teacher in various schools in Nong Bua Lamphu
Province, how does this work help you to live out your missionary brother
vocation?

Teaching has been my primary ministry since my arrival in
Thailand, along with occasional involvement in administration
and leadership roles within the SVD over the years. Teaching
has truly been the cornerstone of my experience over these
past 20-plus years, providing me with a sense of fulfillment and
purpose. Embracing the ethos of being a “brother to all” is a
goal I continually strive for, though it does present its
challenges at times.

Prior to coming to Thailand, 1 had little experience as a
classroom teacher, so navigating this role was both enjoyable
and demanding. One of the most challenging teaching
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experiences I encountered was working with preschool and
elementary students for over three years. Teaching such young
and energetic children was a new and exhausting experience
for me, yet it was rewarding in its own way. Despite the fatigue,
I found it to be a fulfilling exhaustion.

Throughout my years of teaching, I've never experienced
conflicts with students or colleagues. I've never had to resort
to raising my voice in the classroom. I attribute this to my
approach of patience, kindness, and striving to exemplify
God’s love through my ministry.

3) As the current District Leader, how do you envision the District may
grow in the next 25 years in Thailand?

As District Leader, my vision is for the district to not only
grow but also to remain adaptable to evolving ministry needs
through open communication and dialogue with our mission
partners. The Church continually challenges us to respond to
changing circumstances, and it’s imperative that we remain
attentive and responsive to the signs of the times. Our current
ministry endeavors are bound to evolve and transform,
underscoring the importance of our active engagement with
the present realities.

As we commemorate 25 years of ministry in Thailand, let us
express our gratitude to God for the blessings bestowed upon
us. May we also seek divine guidance for the next 25 years and
beyond, trusting in God’s providence as we navigate the future
of our mission.
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Embracing the Joys and Challenges of
Missionary Life in Rural Thailand

FrTruong T. Le STVD

In the quiet and rural landscapes of northeastern Thailand lies
a mission field filled with opportunities for service and growth.
For the past four years, I have dedicated myself to the pastoral
care of Jesus of Nazareth Church and Immaculate Conception
Church in the Buengkan Province. Nestled amidst low-income
families and a simple way of life, my journey as a missionary in
Thailand has been marked by both profound joys and great
challenges.

One of the most rewarding aspects of my ministry has been
the opportunity to immerse myself in the lives of the villagers.
Beyond the routine liturgical duties, I have engaged in various
outreach initiatives aimed at uplifting the community.
Teaching English and computer skills, managing educational
scholarships, and organizing food relief packages have not
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only served practical needs but have also fostered meaningful
connections with parishioners of all ages. Witnessing the
impact of these efforts and experiencing the generosity of
benefactors has been a source of immense joy and fulfillment.

However, amidst the joys, there have been moments of
profound discouragement and loneliness. Transitioning to life
in rural Thailand, far from the familiarity of family and friends,
has presented a unique set of challenges. The solitude of
pastoral life has been a stark departure from the communal
existence I once knew. Yet, in these moments of hardship, I
have discovered meaningful lessons in resilience and truSt

Living in the embrace of faith amid uncertainty and isolation
has been a journey of deepening reliance on God’s providence.
Despite the struggles and uncertainties, I have found solace in
the belief that even in the midst of adversity, God continues
to guide and sustain me. Fach setback has become an
opportunity for spiritual growth and a testament to the
enduring presence of divine grace.
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A Journey of Faith and Cultural
Understanding

Fr Bernardus N. Bella ST"D

As the Parish Priest of St Michael Church in Nongbualamphu,
Thailand, my days are filled with the sacred duty of tending to
the spiritual and material needs of my parishioners. From
presiding over Mass and administering the sacraments to
offering assistance to the less fortunate, my ministry is a
testament to the transformative power of faith in action.

At the heart of my mission lies a profound sense of joy, rooted
in the warmth and hospitality of the Thai people. Since my
arrival in this beautiful land, I have been greeted with open
arms and embraced by a community that is both welcoming
and generous. Their willingness to support me in my ministry
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has been a source of great comfort and inspiration, reaffirming
my belief in the inherent goodness of humanity.

Yet, amidst the joys of communal life, I have encountered my
fair share of challenges. Thailand, with its predominantly
Buddhist population, presents a unique set of obstacles for
spreading the message of ChriSt In order to bridge the cultural
divide and forge meaningful connections with the local
community, I have dedicated myself to learning the Thai
language and immersing myself in the rich environment of
Thai culture. This journey of cultural understanding has been
both humbling and rewarding, enabling me to communicate
more effectively and build deeper relationships with those I
serve.

However, the greatest challenge I have faced transcends
linguistic and cultural barriers. It is the challenge of navigating
the diverse array of backgrounds, cultures, and personalities
within my parish and community. From parishioners of
varying nationalities to fellow members of my religious society,
each interaction presents an opportunity for growth and
understanding. Learning to embrace differences with compas-
sion and humility has been a journey of self-discovery, teaching
me to find joy and harmony in the midst of diversity.
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Celebrating Diversity and Unity

Fr Chanthavong Anisong ST"D

In the heart of Thailand, amidst the serene landscapes and
vibrant communities, I have embarked on a journey of faith
and service as a missionary. My present ministry spans across
two parishes, each offering unique challenges and blessings
that have shaped my experience in profound ways.

The first parish I serve comprises approximately 90 families,
nestled in a village where time seems to stand still. Despite the
challenges of an aging church building and limited resources,
the unwavering faith of the people shines brightly. I am
humbled to minister to the faithful in the community,
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providing spiritual nourishment through the celebration of
Mass, the administration of the sacraments, and the
comforting presence of regular visits to the elderly and sick.
Additionally, our community comes together in solidarity to
support the less fortunate, exemplifying the true spirit of
Christian love and compassion.

In contrast, the second parish presents a unique tapestry of
diversity, where Catholics and Buddhists coexist harmo-
niously. It is a testament to the power of unity amidst religious
differences, as the community rallies together to support one
another in times of joy and sorrow. One of the most fulfilling
aspects of my ministry here is the opportunity to bridge
cultural and religious divides, extending pastoral care to all
members of the village regardless of their faith background.
Whether it’s visiting the sick or distributing provisions to those
in need, I strive to embody the inclusive love of Christ,
transcending barriers and fostering a sense of belonging for all.

Amidst the joys of community and shared faith, I am
confronted with the sobering reality of the challenges that lie
ahead. The weight of expectations placed upon priests to
single-handedly address the needs of the parish, from building
new churches to improving the overall environment, can be
overwhelming. As resources remain scarce, I am faced with the
daunting task of finding creative solutions to meet the diverse
needs of the communities I serve.

Yet, amidst the challenges, I find solace in the profound joy of
walking alongside the people I serve, journeying together in
faith and solidarity. This shared sense of mission, rooted in the
principles of Synodality, reminds me that I am not alone in this
endeavor. Together, we navigate the highs and lows of
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ministry, drawing strength from our shared commitment to
serving God and one another.
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Committing to Missionary Service

Fr Anthony Tat Binh Nguyen S1°D

After I finished my Thai language studies in Bangkok, I was
asked to assist in the Cathedral Parish of the Udonthani
Diocese. With its many activities and events, there’s always a
need for ministerial work. As an assistant priest, my role
involves following the parish priest’s guidance. My duties
include celebrating daily Mass, administering sacraments,
bringing Communion to the eldetly and homebound, and
participating in various liturgical activities. Additionally, I
contribute to fostering spiritual growth by leading the
Thursday adoration of the Blessed Sacrament, the Wednesday
devotion to the Virgin Mary, communal prayers, the rosary,
and the Stations of the Cross. Occasionally, I also join the
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parish priest and council on visits to minister to the poor,

lonely, and those facing hardship.

Throughout my service, I've strived to fulfill my
responsibilities diligently and build positive relationships with
the parish priest, council, and parishioners. Initially, my limited
language skills and the workload brought some anxiety.
However, as I adapted, my role became more fluid. Each task,
activity, and interaction has offered valuable lessons and
experiences.

The Cathedral Parish serves as a unique and engaging
environment for a new missionary like myself. Observing the
diverse activities provides opportunities for learning and
participation. While the lack of prior experience can create
initial obstacles, the work brings invaluable insights. I am
grateful to God for the opportunity to serve and grow in this
role. I trust that the experiences gained here will equip me for
future ministerial endeavors.

Though my time in Thailand has not been long, and my
experiences limited, the joys and challenges of missionary life
are already evident. My greatest joy lies in serving according to
the needs of the situation, fulfilling entrusted tasks to the best
of my ability. Currently, finding fulfillment in parish work
aligns with my current role.

One ever-present challenge I have observed is the presence of
Christians with a less developed faith. This begs the question:
how can I contribute to strengthening the Church in Thailand?
As a minority faith in a predominantly Buddhist nation, the
faithful are susceptible to influences that may conflict with
their Catholic beliefs. Therefore, navigating the complexities
of evangelization within deeply rooted religious and cultural
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contexts presents the biggest challenge for me. With a burning
desire to spread the Gospel, I trust that future initiatives by the
Divine Word Missionaries will be fruitful in addressing this
challenge.
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Forming Cultural and Spiritual Connections

Fr Duc Linh Nguyen ST'D

My experience as a missionary in Thailand has been
characterized by both challenges and great joys. Arriving in
Bangkok, I embarked on a path of cultural immersion,
dedicating the first seven months to learning the Thai
language. This equipped me to serve various communities
across Udon Thani Diocese.
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My initial postings in Ban Saint Mary and the Udon Thani
cathedral allowed me to assist established priests, gaining
valuable insights into pastoral work in Thailand. Subsequently,
I filled temporary vacancies in Poncharon and Ponpisay,
offering support to remote communities facing the absence of
their regular priests. These experiences exposed me to the
diverse needs and realities of rural Thailand, fostering a deep
sense of connection with the people.

For the next four years, I served as the parish priest of
Ponsungnoi. Witnessing the faith and resilience of the
community during this period remains a cherished memory.
However, the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic necessitated
a change of direction in my journey. I returned to the SVD
Bangkok community, and currently, I am pursuing further
studies in the Philippines.

Throughout my time in Thailand, the greatest joy stemmed
from connecting with the warm and welcoming people.
Despite the cultural differences, particularly the prevalence of
Buddhism compared to my Vietnamese background, I found
a sense of belonging and purpose. Engaging with the
parishioners, witnessing their growth in faith, and sharing their
joys and sorrows brought great satisfaction.

Collaborating with fellow missionaries from diverse
backgrounds proved to be another enriching aspect of my
experience. The spirit of collaboration, mutual support, and
shared purpose fostered a strong sense of community amongst
us. Additionally, the great support of the Bishop and local
priests made my mission all the more fulfilling.

Even though I am currently away, the memories of my time in
Thailand continue to inspire me. Seeing individuals I encoun-
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tered grow in faith and embrace a life filled with hope brings
immense gratification. I am deeply grateful to God and the
Thai people for the opportunity to serve as a missionary,
leaving a piece of my heart in the communities I served.
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Bonds of Faith in Rural Thailand

Fr Rajasekhar Reddy Bobba. 17D

Reflecting on my missionary experience in Thailand, I find
myself deeply connected to the local community. Serving as a
Parish Priest in Beugkhaan province, I oversee three churches
spread across Chayapon, Choak Amnuay, and Nonsa villages.
My duties extend beyond administering sacraments to
nurturing the faith of the people and aiding the impoverished,
including sponsoring children’s education.

The most profound joy I’'ve experienced as a missionary comes
from the warm embrace of the Thai people. They’ve welcomed
me with immense affection. This genuine acceptance fuels my
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dedication to serving the people, regardless of the church I'm
assigned to.

However, the missionary journey is not without its challenges.
I've struggled with mastering the Thai language and
assimilating into the local culture, requiring me to step out of
my comfort zone and embrace the wisdom of the community.
Additionally, I’'ve faced obstacles stemming from the provin-
cial leadership team’s limited understanding of Thailand’s
unique ministry landscape, underscoring the importance of
bridging cultural gaps and fostering greater comprehension
within the missionary network.

Despite these hurdles, my commitment to my calling remains
steadfaSt My experiences in Thailand demonstrate the trans-
formative power of immersion, fostering genuine connections
and deepening my resolve to serve with dedication and love.
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Meeting Challenges, Building Community

Fr Peter Tran Hai Ha S17D

My life as a missionary in Thailand has been deeply rewarding,
yet full of learning experiences. Serving two small parishes,
Khamxida and Thungquang, in the Udonthani diocese, I have
encountered the warmth and resilience of the communities
firsthand. Though few in number, mostly elderly and facing
poverty, the parishioners embrace me with heartfelt affection.
Treating them as family, I share in their joys and sorrows, from
attending meetings and farm work to celebrating festivals and
offering solace during hardships. Their welcoming smiles and
genuine connection bring me immense joy, solidifying my
purpose in this ministry.

However, navigating cultural differences, particularly those
ingrained in spiritual beliefs and practices, has presented the
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biggest challenge. While cultural exchange fosters under-
standing, it also exposes the risk of unintentional mistakes.
Resisting the urge to compare or impose my own cultural lens
is crucial. Instead, embracing humility, openness, and a willing-
ness to immerse myself in the local culture is essential. It’s a
constant learning process, demanding respect and a progres-
sive approach to truly connect with the communities I serve.
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A Place I Call Home

Fr Anthony Le Duc ST"D

In early 2007, I arrived in Thailand as one of the first two SVD
priests assigned to the country. We joined a small existing
community comprised of two brothers, one of whom had been
here since the very beginning of the SVD’s mission in

Thailand.

Thailand has become my first and only assignment, despite my
work requiring interaction with people both within and beyond
the country’s borders. Currently, I hold a teaching position at
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Saengtham College, where I give lectures to seminarians in the
master’s program.

Additionally, I serve as the director of the Asian Research
Center for Religion and Social Communication at St John’s
University in Bangkok. The Center’s core mission is to pro-
mote research in these fields, particularly within the Asian
context. We achieve this by organizing roundtable discussions,
publishing a peer-reviewed journal, and releasing various
monographs. I also have the privilege of editing the journal.

While the Center connects me with scholars across Asia and
the globe, my teaching at Saengtham keeps me rooted in the
Thai church. This responsibility holds significant weight, as I
know my students will likely become future leaders within their
dioceses or religious congregations.

Working both within and outside of Thailand has proven to be
an incredibly enriching experience. Over time, Thailand has
truly become my home. It’s where I feel most comfortable,
navigating familiar (albeit chaotic) streets and discovering new
ones with ease. It is a place where I can find the food I would
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like to eat, the place that I would like to go to relax or take a
short retreat. It is a place where I feel safe. And it is a place
from where I can go to other countries for meetings and
conferences, knowing that I can look forward to coming back
to Thailand and feel happy to “go home.”

Many inquire about the duration of my assignment. I often
reply with a humorous non-answer, “My time in Thailand ends
when it ends.” The lack of clarity in the answer is not about
not being able to say when I would like to go to another
country to serve, but rather to say that I do not have any
timelines for how long I stay in Thailand. It may be a few more
years if it turns out that way. Or it may be for the rest of my
missionary life, and that would be just fine with me.
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Finding God’s Call:
A Winding Journey to Missionary Vocation
among Migrants

Deacon Peter Dang Quoc Cuong S17D

Being a Divine Word missionary was not what I wished to be
before. About 15 years ago, when I was a university student, I
went online to research different religious orders in Vietnam.
When I came across Divine Word Missionaries (SVD), my
reaction was that I simply skipped the SVD. The idea of
leaving family behind, learning a new language, and adapting
to 2 new culture were too difficult for me to follow. However,
faith is a journey of exploration filled with unexpected
wonders. What I dislike today may come back to me
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tomorrow. My vocation is associated with the surprise of the
migration context where I found the calling that God wanted
me to follow.

One of the defining moments of my life was stepping outside
my country and moving to Thailand as a migrant for work.
This experience not only opened my eyes to new
opportunities, but it also led me to discover God’s calling for
my vocation. While the Church has been advocating for
migrants in many local churches, my time in Thailand
highlighted the very real need for pastoral care for those on the
move. While attending Mass in Thai was incredibly
challenging, social injustice made life difficult for many
migrants. Seeing priests who actively defended and advocated
for these marginalised individuals truly inspired me to ponder
missionary vocation. Their compassion and dedication
motivated me to become a missionary to journey alongside
migrants and offer them support amidst their struggles and
challenges.

While Thailand is the country where I recognised God’s call,
Philippines was the second destination in my formation
training. In Calapan, Mindoro, I spent twelve months in a quiet
place for the Novitiate Program to discern my vocation
through my prayer life and pastoral outreach. It was a difficult
time for me due to the total disconnection with my family and
the barrier of language and the challenges of culture. These
challenges did not make me step back, but I regarded them as
opportunities for me to learn and grow in my missionary
vocation.

My vocation journey continued further to Australia after my
completion of the Novitiate. The Kangaroo Land has played a
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significant role in preparing my missionary vocation with the
academic Philosophy and Theology. These years were a time
of intellectual growth and a deepening understanding of my
faith. I enjoyed reflecting on the diverse possibilities for
mission in different contexts, particularly among the poor,
migrants, Indigenous people, and those who are lonely and
marginalised — they are at the very heart of the SVD spirituality.

Looking back on my path with the SVD, my vocation is like a
winding journey, much like a river that meanders its way across
continents. Born in Vietnam, I joined the SVD in Thailand,
took first vows in the Philippines and professed Final Vows in
Australia. Then, I am looking forward to heading to Angola
for my first assignment. I am profoundly grateful to God for
giving me this winding journey of faith to prepare myself for
the missionary task ahead.
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My Vocation Journey as an SVD Student

Frt Bbumibodin Hiranrattanajinda S17D

Over the span of four years, my vocational journey was marked
with both blessings and challenges. These experiences
provided me with opportunities to learn, grow, and develop
my physical and mental strength. As a student in formation, |
have found joy, happiness, and contentment but also faced
loneliness, anxiety, and despondency.

My formation with the Society of the Divine Word helps me
cultivate and nourish my life of prayer, guided by the
spirituality of St Arnold Jenssen, the Founder of the Society of
the Divine Word. Engaging in prayer is a practice that enables
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me to acknowledge and appreciate the presence of God in my
daily life. Through prayer, I have come to recognize the
blessings that arise from every situation and circumstance that
I encounter. The act of prayer has allowed me to see the world
through the eyes of faith, which has been a source of
unwavering hope and inspiration for me.

Community life setting presented challenges for me, as
members came from diverse cultural backgrounds. While we
shared the common goal of training to become missionaries
and proclaim the Word of God, learning to live together as a
multicultural group proved to be a difficult challenge. I had to
navigate and reconcile differences in personality, attitudes,
food, and ways of living. This experience was valuable, as it
helped me learn how to communicate effectively, adapt to new
people and cultures, and find common ground with others.
Though it was tough at first, through time, prayer, and
understanding, these challenges and difficulties were
transformed into blessings, allowing me to become more
understanding and open to my fellow group members.

One of the significant aspects of SVD spirituality is inter-
culturality, and I was privileged to have the opportunity to
immerse myself in different cultures and languages. Though I
grew up with Lanna culture (the Northern culture of Thailand),
I found myself in the SVD community with no Thai members,
which caused me initial panic. However, this quickly
transformed into an opportunity to learn and live as a
missionary in many various contexts. I was sent to the
northeastern region in Udon Thani and Bueng Kan provinces,
where I was under the supervision of a Vietnamese missionary
and an American missionary. This gave me a glimpse into the
other cultures and attitudes of foreign missionaries.
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Later, I received further training in Bangkok, where English
served as the common language in the SVD Bangkok
community. This was another challenge that I could not avoid,
but it proved to be a valuable experience for me. I also had the
opportunity to learn and spend time with the Vietnamese
community, which exposed me to their language and culture.
I then received training in the Philippines, where I learned
basic Tagalog and experienced the Filipino culture. I also had
the privilege of spending time with the SVD students who
were studying theology from over 10 different countries.

Subsequently, I underwent formation in the Novitiate and was
fortunate to have a Korean peer in my group, affording me a
glimpse into his cultural allure. Additionally, I frequently had
the privilege of partaking in the daily lives of Indigenous
communities in the Philippines, providing me with invaluable
and unforgettable insights into the ways of the villagers and the
missionary lifestyle. This was a wonderful experience that
broadened my horizons.

After my first profession of vows in the Philippines, I was sent
to Australia to study English and theology, where I am
currently based. I am part of a community with members from
seven different countries, which is still challenging for me,
oiven the different social and cultural contexts. However, these
experiences have not altered my faith but instead strengthened
it. As I have seen the Catholic faith in various social and
cultural contexts, which has helped me become more open-
minded and flexible. My faith and prayer life have become
even more deeply rooted and alive, which I believe will prepare
me for my future mission.
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I am grateful for the experiences and blessings that have come
with this incredible vocation. Despite the challenges, distress,
and loneliness I have faced, I have continued to seek God’s
presence in every step of my life with hope. As an SVD
candidate, I thank God with all my heart for the opportunities
that have shaped me into the person I am today.

SkRokRK KK

iduvnanszuaidon Tughusindnwn

J a Aa J aw o a
Tagusuapsgiiuauns #iayiauaua SVD

] ] {
AluvadunianszuasonveswutiuauionlUdensens anuii
2 oqy Yy A YA y 3 3 Y a =
meaai limn 1dmaizons @ula vazdundanslududhonmenazia 4 3

F4
Tugziindnyazdsumsousy  mulanunianuguanuiaoud  uaz



25 Years of Witnessing to the Word in Thailand 109

A 1 ko IS A 1Y o A o
ﬂ'JﬁJ'ﬂiJGl% Lmﬂﬁ%uuﬂﬁuhlilWUﬂ‘]Jﬂ'NllTﬂﬂLﬂﬂ'J AU LUASAITY

Moudtla

A YA 9 o = o s Y Aaa
L‘JJ’ON?JulﬂLS‘JJL"lﬂi‘Uﬂ"liP\lﬂ@‘]_l511ﬂUﬂm%Wi%]%uTﬂﬁﬂl’ﬂﬂWigﬁﬂ PIN
£ 9
1 o 1 a 1T A =y Y] a 4
Llﬁﬂﬂ'ﬁﬂ']')u']"ll@\‘iNiJllﬁlﬁ'Uﬁﬂlﬁiﬂl!a%ﬁﬁﬂmﬂﬁ@ﬂﬂﬁﬂG]']N"l]@]@]'lﬁllm U
@ s s & ) s Y =
uﬂuﬂgmmiuaﬂ LAUHU Ejﬁﬂ1'1J‘L!1ﬂi1l$W§$’Jﬁ]lﬂﬂ@ﬁl’f)\ﬁ/‘li%!ﬁn KNI
1 9y 9 v Y= @ y 1 o
g e ldaseminitamsdseivvoanszid luusaz unagwaz
7 oA o aAa ¥ A
WIV0INIZIR lunnanumsaindszaudunludia poase  wun1w
' A Y a 3 a 3 A Y
ﬁTfJ@T!L‘HQﬂ'J']iJlef@”lﬂQﬂL‘llﬂﬂﬁ]ﬂ LLZ’I%L@]‘JJ%G]GL%"U@QWZJL@HJL‘]JEJM”IJJQ'JEJ?WTIZJ

wiwaglasunsaiuaalaegiaue

]
=) o

aAAa ] I = A Aa ) o Y
‘I)"Jﬁﬂlluﬂﬂ!3L‘]JuﬂuﬂiuﬁﬂﬂﬂﬂﬁTN‘ﬂTﬂTﬂMTﬂﬂﬁﬂﬁﬁ’ii‘UNM LN

q

A

@ = = [ 1
Ussag lasumsousunnauaziinhilsgasdidennu Aemslasumsilney
o A4 A4 g Y
Wannay ivenvzlunszsssunalumsdszmansznoveansz mae
[ 4 1 =y a A
HANMIVOINUENIZIIMINAvEINsIduasu IR TaansnEous Tu

YA A g [ A I~ Y] g‘; I 9 ~
mﬂ%ﬂm}mﬂuwgﬂmzmuﬂammuwmmuﬁm W uanunimenen

Y
ulden  wsgsnlildwyiuanumandeneyanadnmn  ed1aden

Y 1
v A

9 v
iy uasideuRFyR DN TaussTuhlinnuana1e 9ndae Fasu

2K o a a Ya ] Y d‘ddy [ a
Tldwieuad emsnmsiy mslintnyauedauniinum viduad oz
o Ao R g s 1 A 0o q¥Y A Y
Jausssunlanuuenangutulszaumsainumsansgi vnuEseu g
aalmi Hnmsldsinvzmsdedisuazilnmsdzliudnudan  uazdann

[l 3 g 19 1A ] @ Y o 9
T wariun lilsiseshioinluaeunsn mszlinianudaudaazany
Tty ualasorderar msnau1 mswasaunazmslsuanudls
Y A Y o ! dy @ <
MengannummetazaNuendnnmaIinaunaedlunszns  Tuns

9 a\ 1 d‘ d' Y a 1 dy
mn“lmmznJ@“lwmmﬁmmﬂuwumtmwniuwyjﬂmzmﬂmu



110 His Mission, Our Mission

: v a @ 4
widluamaniamsualvesnuz nszININATBINTZIT Aonsad
] Y H H
dimusssy lugedlasumsovusy wuldsuTomadn laun ldoglunun o
= 1 [ 4 [ ~ )
nanugusnazlensdiassAniansIsuaInats  uaz i lidu
= dy a v o Y T A 1 Y 9
we Tagruulinumuazian Tamnduiausssudimu uaionng1eing W
4 v 1 a . o a
Tupaznszrvmoavoanszdn e lillansnanInemedaild  wuda
1y 1 & Y=t = 9y g
anuaszriun lides uaiuey 1At Tomaiouduazms 1933aununasssy
A 1 X A =
Tuvanvanegduuy  Tassuningnasldlunuinemadas luwa
[ v = v v K &£ o Y =] 9 = o [
Wrdagassitinazdandadanm e ldwuBeuiuazdudy  Jausiy
2 v <3 Y 9 ] =
penu egelsimunnldegmieldmsquavesguiesssuyarIEa Y

uazpuwemamsny gl ldsuaniuiausssutaziauaaves

VITAIFITUNAANGIA

aoumugnas liiesumseusudonazSeunu1danguingunng
o d
TaaiouaasAMIoDTNNINUTITAG IMMsousuaz ldnmsengudluniu
A L I3 A 9 = & A a A Y
nanlumsdeans  asnidu@eimednilszmsnilsinumaniaesy’la
1 o gﬂ v v 3 Y o o ] 1 <
Uiy naznuiunnauiluwanacs ladmsuneslunaom egielsn
& v 9 = = Y ' =
a wislununanveuhuamzingunwdg  Aslvinmsviemasuaz
o ~ 9 =l o A g gll aa ~ Yo o o
advayuideosymdeauy  Feiiluasawsnludiaveswui ladurany
v ks
My ez iausisuvesiosrnfeawedududy  wawmiy wugn
1 Y ara (A S A o 1 4 = =
dalldnlszmaiadiudimesumsilnousuaoiiion  wuldliTemaizoud
<3 dy Y @ Ay aa (A 4 v 2
My mmaenidiodduuaz iausssuvesiitesrlaltudg  wnlininiu

=

a ] R o 4 o
Nlllli@ﬂTffi%%')ﬁ%'Nﬁﬁ\‘lﬂﬂﬂii@nﬂiTLﬂ'ﬁ)ﬁ"U@\‘iﬂﬂ!$Wi$3%u1ﬂﬁﬂl@\11ﬁli$
Y Ao o= 2‘, a ~ 1 R =R d A
RINNTANANHIFUNIINYINUIINUINNIT 10 ‘]J‘§$L1/Iﬁ %Qﬂﬂlﬂﬂﬂﬁgﬁﬂﬂ

1 Y o = ~ = 1 = = 19y
NN ADV WIS VRN USUNUINT DU cm“lu;mmmwummmmaegmﬂ

2 o Y Yo o o 1 J o a9 T g}.l
“D'\WnslﬁNllllﬂ’(?fllNﬁﬂ‘ULﬁuﬁ‘VﬂﬁQﬁluﬁiﬁnﬂlﬂﬂlﬂWﬁa@ﬂﬂﬂﬂ MWﬂllﬁJﬂ'JTLlu



25 Years of Witnessing to the Word in Thailand 111

{ v o A o { 1 a a (1a g 1
uudi Toma lliounaz dudadianuidesymsur luiladiludodion
& X o q Y v YA ax Y R & A Aa
ase o ldmlamumsldiasssugauazidvesnnhugailudend

AMAMAZUINATININTIHT UMY

[ a g/ A o Aan J 1 o
‘ViEN"lﬂﬂﬂﬁﬂ@]ﬂlﬂmﬁuﬂiﬂuiﬂﬂﬂiz!‘VIﬁWﬁﬁ’]JL!E‘T HWHYNTINEN

4 1 a < a3 H (] Y]
UszmeeadasdeiofinyinemunazinIIme suiluiieg a Jagiiu

= [l ~ 1y dyd a o = o I
YOINN FIMYAULNHUGAIBROUUNTINFINIHNA 7 Uszma Fadanaily
A d' Y 9 o [y a [ [y gl/ Y
danmhedmsumumszgluuuusunnedeay  uaz  Samsssuinla

] ] Y ]

alasulyd  waanuderundu liudaunwiizmsnmu lan Temaduiany
anuyemneanluTundenuuaziausssuoug Ml luazirung

a = l A X 4 aa =
L‘]Jﬂﬂ’3’1mazummﬁﬂﬁqumﬂﬂﬁu mm@mmz%’mmimammmwuﬂuu



112 His Mission, Our Mission

Y

AAAa o v = 1 o a1 A =t <
VYUFINIT WUAMASHIITINANUINUU Wuﬁjgwuﬂ@ﬂj']ﬁ\‘]lﬁﬁ']ugﬂglﬂu

2

'
=1

2 [ 9 o [ 4 I
ﬁﬂﬂﬂgf’]fﬂm@ﬁﬂﬂﬂﬂ'llle’ﬂﬂ m‘w'i‘UNmﬁﬂﬂﬁgﬂuﬁﬁuu@ﬂu@mﬂ@

A & = ' a [ Y Y
tidhunsznsiny liwemanauazaanianwszazilsemuld
] A 9y ==K ~ c? = Y 9 cil (= 1
puegIARA ANl Dadindunaetiaz luFsudieuazilssauny
@ Y L = 1A 1 dy 1Y) o Y
PAAUANNIMIME ANUNAYI uazANN TaaRed uadavaIinay M lvnu
uerimslszivegueanszid lunnedinuesdinedalinnumian
' Y
gavu  lugusinAnyvesnas  MuvRURNNIZISIRENGAlY  d1Ms
s o 4 s 1
Uszaumssinaznsznsunidmsinszesdtszmunlduuriumenszua

o A
13gNU



25 Years of Witnessing to the Word in Thailand 113

Called to Missionary Life

Novice Peter Hung Dinh Nguyen

“Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my
lite” (Psalm 23;6). This psalm has a great impact on me,
especially in my religious journey as I pursue to become a
missionary and to express my deep gratitude to God for what
he has done for me. I always thank God for the great things he
has done in my life including all the difficulties and challenges
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that I have experienced along my journey of discovering my
missionary call. 1 have come to realize that both joys and
sorrows are such precious gifts that God has sent to me.
Everything is meant for me to grow and be strong in this
adventurous journey of following Jesus.

My name is Peter Hung Dinh Nguyen. I was born in Ha Tinh,
Vietnam, a poor area located in the central region of Vietnam.
I am the second child in a family of 6 siblings including 3 boys
and 3 girls. When I was young, I desired to be a religious as |
encountered many priests and missionaries in my hometown
every time they came home for a visit, especially during the
Lunar New Year. [ witnessed in them the joy, enthusiasm, and
spitit of their dedication to God. They caught my attention a
lot, and they were the reasons why I nourished my desire to be
a priest of God too. The parish priests in my town always
supported their flock in many ways, especially those who
dedicated themselves to religious life. They had many pastoral
activities in the parish and aimed to strengthen more religious
vocations of the younger generations. This stimulated my
curiosity because their positive energy influenced youth like
me.

When I was in the university, I thought that becoming a priest
would no longer be as intense as before. Instead, I chose a
specific field of study which was civil engineering. I liked this
field because it brought many benetfits to society and allowed
me to go to many places and have many life experiences.
During my stay at the university, I actively participated in many
Catholic student group activities and regularly attended Mass
because my dormitory was not far from the church. The five
years in the university program passed quickly. After
graduating, I applied and worked at a private company in the
construction industry. Fortunately, my job was to build a
church in a remote mountainous area in the central region.
During this time, I discovered many new things in my
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profession, and once again the urge to become a religious arose
in my heart constantly, so I decided to choose a week of retreat
for myself in order to listen to God’s calling.

My adventurous religious journey commenced when I
eventually finished working in Vietnam at the end of 2019 and
early 2020. My heart was filled with the desire to follow in the
missionaries’ footsteps, so I decided to go to Thailand to
discover and explore SVD as a “come and see” program. The
journey in Thailand was not as easy as I imagined. It was my
first time living in a foreign environment. Perhaps, the most
difficult problem was the language. Before being accepted by
the Australian province as a postulant in Thailand, I still had
to work as a normal immigrant, selling fruits at a small market
about 3km from the SVD Bangkok community. At that time,
I stayed with a Vietnamese brother who was older than me and
had many years of experience working in Thailand. He
supported me with accommodation and necessary items to
cover expenses. On weekends, I visited the Bangkok SVD
community about 1km away from my dorm. I went there to
help the fathers with house chores and especially to attend
Sunday mass with Vietnamese immigrants in the surrounding
area.

Not long after I started working, the COVID-19 pandemic
happened in Thailand. Because of difficult working and travel
conditions, I was given favorable conditions by the fathers at
the Bangkok SVD community to come to the community to
stay. During my time in this community, I helped them with
housework such as cooking, gardening, and sweeping the yard.
Besides that, Father Anthony L.e Duc taught me basic English
orammar. The rest of the time, I frequently studied English
myself. Moreover, I also met Father John Hung e, who also
lived with me in the community. He is an energetic and
enthusiastic person. During the pandemic, he established a
Refugee Assistance Association to support the essential needs
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of Vietnamese immigrant communities. 1 often followed him
to supermarkets to buy essential items and gave them to
refugees twice a week. Through his pastoral service, I saw a
missionary spirit that was willing to help many people despite
the risks that the COVID-19 disease would affect him. A fire
was ignited in my heart about the generosity and sacrifice to
become a missionary, and I felt ready to go and live with any
community.

Thailand was a great
place to meet or travel for
SVD members, so the
SVD  community in
Bangkok was a focal
point for them. When I
lived in the Bangkok
community, many SVD
' members often came
here for a few days for
various reasons, so I got
to know them. During
their  stay in  the
community, they shared
about their pastoral and missionary experiences in the
countries they had worked in, which helped me to gain more
knowledge of the pros and cons of their missions. They were
also very cheerful and encouraged me a lot during the difficult
time when I was just a candidate.

After quite a long and challenging period, I was finally accepted
by the Australian Province to join the postulant program in
Thailand in July 2022, with Fr Anthony Le Duc as my
formator. During this time, I learned more valuable lessons
and had deeper experiences with the Congregation. Through
the lessons on the spirituality, charism, and mission of the
Congregation, 1 better understood the happiness and
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challenges of missionaries working around the world. In
Bangkok, I also had the opportunity to get to know the
parishes and an HIV/AIDS center that the SVDs are
responsible for. I felt the enthusiasm as they carried out their
work, especially in an environment where the majority of
people are Buddhist. Given the enthusiastic spirit and noble
mission of those members, I truly loved and admired their
sacrifices, expressing unconditional love, as expressed in the
motto of the first missionary of SVD, Blessed Joshep
Freinademetz: “The language that everyone understands is
love”.

As 1 write these exper-
iences, I am on the journey
of preparing myself for the
upcoming novitiate in the
Philippines. This is a
country with a majority of
| Catholics, so I was inspired
M cven more in the spirit of

y the mission by the SVD
| members that I have met.
They have been helping
me experience a mission-
ary life, especially the spirit
of fraternal solidarity with
each other in community
lifte. Through my faith
experiences in many events
of life, especially in both countries Thailand and the
Philippines. I thank God and Mother Mary for always
accompanying me on my journey. No matter how many
difficulties I encounter or how many challenges are waiting for
me ahead, I definitely believe that God will always accompany
me.
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7-Year Journey in Thailand:
From Migrant Worker to Religious Life

Novice Joseph Phan 1V an Thong
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Every individual has a memorable journey, and these journeys
are marked with different starting points and turning points.
These events change and shape our lives in a better direction.
After 7 years of experience in Thailand, I came to realize that
my life is a great story to tell because it transformed me to who
I am. This was the turning point of my life as while I was living
in a foreign country, I discovered my spiritual calling.

Even though I have experienced a lot of challenges as well as
the joys that come along my journey, they were all beautiful
and meaningful experiences. That is the reason why I would
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like to share and make my experiences known especially on the
occasion of the 25th anniversary of the presence of the Society
of the Divine Word (SVD).

Experience living 6 years in Thailand before joining SVD

Before officially joining the SVD, I had the opportunity to live
and work in Thailand for 6 years. When I was sixteen years old,
I dropped out of school and went to Thailand to work. When
I cam here, I did a lot of jobs, including dishwasher, parking
lot attendant, cleaning staff, waiter, and ice cream seller. This
was a long period that helped me to understand and love the
country, culture, and people here.

Being busy with a lot of work and living in a new environment
made me forget God. Meanwhile, laziness also contributed to
my staying away from attending Mass and praying. During the
first two years, I hardly went to church because of many
reasons like going to work, not knowing where the church was,
and mostly being so lazy.

While working in Thailand, I noticed my faith was getting
weaker and weaker. However, in that situation, I learned a lot
from the culture and people here. I loved the way Thai people
live. They are generous, kind, and friendly. They are also polite
in their speech.

In 2014, an event that took place in Thailand completely
changed my life. I happened to hear about a camp for
Vietnamese migrant youth in Thailand organized by Father
Anthony Le Duc. This event left many deep impressions and
memories for me. Participating in the program, I got
acquainted and was surprised to see that Fr Anthony was very
sociable, amiable, and sincere. From then on, I followed Him
every Sunday when He went to celebrate Mass. As a result, my
vocation developed without me realizing it. It was only when
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I'was 19 years old that I dared to express my wishes to a priest
from another congregation, the Dominicans. However, when
I heard that I had to go back to school, I gave up the idea of
becoming a religious because for me, studying is one of my
biggest difficulties. Life went on as normal. However, when I
was 22 years old, God touched me again. I went to see Father
Anthony and told my story. He listened and gave useful advice,
helping me decide to return to Vietnam to study. This decision
surprised and shocked my parents because at that time I was
the main breadwinner in the family. However, my parents still
respected my decision.

After the conversation, I decided to go to Saigon to study. Five
years of studying and working in Saigon was a huge challenge
for me, but with effort, and God’s help, I managed to complete
my studies.

Becoming an SVD postulant

Deciding to become a postulant of the Society of the Divine
Word was a major turning point in my life. The SVD
congregation is one of the most famous missionary
congregations in the world, with more than 25 years of
presence in Thailand. Becoming a part of the SVD, 1 was
trained and learned about the missionary spirit, living in
international community, and bringing Christ to all people
around the world.

My experience as a postulant helped me realize the value of
patience, perseverance, and the spirit of sacrifice. During this
time, I participated in many activities in the community,
accompanying Vietnamese immigrant brothers and sisters
through weekly Mass, and gained more experience in pastoral
ministry with refugees. I also regularly accompanied Father
John in refugee support activities. In addition, I also had the
chance to visit SVD communities in northeastern Thailand
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where SVD members are serving to deeper my understanding
of the life. These experiences not only helped me develop
myself but also strengthened my trust and love for everyone
around me.

Celebrating 25 years of the presence of the SVD in
Thailand

Looking back on the 25-year journey, the Society of the Divine
Word has contributed significantly to the development of the
Catholic community in Thailand. The presence of the order
not only witnesses to the Gospel but also contributes to the
building and development of society through charitable,
educational, and medical activities. The efforts of the SVD not
only help the Catholic community but also spread love to
everyone, through building a strong community where
everyone feels peace, happiness, and faith in the future.

On this anniversary, I feel proud to be part of the congregation
and contribute to this noble mission. The experiences and
lessons from life and the journey of becoming a postulant have
helped me better understand my responsibility and mission. I
wish to become an official member of the order, I wish to
partake in missionary life, becoming someone close to the laity,
becoming someone useful to everyone, and spreading God’s
love to all. I know that God could give me what I desire.
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SVD House in Bangkok:
The Place for the Wayfarer

Tran Minh Nhat

First encounter

On our first Sunday in Canada, my son asked, “Are we going
to Father Hung and Father Duc’s place for Mass?” He still
hadn’t realized that Canada was far from Thailand, and he
thought that Sunday Mass meant going to the Divine Word
(SVD) community house as usual. For my four-year-old son,
this place was an inseparable part of his childhood, a beautiful
memory with friends of the same age. I often affectionately
refer to the SVD community house in Bangkok, Thailand, as
“grandpa and grandma’s house” because every weekend, we
gathered there to celebrate Mass in its small and cozy chapel,
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to meet, have fellowship, and even pool our resources to cook
meals together.

Early days of connection

I stll remember
my first encoun-
ter  with  the
Divine Word
community  In
Thailand. When I
first arrived in
Thailand, 1 lived
isolated from the
Vietnamese com-
munity in  a
distant suburb of
Bangkok. On Sundays, I participated in services with the
Filipino community. We were among the first Vietnamese
families in a group of Filipino teachers teaching at the Asian
Institute of Technology (AIT). During Lent, they often invited
priests to conduct retreats and hear confessions. Since we were
Vietnamese, they invited a Vietnamese priest from Bangkok to
hear our family’s confession. Father John Hung Le, SVD, was
invited to grant reconciliation to my wife and me. That was the
first time we learned that there was a Vietnamese community
about 50 km from where we lived. With some uncertainties,
that Lunar New Year, we took a taxi to attend Mass at the
Divine Word community house, which had not yet moved to
the present location on Ngamwongwan Road. My son got sick
after the long trip and attended the crowded Mass in a small
house filled with immigrant brothers and sisters.

Despite the distance, the Lunar New Year was a time when
expatriates like us longed to meet fellow countrymen. When
the SVD community moved to Ngamwongwan, pastoral work
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became more convenient. Located centrally in Thailand’s
capital, it became a gathering place for Vietnamese Catholic
immigrants, nourishing our spirit every weekend and during
the Lunar New Year festival. The pastoral work of the
missionary priests created a bridge for immigrants to meet
during holidays, sharing both joys and hardships.

Sharing meals together

A joke often made was “first Mass, then party.” With
immigrants, it was hard to gather everyone, and not everyone
lived nearby, so after each Mass, every family would bring a
dish to share. I think this was a beautiful tradition. Many
people from Central Vietham came to Thailand for work, and
the atmosphere at the SVD house was truly different. There
was no grand church with full amenities, just a basic
community that felt warm and intimate, something an
expatriate deeply cherished. The spirit of “sharing meals”
created a cozy and congenial atmosphere. People didn’t feel
like isolated islands. I think our situation was quite similar to
the large crowds that followed Jesus in the past. Like my
family, each trip was over 30 km, not close at all, but going to
the SVD house felt like reaching a green pasture to rest and
rejuvenate both spiritually and physically. Responding to the
call to “give them something to eat,” the SVD priests in
Bangkok understood these community sentiments, creating

opportunities for everyone to share their “five loaves and two
fish.”

“How good and pleasant it is when God’s people live together
in unity!” (Psalm 133:1)

I still remember each Lunar New Year (Tet), the image of the
priests and the laypeople decorating the house, making
traditional rice cakes, and staying up late to watch over them
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until dawn. Like many other families who couldn’t go home
on New Year’s Day, we brought firewood and “dong” leaves
to the SVD house to find a bit of Tet atmosphere. I remember
being tasked with sourcing firewood for cooking rice cakes. I,
along with a younger brother, rode a motorcycle around the
markets and ended up buying enough charcoal not just for the
cakes that year but for the entire next year. Because I was afraid
of running out, I bought too much. “Nhat bought enough
charcoal for several years of cooking rice cakes,” the brothers
joked about my “calculations.”

While I bought excess, someone else preparing the cake fillings
fell short. Because the “population increased” with many more
immigrant brothers and sisters attending the year-end and
New Year Masses, the priests wanted to make more cakes so
everyone could take some home. So, everyone, except me, was
given new tasks since they were afraid I would buy too much
of the fillings. “Have someone else buy the fillings, Nhat might
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buy too much again,” one brother joked, and the group
laughed at my “calculations.”

To prepare a batch of rice cakes, everyone had a role, each
household contributing their part. Father Anthony Le Duc was
responsible for acquiring the leaves. He contacted people in
Chiang Mai to bring leaves from the forest, as “dong” leaves
weren’t readily available in Thailand like in Vietnam. Each year,
he also took charge of decorating, often with different themes,
giving the young people a chance to contribute in small ways.
Everyone had a job, and even small tasks required preparation
and coordination. This spirit was enjoyable because everyone
could join in and had to take responsibility to ensure a festive
Tet. Sitting together at the end of the year, watching life rush
by, these moments felt very peaceful.

Speaking of “sharing meals together,” the role of the women
must be mentioned. Almost every Sunday, the women would
take turns preparing different dishes, ensuring that no one bore
too much of a burden. This made me think of the early
Church. The faithful devoted themselves to prayer and
breaking bread together. The SVD community in Thailand

gathered the faithful in a simple and warm manner.
Searching for identity

My wie and I left Vietnam on our wedding night, filled with
concerns and dreams about our identity in a new land. Life for
immigrants is never easy. People work hard to make a living,
facing many difficulties and obstacles. It’s even harder for
families with young children, searching for their identity.
Leaving the place where one was born and raised to find a
livelihood often masks a hidden pain. For those like us who
left for Thailand, a predominantly Buddhist country, finding a
church was difficult. For many Catholics, it wasn’t just about
earning a living but finding oneself and a new home.
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In the first few years in Thailand, I felt as if life was
meaningless, being far from loved ones and the place where I
spent my youth fighting for the people’s rights. Sometimes I
felt like the exiled people described in Psalm 137: “By the
rivers of Babylon, we sat and wept when we remembered Zion.
There on the poplars we hung our harps” (Psalm 137:1-2).

I felt like someone sitting by the river of Babylon, longing for
Zion—the Holy Temple. There was no singing because of the
emptiness, or more precisely, the feeling of being hollow.
Growing up in a traditional parish, attending Mass and praying
every morning and evening with my parents, suddenly one day,
I found myself far from home and everything familiar. Many
people were swept up in the struggle to survive, while others
felt lost when night fell. People buried themselves in work or
other relationships to stay busy and forget “who I am.” It’s not
surprising that some, upon leaving their homeland, also drifted
away from the Church. Conversely, some felt a deeper
yearning for a home and sought a place to belong.
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Thanks to the presence of the Divine Word Missionaries, I was
able to attend Mass in my mother tongue after a few years. The
welcoming spirit and diverse ministries of the priests helped
ease my homesickness. I thought I would “hang up my harp”
until leaving Thailand, but when Masses became regular,
Father Linh formed a mini choir to lead the liturgy. The image
of the priests and congregation singing together after each
Mass, with children running around, will always be a wonderful
memory.

During happy and sad times for the immigrant community,
Father John Hung Le’s footsteps brought gifts of vegetables
and milk to those in need. Father Anthony Le Duc’s efforts to
form and organize immigrant groups, each priest taking care
of different aspects of immigrant life, contributed to the
presence of Christian life in a Buddhist country. Thanks to
their tireless efforts, Vietnamese Catholic communities wete
established and maintained. The fruits of prayer and pastoral
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care were most evident when many immigrants saw the SVD
house as a home to return to.

After more than five years in Thailand, participating in the
SVD community left my family with countless memories.
Perhaps it was because my son eagerly anticipated going there
every week, or maybe I enjoyed leisurely having coffee with
friends each Sunday. I will never forget the SVD priests’ loving
presence in my family’s joyous and sorrowful moments. Not
only me, but many others felt the dedicated mission of the
SVD priests, and without their long, silent care, the trees
wouldn’t have thrived, and the flowers wouldn’t have bloomed
in that small chapel.

It’s hard to express all the deep feelings in one’s soul, but it’s
like talking about family—there’s so much to say yet not
enough words to convey it all. Since stepping through the
chapel’s doors, I have unburdened myself. I no longer feel like
a solitary island. And as I bid farewell to embark on my journey
to Canada, I began to long for the day I would return. I want
to go back to my home, to meet Christ and find myself, to
toster brotherly love.

Thank you, dear SVD Fathers. We will return.
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His Mission is OQOur Mission
Phornphan Inthisan Pothi

In May 1997, I traveled from Loei Province to Nong Bua
Lamphu Province to find a rental house for establishing the
Perpetual Help Center project to work on assisting individuals
with AIDS-related issues in this province. I resigned from my
previous job at the Loei Provincial Welfare House where 1
used to work in AIDS-related assistance as well, but only
within Loei Province. Nong Bua Lamphu Province, separated
from Udon Thani Province in 1993, was a new province. In
June 1997, we initiated the Perpetual Help Center project
under the Health Committee of the Udon Thani Provincial
Health Office to raise awareness about AIDS, prepare families
and communities to support AIDS patients, along with
relevant government agencies. The project was initiated by Mr.
Rattanakun Pothi and myself.

In 1999, Brother
Damien and Brother
James, members of
the Society of the
Divine Word (SVD),
joined us to intensify
our efforts in sup-
porting AIDS pa-
- tients. We expanded

- mt“‘rﬁ our activities to In-
clude livelthood support for families affected by AIDS, such
as pig farming, fish farming, and poultry farming. We also
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increased training for children and youth on various preventive
measures. We supported the formation of HIV-infected
support groups to provide group counseling on health and
lifestyle issues, fostering a sense of togetherness in families and
communities. Despite the challenges faced by AIDS patients,
we remained steadfast and hopeful in our mission to assist
tellow humans, especially HIV-infected individuals and AIDS
patients, to live happily and integrate into society.

In the occasion of celebrating 25 years of the Society of the
Divine Word’s mission in Thailand (1999-2024) and the 61
years (1963-2024) of Brother Damien’s religious vows, we
express our gratitude to the Lord for everything. We especially
thank Brother Damien for his tireless dedication and
exemplary work in every aspect. As a result of his unwavering
commitment, we have established the St Michael Archangel
Church SVD community house, and Perpetual Help
Foundation to provide care for AIDS patients in Nong Bua
Lamphu Province, following the motto: “His mission is our
mission.”
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Pride in Working at the Mother of
Perpetual Help Center

Boonklang Pinml
The inspiration behind my work here

For 18 years, I have been working with the Mother of
Perpetual Help Center, starting in May 2005. Initially, for three
years, I volunteered for the Mother of Perpetual Help Center
project (before it became a foundation). I assisted in training
sessions on communication for attitude and behavior change
towards risky sexual behaviors for students in grades 1-3 (aged
13-15) as a volunteer. Through this role, I gained new
knowledge and experiences from my colleagues, especially in
HIV prevention and care for AIDS patients. This experience
led to significant changes in my attitudes and perspectives
towards HIV-infected individuals and AIDS patients.

Previously, I used
to see them as bad
people; now I re-
cognize that mis-
takes can happen
to anyone. I used
to fear AIDS pa-
tients; now I have
the courage and
desire to care for
them. I used to
harbor hatred towards those infected with HIV; now 1 have
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love and understanding for them. I used to be indifferent to
the spread of infection; now I am passionate about educating
and providing knowledge on prevention to everyone.

The feeling of pride towards my supervisor

When I first started working here, I saw Brother Damien, our
supervisor, working alongside the team with dedication. He
engaged in physical tasks like digging, planting trees, and
decorating the office surroundings. He even served water to
the team. He sets a great example for all of us. Moreover, he
immediately and consistently cares for AIDS patients with
love. He never orders us but serves as an example. This creates
a warm and loving atmosphere in our workplace, motivating
us to work with full dedication and enthusiasm.

Pride in the mission of the Mother of Perpetual Help
Center

The mission of
the Mother of
Perpetual Help
Center 1s unique
as it focuses not
only on physical
health care but
also on holistic
care for HIV-
infected individuals and AIDS patients. It provides a last resort
for those who have lost hope in life. Here, they receive
comprehensive care for their physical, mental, emotional, and
social well-being. This is the mission of love.
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Every patient who comes here is someone who has lost hope
in life, suffering physically, mentally, emotionally, and socially,
with no one to care for or support them. Here, they find their
last refuge, and it is true. As they receive care and rehabi-
litation, many regain their physical, mental, and emotional
health. They participate in activities at the St Michael Achangel
Church, praying for blessings from the Lord, which instills
hope and improves their health. Many leave here healthier, able
to take care of themselves, and reintegrate into society. For
those who are severely ill and unable to support themselves
due to disabilities or old age, the Mother of Perpetual Help
Center continues to provide assistance. Additionally, in terms
of prevention work, we conduct sexual health education and
HIV/AIDS education for students aged 13-15 in secondary
schools.

For these reasons, I am
incredibly proud of the
mission of the Mother of
Perpetual Help Center,
under the care of the
Society of the Divine
Word (SVD), an organi-
zation established de-
monstrate God’s love to the sick and those in distress. Being
chosen and called to be part of the ministry of the Lord fills
my spiritual life with growth, peace, and joy, and it remains in
my life and family forever. This is a tremendous grace
bestowed upon me by the Lord. Therefore, I humbly offer
eternal glory and praise to the Lord.
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A New Life Filled with Hope

Petawan Char:

T ’( M:—WWM 7
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The year 1998 was the worst year of my life when I
found out I was HIV positive. I felt scared, shocked, and
unable to think clearly. I cried and fell into depression. I even
contemplated suicide because I thought this disease would
never go away; death was the only outcome. Additionally, I was
afraid of being ostracized by society and didn’t want to be close
to anyone. At that time, I didn’t dare to leave the house for a
full four months. My husband fell seriously ill, and we had two
sons to take care of, one aged 4 and the other just 4 months
old. The doctor advised against breastfeeding the younger son
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for fear of infection. He cried every day, and we didn’t have
money to buy milk for him. I didn’t know what to do.

Later, I heard from a neighbor that there was a new AIDS
center opened in Nong Bua Lam Phu Province called the
Perpetual Help Cen-ter. I visited that center and met Mr.
Ratnakun and Ms. Phornphan, who managed the center. They
provided gui-dance on health care, living with AIDS, and
helped us buy milk for our son. They also coordinated with
government agencies to support our livelthoods. At the center,
they organized monthly meetings for people with the same
condition, providing emotional support. This gave me the
strength to continue living for my children and family. The
following year, my husband passed away, leaving me feeling
hopeless and deeply saddened, but I had to fight for my two
children.

In 1999, I met Brother Damien Lunders SVD, who came to
assist the project with funding to help HIV-infected and AIDS
patients in Nong Bua Lam Phu Province. I was very happy
because Brother Damien was kind, compassionate, and helpful
without judgment. I then became a volunteer at this center.
Currently, I am responsible for assisting patients and providing
counseling to patients or the general public.

On the occasion of the 61st anniversary of vows of Brother
Damien and the Silver Jubilee of the Society of the Divine
Word in Thailand, I thank God for having mercy on the sick
and needy in Nong Bua Lam Phu Province by sending
ministers to love and serve fellow brothers and sisters in God’s
name. Amen.
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My Experience with SVD Missionaries
Ratthiya Suwannaseth

My work with the missionaries in the Society of the Divine
Word in Thailand, even in just a short time of three years, was
filled with experiences that touched upon love and divine
grace. I witnessed the firm dedication of the Divine Word
Missionaries.

One afternoon, the phone rang loudly, and I received and
spoke with the person on the other end, who was Father
Anthony Le Duc SVD, then serving as the head chaplain of
Saint Michael Archangel Church in Nong Bua Lam Phu
Province. He invited me to join the parish ministry, and I
agreed, as it was an opportune time. From there, valuable
experiences began to unfold.
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The parish ministry initiatives included visiting the elderly in
the community, youth work, training projects, and community
assistance activities. All these activities were carried out
without discrimination based on social or religious circum-
stances. Communication work was also carried out through
social media and community radio programs. The message
communicated reflected love that sought no profit but aimed
to spread the Good News of the Lord to everyone.

The Mother of Perpetual Help Center and Mother Mary
House are places of care and recovery for HIV-infected
individuals. This 1s another major ministry under the care of
the Society of the Divine Word. This mission clearly
demonstrates care for patients without discrimination based
on ethnicity, religion, or cultural differences, but with respect
for human dignity. Regardless of one’s background, everyone
who comes to the Center must be treated based on the
foundation of love.

Brother Damien Lunders SVD, the founder of the Mother of
Perpetual Help Center and Mother Mary House, dedicated his
physical and spiritual strength to make these places accessible
to everyone, providing them with genuine understanding and
love. The Center does not reject anyone but rather opens its
doors to everyone. Brother Damien once shared, ““The
harvest is plentiful, but the workers are few. Therefore, beg the
Lord of the harvest to send out workers into his field” (Luke
10:22). The Lord has given me a great responsibility as a
religious missionary. I feel that I am an instrument for
developing Nong Bua Lam Phu. I am pleased to see new life
emerging both within and beyond the walls of the Mother of
Perpetual Help Center. I am happy to have been involved in
helping them find new life.”
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On this occasion, I would like to congratulate Brother Damien
Lunders SVD, the generous missionary, on his 61st anni-
versary of religious vows. He is a true missionary who has fully
dedicated himself and set a good example for missionary
service.

Celebrating the 25th anniversary of the Society of the Divine
Word in Thailand, we follow the spirit of St Arnold Janssen,
the founder of the Society, by proclaiming the Gospel where
no one had ever heard it or has not fully heard the Good News.
On this occasion, I join in thanking the Lord for the Divine
Word Missionaries, and I hope that the mission of the Society
will continue to advance in ministry and evangelism without
ceasing, with firm dedication to spreading the Gospel in
various lands, using their own lives as testimonies according to
the steadfast spirit of the Society, affirming, “His is our life,
His mission is our mission.”
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Fresh Vegetables for Viethamese Refugees

Awgustine Duc Trong

In the scorching mid-April heat, amidst the sweltering
temperatures, Father John Hung Le SVD, faithfully drove his
car laden with vegetables to the refugee community in the
Bang Yai area of Nonthaburi province, approximately 30 km
west of Bangkok, the capital city.

As the familiar car slowly pulled up in front of the rows of
dormitories, the serene atmosphere of the sunny noon sud-
denly transformed into a lively scene, filled with cheerful calls
for “Father Hung’s vegetables.”
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While the SVD missionary priest tended to the refugee com-
munity, primarily comprised of Protestant believers, Ms.
Nguyet, a dedicated volunteer of three years, meticulously
observed and tallied the quantity of vegetables, ensuring there
was enough for everyone. However, amidst the familiar smiles
today, Ms. Nguyet felt a pang of sentimentality. This trip
marked her final distribution of vegetables in Thailand.

Vietnamese refugees in Thailand

Tran Thi Thu Nguyet is one of over two thousand Vietnamese
individuals who have sought political asylum in Thailand in
recent years. They hail from diverse ethnic backgrounds, with
the Tay people from the Central Highlands, the H’Mong from
the Northwest, the Khmer Krom from the Mekong Delta, and
human rights activists among the largest groups, fleeing
oppression in their homeland and crossing the border into

Thailand.

Since the Thai government has not ratified the 1951 Refugee
Convention, refugees in Thailand are considered illegal immi-
grants. Due to this lack of recognition, refugees encounter
significant challenges in securing stable employment to sustain
their basic livelihoods, while assistance from the UNHCR in
Thailand remains limited.

In addition to navigating local law enforcement, refugees
grapple with ongoing difficulties such as language barriers,
limited access to medical care, harsh living conditions, inade-
quate food supplies, frequent unemployment, and the fear of
police arreSt These challenges were exacerbated during the
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COVID-19 pandemic, rendering refugees the most vulnerable
demographic.

Amidst closed churches, social distancing measures, and
isolation, Father John Hung LLe SVD, actively sought out those
in dire circumstances. As a missionary priest who himself fled
Vietnam as a refugee at the age of 17, Father Hung empathizes
deeply with those bearing refugee status in this foreign land.

Initially, Father Hung procured free food supplies from local
supermarkets, which he distributed to the refugee commu-
nities. Although the quantity of food remained insufficient
compared to the needs of the population, his efforts laid the
foundation for more organized initiatives in the future.
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Supporting Refugees

In 2021, the Refugee Support Association, led by Father John
Hung Le, was established. True to its name, the association
focuses on assisting refugees facing various challenges. Funds
for the association are sourced from individual contributions,
primarily from benefactors and acquaintances. Refugee volun-
teers currently residing in Thailand also play a crucial role in
supporting the association’s activities.

Initially, the association primarily supported refugees requiring
hospitalization due to illness, disease, or accidents. Simul-
taneously, association members regularly sought food dona-
tions from local supermarkets to distribute to refugee commu-
nities.

However, the reliability of food donations fluctuated, some-
times abundant and other times scarce, while refugee demand
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continued to rise. Consequently, Father Hung and the associ-
ation opted to purchase additional fresh vegetables from
wholesale markets.

With over two thousand refugees dispersed across various
locations, this endeavor demands significant time and effort.
Through perseverance, Father Hung has faithfully delivered
vegetables to refugee communities every week for nearly three
years. This gesture assumes even greater significance during
economic hardships, when prices soar beyond the means of
many families.

Receiving vegetables brings joy to many, as they help enhance
their family meals for the week. Beyond its material value,
Father Hung’s vegetable distributions hold spiritual signifi-
cance for numerous refugee families. Particularly touching are
the expressions of gratitude from those from the Central
Highlands, who, despite struggling to articulate in Vietnamese,
convey their appreciation to Father Hung and the volunteer
team. Through heartfelt words, blending both Vietnamese and
Thali, they express that receiving vegetables reassures them that
refugees are not forgotten, and that they continue to receive
care, support, and love from the community.

Such expressions serve as motivation for Father Hung and the
association’s volunteers, including Tran Thi Thu Nguyet, who
has been involved in vegetable distribution from the outset.

The loving trips
Arriving in Thailand as a political refugee in 2018, Tran Thi

Thu Nguyet faced numerous challenges in adapting to a
foreign land without family, financial resources, or language
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proficiency. Upon joining the Refugee Support Association,
Ms. Nguyet assumed the responsibility of facilitating commu-
nication, understanding the needs of refugees, assessing
numbers, and coordinating vegetable distribution activities.

Refugees inhabit separate communities, with varying popu-
lation densities, ranging from areas housing up to 500 refugees
to those with only a handful of families. These communities
are often widely dispersed, necessitating careful consideration
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of transportation and vegetable procurement within the
association’s budget.

On average, each refugee family receives vegetables once a
month. Though this allocation falls short of meeting actual
needs, the gesture of sharing assists refugee families in coping
with the challenges of food and shelter during their temporary
stay in a foreign land. What makes this gesture even more
meaningful is that Ms. Nguyet, who shares the refugee
experience, actively participates in these charitable endeavors.

Recently, Ms. Nguyet was
resettled in the United
States by the UNHCR
after a five-year wait.
) Many refugees wait much
'~ longer, sometimes over a
decade, without being
accepted by any country.
Ms. Nguyet considers
herself fortunate to have
been granted an eatly
departure.

Even more fortuitously,
upon learning of Ms.
Nguyet’s charitable work
in Thailand, a Vietnamese American priest agreed to serve as a
liaison to support her during the initial period of resettlement.
Ms. Nguyet feels blessed to have received numerous blessings
since embarking on her charitable journey with Father Hung.

On April 24, 2024, she bid farewell to Thailand, carrying with
her a medley of emotions—joy, sadness, and apprehension.
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Those who remain continue to carry on her legacy. And each
week, amidst the midday sun, the sight of Father Hung’s truck
brimming with love has become a comforting presence,
reminding refugees that they are not alone, and that there are
many who care for them.
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Collaborating with SVD Priests in
Vietnamese Migrant Ministry

Joseph Bui Dinh Anb

My name is Joseph Bui Dinh Anh, orginally belonging to the
parish of Ke Tung Hat, Nghia Yen, Ha Tinh diocese in
Vietnam. Due to livelihood reasons, my family moved to
Thailand for work as migrant workers. Initially, upon arriving
in Thailand, we did not have the opportunity to attend any
Vietnamese-language masses for several years. Some time later,
I met a priest belonging to the Society of the Divine Word
(SVD), Father Anthony Le Duc, in 2011. At that time, I
attended my first Vietnamese-language mass in Thailand.

In August of the same year, I met Fr Anthony again.
Unfortunately, it was a time of tragedy involving my wife’s
family. Her younger brother, who suffered from asthma, had
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an attack on one rainy afternoon while he was working. He
went to a nearby clinic where he received an injection, but then
went into shock. He was transferred to a larger hospital, but
due to heavy Bangkok traffic, by the time he arrived at the
hospital, he had already gone into a coma. The medical
expenses were very high, so we had to ask Father Anthony for
help. At that time, he was still serving in Udon Thani province
in Northeast Thailand, but he was very caring, running about
and contacting people to help us bring our brother home. My
wife’s brother passed away in Vietnam 7 months later.

From then on, our family became fa-miliar with him, and he
later intro-duced us to other priests in the Soci-ety of the
Divine Word. We got to know them more and more. Then, as
time passed, we felt that the SVDs considered our family as
part of their own. Our family is very grateful to Father
Anthony and the other priests in the Society for their support
for us.

As I began to receive encouragement from the SVD fathers,
in early 2012, I officially began to collaborate with the SVDs
to serve Vietnamese migrants in Thailand. Presently, I serve as
the head of the lay pastoral council for the Pastoral Committee
on Vietnamese Migrants in Thailand, working closely with
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SVD priests as well as priests from other congregations
involved in this ministry.

Since I began collaborating with the SVD missionaries, I’ve
found a lot of joy in learning from them. Working alongside
the priests in the SVD congregation, especially Father
Anthony Le Duc, has been enlightening. His discipline and
clarity are seen in the clear and detailed programs he provides
for our activities. We’ve gleaned a great deal from the guidance
and training offered by the priests in the SVD congregation.
We eagerly seek further assistance and instruction from them
in our service activites. The SVD way of life reflects warmth
and enthusiasm, fostering an environment where love and
compassion, in accordance with the teachings of Jesus Christ,
can be seen.

One of my responsibilities as a member of the lay leadership
team is to help organize masses for the Vietnamese Catholic
migrant community
in Thailand. I am
closely attached to
the priests in the
mission. The priests
have contributed to
helping the spiritual
and physical needs of
migrant brothers and sisters in various ways. There are times
when the members of the migrant community are sick, and the
priests make visits to give emotional support as well as
medicine or other supplies. Father John Hung L.e SVD, who is
currently the head chaplain of the Vietnamese Catholic
migrants in Thailand, spends a lot of time doing charity work.
He also goes to buy supplies such as rice, fresh vegetables, and
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fruits to distribute to the needy every week. He has been doing
this for several years.

Currently and in the
future, the Viet-
namese  Catholic
migrant community
in Thailand needs
the support of the
missionary priests.
They serve as parish
priests for migrants
who now live and Sl
work far from home. In this role, they can teach and admonish
migrants about our faith lives. We hope the priests will have
something to teach to help us become better individuals, rather
than just saying that our children will be corrupted in the
future. We would like the pastors to organize programs aimed
at spiritual nourishment, activities related to faith, or other
initiatives to help migrants love God and others more. On
behalf of the entire Vietnamese migrant community, I
sincerely thank the SVD Congregation as well as the priests
from other congregations very much for all that they have
done for us in Thailand.
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Mission on the Mat: Church Youth Group
Shares Food, Life, and Hope

Fr Anthony 1.e Duc 17D

Note: This essay was written in 2010 to document one of the pastoral
activities at St Michael Archangel Church.

Eating in the Thai culture

Eating together is an important social and communal activity
in every culture and society, and for Thai people, it’s no
exception. When there are events that involve serving food,
those in charge invariably have to think about how much and
what kind of food should be served. At my church, this issue
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often dominates the parish council meeting conversations. For
example, before our annual church feast, we spent a large
proportion of time on this very topic. After the event had
already occurred, we talked about whether the food was
enough for everyone, and what we should do for the next
celebration. Likewise, in our First Saturday gatherings at
parishioners” homes for prayer and scripture sharing, despite
my urging that this be a simple affair because I did not want to
make it a burden on the host, the parishioners themselves
refuse to make it so. No one leaves the house without first
being fed. Even when the host family is rather poor, they still
manage to get enough food together to serve everyone.

Eating being a part of family, community, or other group
gatherings is a requisite for the Thai people who have their
own unique way of sharing food. When Thai people sit down
for a meal, they usually share the various dishes that are placed
in the middle of the table. A pot or container of rice is placed
on the side. Dishes differ from region to region. However,
most meals consist of a soup, a spicy dish, a vegetable dish,
and some fresh vegetables. Unlike many of their Asian
counterparts, Thai people nowadays use forks and spoons
rather than chopsticks, which are reserved for noodle soups
such as kuaytiaw. In the countryside, people often eat with
their hands, which is the style of eating practiced before
utensils were introduced. For example, in the Northeast region
of Thailand, people often use their hand to pick up a piece of
sticky rice, dip it in a spicy dish and then put it in their mouth.

Usually, the dishes placed in the middle of the table come with
a serving spoon. But it is not uncommon for Thai people to
serve themselves with the utensils that they use to eat. In
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people’s homes, especially in the countryside, Thai people
often eat sitting on a mat spread out on the floor inside or in
front of the house where it is a bit cooler. However, eating in
such an open space also requires them to invite neighbors to
join every time one passes by. It is a polite way for people to
continue their meal without feeling like they are being
unhospitable. Usually, the passerby politely refuses the
invitation and goes on his way leaving the family to eat in
peace. Eating for Thai people is a relationship building activity
in many ways, and an important part of people’s everyday life.
It is no wonder that when Thai people greet each other, they
often inquire whether they have eaten or not.

The Christian agape meal

In reality, it’s not the Thai people alone who employ the
occasion of sharing a meal together to enhance or solidify good
relationships through the sharing of conversation, jokes,
stories, and of course, food. In almost every culture, friend-
ships and communities are often formed and strengthened
through meal rituals — both formal and informal. In the Gospel
accounts, Jesus was often seen eating with many people — his
disciples, community leaders, and even sinners. Sharing food
with these people were an important part of Jesus’ ministry and
actually afforded him many unique teaching moments. Sharing
a meal with others allowed him the opportunity to convert and
transform the lives of people like Levi the tax collector and his
friends who were castigated by society (Mk 2:15-17). Accepting
meal invitations presented Jesus with perfect scenarios to teach
those such as the Pharisee named Simon on the relationship
between love and forgiveness (Luke 7:36-50). Breaking bread
with his disciples on the last night before he was arrested and



166 His Mission, Our Mission

hung on the cross allowed Jesus the occasion to say profound
and sincere parting words to them and taught them the way to
remember him in the future (John 13-16).
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So, it is not surprising that in the early days of the Church,
Christians would gather around the table in people’s houses to
share food and fellowship, sang, and prayed to remember
Jesus. This meal is what came to be known as the agape meal,
or the love-feaSt This act of worship and fellowship would
eventually evolve into the formal Eucharist that we see today.
However, as the formal Eucharistic celebrations began to take
shape, in the past, agape meals often were still held as an
activity separate from the Eucharistic celebration. Today, at
many churches, agape meals often take on the characteristic of
after-mass social, Saturday night potlucks, or even full out
meals in which members sit down around the table to share

food and fellowship. At one of the churches of Fr Truc Phan



25 Years of Witnessing to the Word in Thailand 167

SVD in Nong Khai Province, every Sunday, the villagers bring
food to share with each other after Mass. All these things act
as an agape and provide opportunities for building community
spirit and unity.

From instant noodles to agape meal

When I first came to St
Michael Archangel
Church in Nong Bua
Lamphu in April 2008,
I was quite disap-
pointed by the lack of
spirit in the church. I
witnessed a situation in
. = which few Catholic
families came to Sunday Mass. I had no altar servers, no
assigned readers, no organ player, and no organ. Music that
accompanied community singing came from a recorded CD
that was used every week. Needless to say, the pre-recorded

music did little to enhance the dismal atmosphere in the
church.

One of the few bright signs in the church that I saw was a
group of 4 teenagers, 3 gitls and one boy who came to church
every Sunday for catechism. All four had been Buddhist since
birth. The three girls had been recently baptized by the former
pastor, although their catechism training had been limited.
One of the gitls came from the orphanage for HIV+ children
located behind the church, and the others came from the
community.
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The catechism classes took place in the afternoon because the
teacher had to travel to Nong Bua Lamphu from Udon Thani,
the province next over. However, Sunday Mass was at 8:30
a.m. After Mass, the teenagers would often hang out at the
church because they did not want to go home then come back
for catechism. As lunch time came around, the youth would
often ask for instant noodles or whatever food I had in my
refrigerator to eat. I let them use the kitchen of the rectory to
prepare the food because there was nowhere else to cook the
food. Other than the church building itself, the only additional
parochial building was the recently built rectory. Even the girl
who came from the Children’s Home did not go back but
chose to eat lunch with her friends at the rectory. Eating at the
church while waiting for catechism class, therefore, became a
regular and necessary activity.

As I invested a significant amount of time and effort into
building up youth ministry at the church, their presence at the
church became common. So was the sight of youth eating
together at the church, usually informally. Vietnamese youth
who come to find work in Nong Bua Lamphu often came to
visit me at the church, to study catechism, or to help clean the
rectory. Oftentimes, they end up cooking using what we could
find in the refrigerator to make it into a meal. Youth who come
to participate in Saturday activities such as doing volunteer
work in the village or attending activities at neighboring
churches also often find themselves returning to the parish
afterward to hang out and eat.

From a group of four teenagers, the youth group in the church
has now grown to over 20. Some of them come from the
community. Some of them have grown up in the children’s
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home. Some of them are young adults who are Vietnamese
migrant workers who have made their way to Nong Bua
Lamphu, and subsequently to the Catholic church. Some of
them are HIV+ teenagers who have recently come to live at
the Mother Mary Home administered by Br Damien Lunders
SVD.

As the number of children and teenagers who come to the
church grows, so do the activities designed for them. After
Sunday Mass, children learn catechism or musical instruments,
or life skills classes, depending on the development of church
activities. Presently, activities for the youth (age 13+) take
place all morning and officially end after lunch — a meal in
which they cook and share together as a group. Thus, from
merely giving the youth instant noodles to hold them up until
catechism, the Sunday meal at the church now is a formal
youth group activity that is participated by many of the youth
group members.

Youth group meal as an extension of the Eucharist

While the youth group at the church has grown much larger
than the few members just two years ago, not all of them are
Catholic. Some are still studying catechism awaiting to be
baptized. Some youth who come to the church do not have an
interest in studying catechism and cannot be forced to follow
Catholicism against their will. Still, they come to church and
participate in Mass. The church youth do virtually everything
in the liturgy — serving at the altar, doing the reading, playing
the organ (we now have one), leading in the prayer as well as
the singing. They also do many things outside the liturgy as
well. However, the Eucharist for the youth has not been as
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much a symbol of unity as desired because not everyone is
receiving Holy Communion or on the track to receive the
sacrament. It is a situation that is regrettable from the pers-
pective of a parish priest, but it is a situation that I accept with
peace and trust in the mercy of God.

What is so far not
possible in the Mass is
made up for in the youth
meal, which is some-
thing that everyone is
invited to participate in
without any obstacles.
All are welcome to par-
take in the food before
them and to enjoy the
conversation taking
place in the group. The
youth group meal is the

- = agape meal that be-
comes an extension of the Eucharist for the youth, and is the
activity that all who come do not have to feel that they are “left
out”.

Youth group meal as an act of sharing and participation

Every Saturday morning, when it is still early, Nong Bua
Lamphu’s morning market is full of activities. Thewarat
Thailampoo, a former seminarian who is now a regular church
staff, goes to the market to buy two things — flowers for the
church and groceries for the Sunday youth meal. His budget
used to be 200 baht for flowers, and 300 baht (about 9 USD)
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for food. Usually, he buys some meat, some eggs, and some
vegetables. He buys things that he thinks the youth can easily
use to make a meal.

On Sunday morning, at about 11 o’clock, about five of the
youth are assigned to go into the kitchen to make lunch for the
group. The rest engages in other activities. Some are cooking
experts, but most are not. Yet, they make do with whatever
they find in the refrigerator. Their job is to come up with about
four dishes along with a big pot of rice enough for the number
of people present. They don’t always estimate correctly how
much rice or food is needed. Sometimes there’s way too much
left over. Other times, the food is gone, but people are still not
yet full.

Y
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Those who don’t have the responsibility of cooking do the
setting up, cleaning, and washing. The group leader has a list
of people assigned to the various tasks from week to week.
Despite the attempt at a system, chaos is not unusual. Still,
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every week, the group manages to find enough people to cook,
to clean, and to wash.

Youth group meal as an act of unity and acceptance

The taste of the
food that appears
on the mat spread
on the ground in
front of the church
| differs from week to
week, from people
to people. However,
no  words of
complaint have ever
been heard coming out of the youth who join the meal
Perhaps they themselves are too aware of their own cooking
ability to dare criticize others. After all, eventually, it will also
be their turn to do the cooking. But most likely the reason
many stay for the meal is not for the food but rather for the
friendship and the fun of cracking jokes at one another during
the meal. So the taste is not so much an issue.

The group eats sitting down on the mat, and the eating takes
place after the prayer of thanksgiving has been said. Saying
grace is the duty of one of the youths who did the cooking that
day. Around the food, the members share in the food that they
themselves made. They make jokes, talk about the things that
young people talk about, and generally enjoy being with one
another. I also use the occasion to share with the group some
news about the church or about upcoming group activities. I
also use the occasion to give comments to the group—praising
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them for good things that they have done or remind them to
do better in other things. I try to keep negative things to a
minimum in this task because it is important to not make
people lose their ap-petite during meal. Just as we begin the
meal with a prayer, we also conclude the meal with one. And
nobody leaves the mat until the final prayer has been said.

Youth group meal as an act of service

Most young people don’t like to cook and few like to do dishes.
But here, they are taught to do both. Serving each other is at
the heart of the youth group meal together. Cooking for each
other, helping each other to clean up, and washing the dishes
become acts of service for one another, and teaches them to
value a life of service and cooperation. They not only serve
during the meal but also serve in their daily lives. We hope that
they will learn to serve the people in their family, the
abandoned elderly in their community, the friends at their



174 His Mission, Our Mission

school, and the poor in society. Oftentimes, the youth group
does activities such as going to visit the elderly or does some-
thing for the church. Thus, by creating opportunities for the
youth to serve one another in the meal, we hope to also remind
them to serve one another in everyday life.

Youth group meal as an act of hope

Everyday there are countless meals being eaten all over the
wotld. But eating together does not always mean building
relationships if the participants do not put their hearts and
minds into the activity. However, in the youth group meal, I
believe many of them do. Seeing the youth making food
together, sitting side by side, and sharing the food that they
have made inspires a tremendous sense of hope in my heart. It
is the hope that in this world, people from all sorts of cultures
and life situations can come together and accept each other in
a sincere way. It is the hope that others will look at this simple
group and see God’s love reflected in their interactions with
one another. It is the hope that in Christ, there is no Thai or
Vietnamese, no HIV+ or HIV-, there is no rich or poor. For
everyone, no matter who he or she is, is the children of God.

Conclusion

Ever since coming to serve at St Michael Archangel Parish in
Nong Bua Lamphu Province, I've tried to create many
activities—both pastoral and social. It’s been thoroughly a
trial-and-error experience. Some activities have seen great
results with community support. Some barely get off the
ground. Some go well for a while until something happens and
puts it to a halt.
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The Sunday youth meal as well as all the times when the youth
come together to share food is for me a particularly meaningful
act. It is not easy to create an orderly system with the cooking
and the cleaning, and sometimes the food takes a while to be
ready. But I believe many of the youth try their best, and
sharing food with the youth has always been something very
foundational in my youth ministry. When I see them eating
together, young people sitting down around the table, serving
one another, talking to one another, and relating to another,
while all around them, society is becoming ever more
individualistic and inward looking, I feel a tremendous sense
of satisfaction and thankfulness because I believe that I am
creating an opportunity for people to bridge differences and
create community. And it can be done with a simple meal.
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A Summer to Remember:
American Seminarians Experience Mission
Work in Thailand

Sergio Morales Rangel

Note: This article was originally published in Divine Word Magazine
(Chicago Province) in Fall 2071.

Last summer Peter Do and I were extremely lucky to work
with our Divine Word Missionary priests and Brothers in
South Korea and Thailand. They shared their vocation stories,
difficulties, and blessings in the mission and encouraged us to
continue our formation. Our time in Thailand was particularly
rewarding.

We spent most of our time in Nong Bua Lamphu, the smallest
province in Thailand, with the five members of the Divine
Word Missionary community: Brother Damien Lunders SVD,
Brother Ron Fratzke SVD, Brother Bernard Ruffing SVD,
Father Truc Quoc Phan SVD, and Father Anthony Le Duc
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SVD. Although they are small in numbers, they have made a
very positive contribution in Nong Bua Lamphu.

Divine Word Missionaries first came to Thailand to care for
persons with HIV/AIDS. More recently, they are teaching
English and staffing a parish, which has many programs in the
wider community.

During the week, Peter and I taught English with Bro. Ron at
Nong Bua Pittayakarn School. Since Bro. Ron is a native
speaker of English, the students could work on improving
their pronunciation. Peter and I were each given four classes a
day, Monday through Friday. We were asked to encourage the
students to use English and make them more comfortable and
confident with the language. The kids were enthusiastic
learners, fun to teach, and definitely not shy.

- - Before we left, one teacher
said, “We have had many
foreign teachers come and
go, but you are different.”
Bro. Ron attributed this to
the background we have as
missionary ~ seminarians.
Perhaps it is more natural
for us to approach a different culture with respect and with a
willingness to learn as well as teach.

On the weekends, Peter and I spent our time at St Michael’s
Catholic Church. It is the only Catholic church in the province
of Nong Bua Lamphu. The church was built next to the
Mother of Perpetual Help Center orphanage and hospice,
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where Bro. Damien is director. Prior to the arrival of Divine
Word Missionaries, the parish was served by temporary
pastors. Consequently, the parish was not well organized. In
2007, five years after the construction of the new church, Fr
Anthony Le Duc SVD was assigned as pastor. Fr Anthony is
very active with the young people, who are Thai (some HIV-
positive) and Vietnamese migrants. They make up the largest
segment of the parish. After Mass, the youth participate in
various activities, then they prepare and share lunch together
at noon.

One Sunday, Peter and I went
along with the youth to visit
the elderly for Mother’s Day.
@ e went to a nearby village,
broke up into teams, and
began to wash dishes, fold
clothes, and tidy up their
yards. While I was folding
clothes, one grandmother sat
next to me and chatted away.
| Even though I had no idea
what she was saying, we both
enjoyed our time together.
Afterward, the Thai youth sang Mother’s Day songs to the
grandmothers as the rest of us showed our love with applause
and smiles.

Visiting the elderly was a great experience that unified the
youth group. Grade school children, the Vietnamese youth,
and the Thai youth all worked together for a common purpose.
It also improved the self-image of the HIV-positive youth.
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Instead of being the ones served and feeling sorry for
themselves, they learned that they too can serve others.

As a seminarian, I was very impressed with what the Divine
Word Missionaries in Thailand are doing to spread the Word.
This trip has really strengthened my missionary vocation. I am
more determined to fully immerse myself in the seminary
program in order to discern God’s will for me and strengthen
all the gifts God has entrusted to me. One day, I would love to
serve in Thailand, where the seeds of our missionary efforts
are just beginning to sprout.
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Br Bernd Ruffing SVD: “I Tried to be a
Brother to Those Who Needed Someone”

Note: This article was originally published on March 29, 2016 on the
STV'D Australia website.

As he farewells Thailand and the AUS Province to take up
work with refugees in the German Province, Br Bernd Ruffing
SVD recalls his ministry in Thailand as being a journey of
friendship and relationship with the people.

“I tried to be a brother to those who needed someone who’d
walk with them for some time,” he says.

“This walking with someone is to me, based in the Gospel.
There isn’t much theory about it. ‘Go and do likewise’, Jesus
said. That’s what I tried to do and that’s how I would say I
sometimes encountered God.”
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Br Bernd, who hails from Germany, first went to Thailand as
part of the SVD’s Overseas Training Program, when he was in
formation, and then was assigned to the AUS Province, and to
Thailand, for his first assignment after taking final vows. He
was there altogether for five and a half years.

A qualified nurse, Br Bernd worked with the AIDs patients
being cared for at the Mother of Perpetual Help Centre in
Nong Bua Lamphu.

“I'was also a ‘taxi driver’ and a gardener, sometimes a cook and
a cleaner, sometimes a pharmacist, a nurse and a counsellor,
sometimes a catechist and a teacher, sometimes an interpreter
for the police or at court — but this all doesn’t express what |
tried to be,” he says.

“What I really wanted to be is nothing more than being a
missionary brother. To me it was not important what I did as
such, but important to do it with and for God’s people.”

Br Bernd says he faced many challenges during his missionary
assignment to Thailand, including the task of learning the Thai
language.
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“Thai is a rather difficult language to learn and to speak,” he
says. “Luckily people were always nice and tried to understand
what I intended to say.

“Another challenge is probably working with minors. Some-
times we all tried so hard to accompany them into a good
future, but the voices of friends sometimes spoke louder to
them. So to see them walking in a direction which would most
likely bring them into unemployment, dropping their medical
treatment, and even into criminal behaviour, was really tough
to deal with.

“And, of course, it is hard to see people dying. As a nurse, |
have seen so many people die, yet some of our patients who
died over the last years are still very close to me.”

One of those patients was Bayfern, a young girl who came to
the Centre at age 12, weighing just 12kg.
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“There was literally nobody who cared and loved her at the
end of her life. She was simply rejected and forgotten,” he says.
“I can’t forget her and keep her and so many others in my
thoughts and prayers. I entrust them into the hands of God.”

Despite the heartbreaks and challenges, Br Bernd says his time
in Thailand brought him great joy.

“I love the joy of the people,” he says. “The gratefulness of the
patients when they feel that they are not alone; when they find
a place to rest and a place of trust, where they’re not rejected
or looked down upon because of their HIV status. For many
of them, our Centre was the first place where they experienced
this.

“It was enriching of course to work in a team and we could
not do what we do without our lay partners. I am so grateful
for their support and all they taught me over all these years.”

Br Bernd says when he first felt called to return to his home
country of Germany to work with refugees, he also felt a
strong pull to stay in Thailand.

“Thinking about leaving made me feel a bit uncomfortable.
But I kept watching the news from Europe and that over-
whelming amount of refugees coming to Germany every single

day.”

After asking the German Provincial if there were SVDs to

work with the refugees, he was invited to take up the task
himself.

“Around New Year, God blessed me with an infection and 1
had to stay in my room for two full days. No more running
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around, no more business, but really having time to talk it
through with him. Worry slowly turned to inner peace. Ques-
tion marks slowly got smaller and fewer in number, and so I
finally received my new assignment: Going back to Germany
to be with refugees and migrants.”

Br Bernd says he is looking forward to his new assignment and
believes there is much to be done.

“I want to change the world!” he says. “As I can’t change the
wortld I simply want to contribute to a better understanding
and work on integration. It’s possible. And I think we, as
Divine Word Missionaries, have the experience and skills in
intercultural living to prove that it is possible.”

Before taking up his new ministry, Br Bernd will study Inter-
national Social Work with Refugees and Migrants and he will
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also spend time with some of the 140 or so people from Syria
who are staying in three SVD mission houses in Germany.

“I was a stranger and you welcomed me. That’s our new
mission, not only in Germany.”
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OTP Experience in Thailand Has Deep
Impact on Truong Le SVD

Frt Truong T. Le ST'D
Note: This essay was written in 2016 by Truong 'I. Le to chronicle his

OTP experience in Thatland. He has subsequently returned to 'Thatland

for his first assignment.
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Mission and culture are essential characteristics of an SVD, and
with the two years Cross-Cultural Training Program, I was
given a taste in different ministerial settings: teaching English
at the local high school, working with Viethamese migrant
workers, visiting the poor, engaging in parish ministries, and
helping HIV/AIDS patients, in particular, teenagers living
with HIV at The Mother of Perpetual Help Foundation in
Nongbualamphu, Thailand.
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A sense of naiveté is
f# incvitably attached
to the intention of
working with or-
| phans, particularly
those who are even
more vulnerable, be-
ing HIV  positive
and/or living with disabilities. When seeing the children
playing with each other at our center, I couldn’t help but ask
what they have done to deserve this. They are branded and
labelled since birth, and they have had to carry the burden that
comes with the illness without fully realizing why.

Sympathetically, I pondered what I can do to help. My
pondering was more in terms of how much can I compensate
for what they have suffered—these unwarranted sufferings
from the illness, witnessing the death of their parents and
growing up without them, being unwanted by relatives, being
rejected by society, and most devastating of all, the feeling of
being not good enough for others.

During the last few months of my CTP, I was assigned full
time to Ban Mae Marie, which is a subsidiary of the SVD
Foundation, caring for abandoned teenagers. The makeup of
this place is quite diverse as we recently accepted elderly
patients from the hospice due to an overflow.

Perhaps the best description of my work is a mix between a
bus driver and a guidance counselor. I work primarily with the
teenagers—driving them to school, to the hospital, and
basically everywhere else needed. 1 began somewhat of a
counseling session with them to touch base on their well-being
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and how they feel about living here. The idea behind this
program is to build trusting relationship with the children.

This experience has stretched my understanding of love; that
love is being generous in spite of trouble and ungratefulness.

Gradually, I became more involved with the daily lives of the
teenagers. The basic necessities of food, shelter, and safety are
provided for by the foundation. On my part, I tried to do as
much as I could for the children.

On a weekly basis, I would take the children for ice cream or
to see a movie. During the school breaks, we would go on
vacation. Nevertheless, what I was called to do, as I came to
realize, was not just give them their needs and wants but rather
have the willingness to share my life with them. I had to
consider and become attune to the needs of each individual,
considering his or her physical and emotional needs, health
issues and disabilities. The difficulty, or challenge, was having
to open up and enter into the messiness of the whole ordeal,
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knowing full well of my own limitations and inexperience.
What I can give them is, ultimately, myself.

Disciplining a child is not an easy task, just ask any parent.
Now, imagine a 28-year-old, ill-equipped religious missionary
with no parenting experience having to care for an HIV-
positive child with mental disabilities prone to epileptic sei-
zures and frequent emotional outburSt

Working with this 16-year-old boy was uniquely challenging.
At first, I was alarmed when he had a seizure because I was the
only adult around. I did not know what to do.

Things became easier as I became more educated about the
matter and learned to just let him be. Periodically, he would
throw a tantrum, being unable to control his emotions. The
staff would then call me to intervene, and my interpretation of
intervening was, again, let him be.

I did not respond to any of his emotional uproars and sought
to speak with him when he had settled down. To me, he’s quite
an intelligent young man. He just needs someone to be patient
and explain to him what is acceptable and what is not. Some
have told me that he could not benefit from counseling due to
his mental state, but I believe that we can help him to
understand and practice healthy behavior to cope with strong
emotions.

I would not be as naive to say that caring for this sweet little
boy with a tragic history is smooth, easy, and personally
oratifying. With every situation or circumstance that came
forth, I had to find 2 moment of calmness from which I can
see that things will be fine despite the chaos and hesitancy.
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Things will always be out of our control, but how we deal with
that is up to us. In my case, I pray, hoping that God will pave
a way for us to get out of the mess. In looking back, we would
always be more grateful for each other for being present for
one another during tough times.

U T

Working with teenagers is not without all the dramas of
adolescence—love, relationship, and the insistent need for
personal freedom. Trivial or not, these are things that give
them stress. If I don’t get into the messiness of their lives,
theyll give me stress later. So, I talked with them about
everything—things that are happening in their lives.

Most importantly, I have to be interested. The children res-
ponded well as I talked with them about decision making. 1
helped them to consider the consequences of their actions or
decisions and urged them to choose a fruitful path. This me-
thod works to a degree, but in the end, the biggest lesson that
I’ve learned is in letting go. They will have to make their own
decisions no matter how insistent you are on the “right” path.
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This experience has stretched my understanding of love; that
love is being generous in spite of trouble and ungratefulness.
But isn’t this something that we all can relate to? Aren’t we all
running away from something that is persistently waiting for
us with love and tenderness?

The Word became flesh and hung upon the cross to say the
same words that ache in my heart that night out searching for
the child, that is, “come home.” That moment, as I reflect
back, clarified for me Jesus’ mission—that is, hearing God’s
aching heart calling each one of us to return from our wayward

path.

I, too, have left and fallen into my own pit of destruction and
sinfulness. Yet, in these very moments, I hear clearly Jesus’
voice calling me home to where I am loved and cared for. Jesus
assures all of us of God’s love that through him we hear the
silent whisper from God, “you are my beloved [child], with you
I am well pleased” (Lk 3:22). God continues to wait eagerly
and persistently for us no matter how far we manage to get
away because in God’s eyes we are good and we are loved. This
is the place to return to wherever we are in our lives, wherever
we are in our restless journeys.
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A Mother’s Legacy Reaches Thailand

Gary and Barbara Grendys

Note: This essay was written by Gary and Barba Grendys in 2019 and
was published on the website svdmissions.ory.

In the fall of 2008, I had the opportunity to meet Brother
Damien Lunders SVD at the Mission Center of Divine Word
Missionaries in Techny, Illinois. One can call it luck, fate, or a
predestined meeting. He was in Chicago for an annual fund-
raiser and then was returning to Thailand to continue his work.

We discussed his proposed project, namely, a home for youth
with HIV that would consist of five buildings: three dorms
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housing eight children each; a staff building; and a multiple use
center with a kitchen, television, computers, and game ta-
bles. The facility would give the residents a home-like setting
in which to develop as normal teenagers. They would have
opportunities to learn a trade so they could become self-reliant
young adults. The Thai government would supply the medi-
cation that must be administered twice daily.

We decided we wanted to be involved in bringing this home
for youth with HIV into reality.

Inspired by his mother and her humble origins

My mother passed away six
months before my first
meeting with Bro. Damien.
She had a long and rewarding
life until her death at the age
of ninety-four. Mom was
blessed with both longevity
and prosperity, and in her
. waning years, we discussed
giving an appropriate gift to a
mission charity.

Mother often recalled her
days as a youth growing up on the near west side of Chicago
in the 1920s. This was the Chicago of prohibition and the
gangsters that gave Chicago its reputation.

My mother told me about the ice man and his delivery truck,
coal trucks, local bakers and butchers, cobblers, and a period
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of day-to-day survival that now seems so foreign to her

grandchildren and great-grandchildren.

Yet, no matter how tough things were, the family dressed up
for Sunday Mass. Everyone wore shined shoes and clean,
pressed clothes. She reminisced about sewing and making her
own clothing on an old sewing machine.

I have also been blessed in my life with financial prosperity, yet
thanks to my mother’s influence, I have always tried to
maintain an awareness of the plight of others. Having been
born with the proverbial silver spoon, my mother knew the
importance of attempting to teach me to see the wotld through
the eyes of those less fortunate. Being able to share my
financial blessings with people of modest means, and especially
being able to provide for the well-being of children, is a
tremendously gratifying experience.

The Grendys made the trip to Thailand

When I saw the same type of manual sewing machines on the
streets of Nong Bua Lamphu in Thailand, I thought of my
mothert’s story.

Obur trip to Udon Thani and Nong Bua Lamphu proved to be
a major highlight of our travels, if not our lives. We found our
inability to speak the Thai language was not a barrier, since the
gratitude of children is universal anywhere in the world. We
had the opportunity to meet and share dinner with Bishop
George Phimphisan in Udon Thani. It is a memory we trea-
sure. The bishop was a delightful, soft-spoken person and he
spoke English fluently. When Pope John Paul II visited
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Thailand, Bishop Phimphisan assisted him as an interpreter
and prepared translations of the Holy Father’s speeches.

The Diocese of Udon Thani is the poorest in Thailand; it is
located in northeast Thailand, not far from the border with
Laos. Thailand is about ninety-five percent Buddhist, while
one-half of one percent of the population is Catholic. It is
difficult to comprehend how people can live on three dollars a
day. Like their ancestors, many Thai people work in the rice
tields throughout the day in the hot sun with humidity at 100
percent and temperatures that often exceed 100 degrees
Fahrenheit, even during the rainy season. Nong Bua Lamphu
has no industry or manufacturing; it is strictly an agrarian
community based on rice farming,.

Our life paths cross through an unseen wisdom

Barbara and I plan to return to watch the children’s progress.
Many of the children are Buddhist, yet they still go to St
Michael’s Church weekly and attend religious education classes
regularly. A few have decided to be baptized. We will keep in
contact with Bro. Damien via e-mail to follow the
development of the vegetable garden. We are also interested in
the fish and duck ponds that aid the children working towards
independence. We are glad to help kids affected by HIV have
a happier life.

As I reflected on meeting and working with Bro. Damien, I
thought of Father Damien De Veuster’s pioneering work in
Molokai, Hawaii, in the 1800s. Bro. Damien Lunders SVD has
been a true missionary pioneer in the Nong Bua Lamphu area
and he has dedicated his life to the children of the mission for
more than fifteen years. Learning the Thai language, evaluating
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the people’s needs, and then implementing a master program
with limited funds is a difficult task. A lot of prayer, faith, and
dedication were needed, along with guidance from above.

Although Damien is not a common name, it was the name of
my maternal grandfather. Surely our meeting with Brother
Damien was no coincidence. I have wondered at the invisible
hand and unseen wisdom that brought us together.

The same rice fields still exist that were there before con-
struction, but now a portion of the land is covered with stone,
mortar, and stucco. The home for youth is a reality and it is an
oasis of learning, medical care, spiritual growth, love, and
hope. Barbara and I are very grateful to be able to assist Bro.
Damien in his endeavors!
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Br Damien Lunders SVD Celebrates
Golden Jubilee of Vows

Note: This article orginally was published on the webiste of Australia
ST’D Province in 2013.

About 250 people gathered recently in Nong Bua Lamphu,
Thailand, for a joyous celebration with Br Damien Lunders
SVD as he marked his Golden Jubilee of taking vows as a
Divine Word Missionary.

SVD Australian Provincial, Fr Tim Norton, and Fr Jim Knight
were also among those who celebrated the milestone with Br
Damien.
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Bishop Joseph of the Udon Thani Diocese presided at Mass
and also blessed the new SVD house which has been built in
Nong Bua Lamphu, in the North-East of Thailand, as well as
a shrine dedicated to the Blessed Virgin Mary at the parish of
St Michael the Archangel.

After Mass, the guests stayed on to talk and share local food
and watch the children from the Mother of Perpetual Help
Centre perform dances from the local Issan culture. Br
Damien is the Director of the Centre, which supports adults
and children living with AIDS.

Looking back over his 50 years of ministry, Br Damien says
that he came from a family where religious vocations were
plentiful. The religious influence continued when a long-time
school friend joined The Divine Word Missionaries at Techny,
Illinois as a Brother Candidate, completing his schooling there.

“By the time I graduated from high school I became familiar
with the brotherhood through him and decided that is what I
wanted to be as well,” Br Damien says. “So after high school,
in 1960, I entered the SVD at Techny.

After taking perpetual vows in 1969, Br Damien received a
mission assignment to Goroka in Papua New Guinea where
he spent 15 years as financial administrator for the Diocese.
Following a four-year return to the Mission Office in Techny,
he returned to PNG for another 10 years.

A chance conversation with Br James Wilkins alerted Br
Damien to the need for volunteers to work in Thailand at an
AIDS hospice and after an initial visit to a centre in Bangkok,
the Bishop ofUdon Thani Diocese, Bishop George
Phimphisan CSsR, invited the SVD to come to his Diocese.
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Following some negotiation with SVD superiors and the
Diocese, Br Damien and Br James were given the green light
to go to Thailand in 1999. They spent a year learning the
difficult Thai language in Bangkok before travelling to Udon
Thani where the Bishop assigned them to work at Mother of
Perpetual Help Centre in Nong Bua Lamphu.

“At that time the centre was merely a rented house were people
with AIDS could come for counselling,” Br Damien says. ““The
first two years were spent primarily visiting people with AIDS
and realising the real needs of the Centre.

“We started on a small scale, giving aid to needy children of
HIV families, forming HIV groups throughout the province
and keeping in regular contact with the people in these
groups.”

They developed AIDS education and awareness programs for
young people in schools. Now each year, the Centre
concentrates on delivering these programs in one District, with
up to 25 schools taking part.

The team at the Mother of Perpetual Help Centre also worked
with the local community to initiate self-help development
programs such as the very successful cattle project and another
to provide food and milk support to babies and young needy
children, as well as school supplies and education support to
400 children of HIV families, some of whom are HIV positive
themselves.

“The Centre would have been closed had not the SVD come
to look after it because the Diocese had difficulties finding
financial support to keep it running,” Br Damien says.
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According to Br Damien, the work in Thailand (part of the
SVD AUS Province), with the poor and people affected by
AIDS is both challenging and rewarding as he tries to bring the
love of Christ to each person to whom he ministers.

“I think I try to do that
7 just by being available to
all people in need,” he
says. “Helping in little
ways of kindness and
patience; just trying to
treat them as any indi-
vidual, trying to show
others that persons with
aids are no different
from themselves and
that there is no need to
fear them because of
their illness.

\ ' Reflecting on his 50
years of SVD ministry,
Br Damien says he has much for which to be grateful.

“One of the things I love about being an SVD brother is the
internationality of our Society — how we can live and work
together for the same end, not only with our SVD confreres,
but with our Sisters (SSpS) also as part of the SVD family,” he
says.

“I love having been given the opportunity of living and work-
ing with the poor and marginalised both in Papua New Guinea
and now for 13 years in Thailand.
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“And I love being able on occasion to meet up again with
priests and brothers I have studied and worked with over the
years — to have not seen them for many years but to meet up
again and share experiences of life over the years — that’s
wonderful.”
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Thai District Gives Thanks
for 20 Years of Mission

Note: This article was originally published on April 26, 2019 on the
website of the S17D Australia Province.

Sor 2

The SVD Thai District recently celebrated the 20th anni-
versary of the Divine Word Missionaries’ presence in Thailand.

The anniversary was marked during a gathering of the con-
freres for their quarterly recollection, where, in a spirit of
prayer they gave thanks to God for blessing the Thailand
mission over the years.

In a reflection written by Fr Truong Thong L.e SVD, he said
the Thai mission sprang from humble beginnings with just two
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SVDs, Br Damian Lunders and Br James Wilkins who began
working with HIV/AIDS ministry and teaching English.

”Today, the mission
| embraces various apo-
i stolic works which
4 include the expansion
of the HIV/AIDS mi-
nistry, education, Viet-
namese migrant work-

s crs, working  with

refugees and parish

. work,” Fr Truong
2 wrote.

“Currently, we are 12 SVDs strong in the Thailand mission
with Truong Le, Vinh Tran, John Hung Le, Ha Tran,
Rajasekhar Reddy Bobba, Duc Linh Nguyen, Chalerm
Naruemankanthon, Anthony L.e Duc, Damien LLunders, Ron
Fratzke, Tuan Pham and Bernard Bella.”

Fr Truong said the theme for the recollection to celebrate the
20th anniversary was taken from John 21:15: “Simon, son of
John, do you love me?”

“In our meditation and Bible sharing, each one of us reflected
upon Jesus’ invitation. In one way or another, we have been
touched by the love of God through Christ, and we are moved
to action by the Holy Spirit,” he said.

“As a collective voice, we answered ‘yes’ to Jesus’ invitation
and remembering Jesus’ follow-up command, “Feed my

sheep”.
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“At the hallmark of 20 years in Thailand, we continue to
respond with the same enthusiasm and commit ourselves
further to the working of the Holy Spirit. Taking the time to
pray and for contemplation helps us to focus on what is
important in our lives and ministries. At the heart of everything
that we do has to be our love Jesus and what he loves. That’s
what keeps us grounded and committed to serving our
brothers and sisters in small and humble ways.”

Fr Truong said that in the north-eastern part of the diocese of
Udon Thani, a team of SVD missionaries works in rural
parishes.

”Duc Linh Nguyen
takes care of one of
the largest parishes
in the diocese, a
source for voca-
tions. Close by is
Tuan Pham, who
takes care of two
smaller  parishes,
Kamsida and
Thung Wang,.

Ha Tran is also assisted at a nearby church to gain experience
and progress further with the Thai language. Raja Reddy
Bobba is in the vicinity around 1.5 hours away at Nasing
Parish. Similarly, Bernard Bella’s parish is a bit more than an
hour away. He is currently busy in building a new church.”

In Nong Bua Lamphu, two hours away from the other team,
Damien and Truong Le continue to work with AIDS patients
and young people living with HIV at Mother of Perpetual Help



25 Years of Witnessing to the Word in Thailand 205

Centre and Mother Mary Home. Vinh Tran is the pastor of St
Michael’s which is adjacent to the Centre. He is also the pastor
of two other parishes. Ron Fratzke is well known in the local
area for teaching English.

And in Bangkok, John Hung I.e and Anthony L.e Duc continue
to offer their services to the Vietnamese migrant workers.

“John goes to visit refugee camps and find ways to provide
essential food and supplies for the different groups,” said Fr
Truong. “Anthony also engages in teaching at the Seminary for
the Archdiocese of Bangkok. In this community, Chalerm is
currently working on his English course in preparation for the
IELTS (International English LLanguage Testing System) exam
and will soon apply for his visa to Australia.”

Fr Truong said the quarterly recollection ended with afternoon
Mass and dinner with the local community. “Each of the SVDs
received a bouquet of roses made out of pandanus leaf as a
sign of gratitude for serving the community over the years,” he
said.

“Jesus said, ‘... when you grow old, you will stretch out our
hands, and someone else will dress you and lead you where you
do not want to go’ (Jn 21:18).

“We too do not know for sure what God’s plan is for the SVDs
in the next 20 years. However, entering the unknown and
unpredictable with Jesus by our side, we are sure to receive
grace that is unexpected.”
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Fr Toub Keeps Busy at Home
with Acts of Service

Note: This article was originally published on Augnst 26, 2020 on the
website of the S17D Australia Province.

When Fr Toub Anisong Chanthavong SVD took the short trip
trom Thailand to Laos in December for three months of home
leave with his family, it never occurred to him that a worldwide
pandemic would prevent him from returning to his ministry
for many months.

Toub had been set to take up a new parish assignment as
assistant priest in Ban Phongsoung, Thailand upon his return
from home leave, but instead, has been keeping himself busy
in various forms of ministry and service in Laos.



25 Years of Witnessing to the Word in Thailand 207

“I came to Laos for home leave in December last year and
planned to stay at home for three months while also waiting
for a working visa in Thailand,” he says. “And then everything
changed. The virus broke out and the borders were closed.”

Toub, who is the SVD’s first priest to come from Laos, had a
little money with him, from the time of his ordination in
Australia last year and shared it with a local widow by building
a new shelter for her to sleep in after her husband passed away.

“The poor helps the poorest,” he says. “I also conducted
retreats for the seminarians and the sisters here and I've been
looking for donors to donate rice to the poor communities
during the pandemic.

“It keeps me busy and I feel rewarded.”

Even though Laos has comparatively few cases of COVID-19,
Toub says he has no idea when the borders will open or his
working visa will arrive and so he continues to keep busy while
he waits.

“The virus itself is bad and no-one wants to be infected by it,”
he says. “However, this has been a time for humans to reflect

about the will of God.

“Probably it is a time for people to stay closer to family and
friends; it is a time for factories to produce less emissions; it is
a time for nature to relax from human disturbance.

“Above all, we have to acknowledge that God is good all the
time and God has a perfect plan for humanity.”
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Thailand AIDS Education Program
Targets Parents & Caregivers

Note: This article was originally published on the AUS S1'D Website
on December 22, 2020.

The AIDS Education Program run by the SVD’s Mother of
Perpetual Help Centre in Thailand has expanded to include not
only school students and teachers, but now parents and care-
takers as well.

The program, based in Nong Bua Lamphu, in northeast
Thailand, started 18 years ago with youth in schools and later
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included the training of teachers and other interested govern-
ment personnel with the aim of giving AIDS awareness
education to villagers and groups.

Br Damien Lunders SVD says that each year the program
reaches about 20 schools.

“The inclusion of teachers was with the hope that AIDS
Education and Awareness could be given to youth in all
schools, not having to wait for the Mother of Perpetual Help
Centre to be available,” he says.

“This year, a new element of training was to include parents
and care-takers of youth, including grandparents who have
responsibility for youth who no longer have parents or whose
parents are working in other areas of the country.”

The program provides parents and care-takers with a better
knowledge of AIDS and other related problem areas such as
drugs and early pregnancy.
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Br Damien says the teachers initially go through the same
three-day camp as the youth to develop knowledge about
AIDS and its problem:s.

The next step is an intense three-day workshop where they
actually practice giving training to their group as if they were
doing the training with their students.

The third step is a three-day camp with youth from schools,
run by staff from the Centre with assistance from teachers.
And the final step is a two day follow up with students in each
of the 20 schools. “This year the teachers having gone through
the process were involved during the five workshops with
parents and caretakers,” Br Damien says.

“Each group of about 60 people showed a lot of enthusiasm
and participated well.

“Our hope, of course, is to bring about a better knowledge of
AIDS with the hope of a decrease in its spread.”

Br Damien says the COVID-19 pandemic meant a later start
to the program this year, but the training got underway in
October and follow-up with the schools will continue in the

New Year.

The SVD Thailand District is part of the AUS Province.
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Learning the Language Key to Unlocking
Culture in Mission

Note: This article was originally published on the Australia S1°D
website October 21, 2022.

As the Church celebrates World Mission Sunday this week,
Divine Word Missionaries in the Australia Province have
reflected on the importance of their commitment to learn the
language of the people with whom they are ministering.

The very first thing that Divine Word Missionaries do when
they are assigned to a country is to learn the language, because
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it is in being able to communicate with the people that they
learn more about them and their culture and really get to know
and to love them in ChriSt

Fr Truong L.e SVD, who is a member of the SVD Australia
Province, working as a parish priest in a village in north-eastern
Thailand, was born in Saigon, Vietnam and his family emi-
grated to the US when he was six.

“I would say that I have a 1°" grade level Vietnamese language
competency,” he says. “The primary language used at home is
Vietnamese, so I’'m able to retain much of it. English is my
primary language and Vietnamese is my secondary. But now,
with Thai thrown into the mix, the ordering may be shifting.”

Fr Truong first arrived in Thailand as an SVD student. He
undertook Thai language studies in Bangkok for six months
and then moved into pastoral ministry.

“I felt that the six months of classroom studies gave me
adequate training wheels, but the encounter with the people
helped me develop language skills further and much more in-
depth than the formal classroom can provide,” he says.

“Coming back to Thailand for the first assignment (following
final vows and ordination), I just went straight into pastoral
ministry, and the Thai language came back naturally.

“However, one of the challenges of working in the Isan Region
(in north-eastern Thailand) is learning the local language,

>

which the people refer to as the ‘Isan language’ or ‘Laos’.
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Fr Truong says he can now read, write and preach in Thai and
his parishioners help him to learn the local Isan language and
encourage him to use more of it, especially during preaching.

“Language is a bridge, and the villagers help me to build a
sturdier one every day. Without this bridge, quite frankly,
mission would be difficult to cross,” he says.

He says learning the local language is fundamental to mission.

“Communication is crucial in encountering the people, under-
standing the local context, learning their way of life, and lis-
tening to their needs,” he says.

“Concretely and substantially, language is the medium to
proclaim Christ to the culture.”
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SVDs in Thailand Reach out to Poor, Sick
in Local Community

Note: This article was orginally published on the Australian ST°D
website on May 30, 2022.

More than 20 years ago, the SVD established its presence in
Thailand by creating the Mother of Perpetual Help Centre to
assist people with HIV-AIDS. Today, the Centre is still provi-
ding its much-needed care, along with a range of outreach
services to help poor families and school students, while also
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educating the local community about HIV spread and
prevention.

On top of that SVD confreres are serving the poor and
marginalised in rural parish ministry, supporting Vietnamese
migrants in Bangkok in a series of ministries described by the
Provincial, Fr Asaeli Rass SVD, on a recent visitation as “truly
missionary and truly inspiring.”

One of the outreach projects of the Mother of Perpetual Help
Centre is helping local families to improve their homes —
especially important if one of the family members is ill with
AIDS or another condition.

Director of the Mother of Perpetual Help Centre, Br Damien
Lunders SVD, says that over the last two years the Centre has
recetved grants via the SVD in Germany to help both poor and
HIV-affected families to improve their living conditions.

“So many are literally living in shacks made of used corrugated
iron sheets as walls and dirt floors. It’s a very unhealthy living
situation,” he says.

“These grants have made it possible to help the worst situ-
ations, at least by providing a cement floor, cement block walls
and fixing leaking roofs and in many cases providing a new
roof.

“About 20 families have participated in the project so far and
where possible, the father of the house is doing the labour,
along with help from others. A new project now underway will
help another 20 families.”
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Another part of the ministry provided by the Centre is the Villa
Marie Hospice, with 10 beds to care for sick adults with HIV
AIDS.

“Here, we care for the most sick, while an overflow of those
cases who are in better health are now being housed at Mother
Mary House,” Br Damien says.

”Many of those being cared for at Villa Marie and Mother
Mary House with no home to return to will be under our care
for the rest of their lives. Indeed, half of the staff for the Centre
are former patients from the hospice.

“While giving them employment, they are invaluable for giving
care to the other patients as they themselves are HIV-positive
and understand well the disease. With antiviral medications
being given through the local government hospitals, men and
women can live a normal and prolonged life.”
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Meanwhile, back out in the community, the SVD has for nine
years been supporting the needy children of HIV-affected and
poor families with monthly scholarships, thanks to donations
from families in France.

“Currently 40 children of varying ages are receiving support
with 22 Euros monthly to help with transportation to and from
school,” Br Damien says.

“The participants will gather together quarterly to write their
thank-you letters which are translated in Bangkok and for-
warded to their sponsor in France. Holy Childhood in Rome
have given support as well each year, enabling needy children
to receive school clothing and school supplies.”

And, for almost 20 years now, AIDS education has been one
of the priorities of Mother of Perpetual Help Centre, with up
to 20 schools in one of the six districts participating in the
training each year with the hope of bringing about knowledge
of AIDS and a decrease in its spread.

“Opver the years, teachers have been involved in the training as
well, and more recently parents and caretakers have been
involved, so as to give parents an understanding of AIDS as
well,” Br Damien says.

“Our AIDS education program as had starts and stops this
past year because of COVID, so our 2020 project has not yet
been completed, but we hope to resume and complete the
project soon.”
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Christmas Joy Comes to Thailand Hospice
Patients, AIDS Centre Residents

Note: This article was originally published on the Australian S17D
website on December 22, 2021.

Staff, residents and hospice patients came together at the
SVD’s Mother of Perpetual Help Centre in Thailand this week
to celebrate Christmas with a shared meal and fellowship.

The Mother of Perpetual Help Centre, located in Nong Bua
Lamphu, in the North-East of Thailand, about 100km from
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the Mekong River on the Thai-L.aos border, works to make a
difference in the life of people living with HIV/AIDS. The
Ban Mae Marie Home for Teenagers began as a home to care
for orphans with AIDS, but has now been opened up for care
of non-HIV-related teenagers and the elderly.

Br Damien Lunders SVD said the Christmas celebration
reflected the joy of the Advent/Christmas season.

“Yesterday we celebrated Christmas together at Mother of
Perpetual Help Centre,” he said.

“All staff and residents from Ban Mae Marie (Mother Mary
House), and patients from Villa Marie Hospice at the Centre
gathered together.

“It was a joyous celebration and all who were able, helped to
prepare the decorations and the food.”

Br Damien said it was decided to bring residents from Ban
Mae Marie together at the Centre since so many of the patients
at the hospice are not able to travel.

He said the abundance of local food on the table reflected the
hospitality of Thai culture.

“Thai fashion is that there is always way more than enough
food,” he said. “Food for the Thai people is always a joyous
and social gathering.”

At the end of the meal, the staff spoke words of thanks and
appreciation and then gifts were distributed to all present.

“All were happy and grateful for another year spent together
looking after and helping each other.”
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Meanwhile, Fr John
Le SVD, who is
based in Bangkok,
spent the days before
Christmas giving a
retreat for a group of
families on a local
island.

“During the retreat,
the parents listened
to presentations and
shared their family
lives, helping one

another to live a Christian marriage,” he said.

Prior to the retreat, Fr John also took some young people to
give Christmas gifts to residents in an aged care centre and
children at an AIDS centre in the north-eaSt
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Fr Toub Returns to Thailand, Thankful for
Lessons on God, Faith & Life

Note: This article was originally published on the Australian S17D
website on August 31, 2021.

After 20 months being separated from his missionary
assignment due to COVID border closures, Fr Toub Anisong
Chanthavong SVD is set to return to Thailand with a thankful
heart in September.

Fr Toub took the short trip from Thailand to lLaos in
December 2019 for three months of home leave with his
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family, but the worldwide pandemic prevented him from
returning to his ministry for almost two years.

Fr Toub had been set to take up a new parish assignment as
assistant priest in Ban Dung, Thailand upon his return from
home leave, but instead, he kept himself busy in various forms
of ministry and service in Laos.

“I came to LLaos for home leave and planned to stay at home
for three months while also waiting for a working visa in
Thailand,” he says. “And then everything changed. The virus
broke out and the borders were closed.”

Fr Toub, who is the SVD’s first priest to come from LLaos, had
a little money with him, from the time of his ordination in
Australia and shared it with a local widow by building a new
shelter for her to sleep in after her husband passed away.

“The poor helps the poorest,” he says.

“I also conducted retreats for the seminarians and the sisters
here and I’'ve been looking for donors to donate rice to the
poor communities during the pandemic.

“It keeps me busy and I feel rewarded.”

More recently, Fr Toub has built another house for an
extremely poor family, using his personal funds and some
donations from friends of the SVD.

He has also shared his personal allowance with the sick and the
poor who he visits regularly.
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Fr Toub says he is looking forward to returning to Thailand
and to assisting in parish ministry following his period in hotel
quarantine.

“I am looking forward to returning to Thailand continuing to
journey in faith with the faithful where I have been posted,”
he says.

“And also, to discover our brothers and sisters who have

different faith backgrounds.”

Fr Toub says his many months of waiting have taught him
much about God, faith and life.

“I realise that I need a lot of patience,” he says.

“And it was a good opportunity to reflect on God’s plan for

2>

me.
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New Role Fosters Research into
Religion and Communication

Note: This article was originally published on the Australian ST°D
website on March 29, 2021.

A Divine Word Missionary priest who is based in Bangkok,
has been appointed to a new role at an organisation which
explores the intersection of religion and communication.

Fr Anthony Le Duc SVD, a member of the AUS Province, has
been appointed as Executive Director of the Asian Research
Centre for Religion and Social Communication (ARC).
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He says Asia, as the most populous continent in the world and
the home of the World’s major religious traditions, is where
religion and culture are closely intertwined.

“In an era challenged by increasing social polarisation, mis-
information and cultural divide, the ARC has proved to be
effective in bringing scholarly people from different cultural
backgrounds and religious traditions together to investigate,
discuss and share research that fosters intercultural and inter-
religious dialogue and relationship on an academic level,” Fr
Anthony says.

“Through its programs and research outputs, in particular the
semi-annual scholarly journal ‘Religion and Social Communi-
cation,” the ARC has nurtured and disseminated to a wider
audience the concerns, ideas and works of established scholars
and supported up-and-coming researchers in the field.

“It is hoped that the concerns of the ARC will continue in the
years to come, thanks to the support of agencies and indivi-
duals that recognise the value of the work that the ARC has
done in the past, is doing in the present, and will do in the
future.”
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Founded in 1999, the
Asian Research Centre
for Religion and Social
Communication 1s a cen-
tre for the study of reli-
oion and social commu-
nication and is housed at
Saint John’s University,
Bangkok. The initiative
orew out of a roundtable
organised in cooperation
with the Office of Social
Communication of the
Federation of Asian Bishops Conferences for academics from
different Asian countries and religious traditions on the rela-
tions between Religion and Social Communication in Asia. It
is the only academic organisation which focuses on research
connecting the field of Religion and Social Communication in
the Asian context.

Fr Anthony says, that as he takes over the role of Executive
Director, there are a number of current priorities the Centre is
working on.

“One priority is to give voice to new researchers in the field,
especially those coming from Asia,” he says.

“One of the most rewarding aspects of my work with the ARC,
which also includes being the editor-in-chief of the ARC jour-
nal, has been our role in assisting scholars to present and

publish their research.”

In the past year, Fr Anthony says he has worked with a Bur-
mese priest, a Protestant Vietnamese doctoral candidate, a
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Japanese doctoral student and a scholar from India to have
their work presented and published.

“For many scholars from Asia, having the necessary com-
mand of English academic writing skills and developing a pub-
lishable paper is not easy, especially if one is new at the task,”
he says.

“After receiving support in this matter, many have expressed
their gratitude for my help, as well as the joy in seeing their
final published writing.”

Fr Anthony says that in recent years the centre has dealt a lot
with the digital context and its implications for religion and
social communication.

“We’ve held mul-
tiple Roundtables and
colloquia around this
subject matter, as well
as published numer-
ous articles dealing
with the digital milieu
and how it impacts
religion and social

communication,” he says.
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“Certainly, with the COVID-19 pandemic, ICT was an
especially important means of communication not only for
religion but for all kinds of political and social institutions.

“ICT development has so thoroughly changed the way we
think, behave and interact, and has presented so many pastoral
challenges to the Church and society that we cannot help but
focus our attention on this fast-changing reality.”

Apart from his role with the ARC, Fr Anthony is a lecturer at
the LLux Mundi National Major Seminary of Thailand and is
also engaged in ministry with Vietnamese migrants.

He recently published a Vietnam-
ese  language  book  enti-
tled Vzetnamese Migrants in Asia:
Reality and Pastoral Directions which
was co-edited with a Vietnamese
priest working in Japan, Fr
Dominic Nguyen Quoc Thuan.

The book, by Logos Publications,
I A T R It TT\Il Was released in January this year

Thuctsng &BRRaeehaiuc vy and has two main sections. The
first deals with the theology of
migration and Church social
teachings on migration. The second part presents the pastoral
contexts and directions regarding Viethamese migrants in
Asian countries, including Japan, South Korea, Taiwan, Thai-
land, Laos, and Vietnam.

“Almost all the authors are involved in Vietnamese migrant
ministry to varying degrees, so a lot of the presentation comes
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from direct experience and not just from library research,” he
says.

“Part of the purpose for publishing this book was to bring
awareness to the Church leadership at various levels about this
pastoral situation in a more systematic and comprehensive way
in order to respond to the pastoral needs.

“As someone who has been engaged in Vietnamese migrant
ministry in Thailand for 14 years, I think a lot more needs to
be done on the part of both the ‘sending Church’ and the
‘receiving Church’ to provide adequate pastoral care for
Vietnamese migrants in Asia and elsewhere around the world.

“The book was an attempt to highlicht some of the major
issues that could be addressed by the Church, from the family
and parish community on up.”
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Following the Will of God

Note: This article was originally published on S17D Chicago Province
website.

Call to vocation

When Bro. Ron first started considering religious life, he was
interested in becoming a diocesan prieSt In fact, when he
entered Divine Word College Seminary, he didn’t even know
what a religious brother was. It wasn’t until he met Divine
Word Missionary Brothers at the school that he really started
to understand the difference between a priest and a brother.
As witnessed the examples of the brothers at the college, Bro.
Ron says he realized just how appealing that vocation was to
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him because of the variety of ministries involved. “I saw that
as something new that I would really like to pursue,” he said.

“I think brothers and brotherhood candidates need to have a
real openness to follow what God is asking of us and what our
superiors are asking us to do,” he said. “We may have our own
idea of what we want to do, but in the end, that may change
and we need to be open to that. We need to be open to the

Spirit.”

After deciding to change his course and pursue life as a
religious brother, the young seminarian had to share the news.
“My family really wasn’t very happy with that, because my
mother especially had dreamed about me being a diocesan
priest,” he said. “My aunt was very supportive of me becoming
a brother, and that was because she had experience with
brothers who taught at a local Catholic school. She understood
what a brother was, whereas my mother had never met a
brother. In time, she became much more accepting.”

Early missionary years

From 1991 to 2002, Bro. Ron worked in Australia. When he
arrived, there were only two SVD Brothers in Australia, and
the provincial was hoping to revitalize the brother vocation
there. At one point, the numbers increased to 12 men in
formation, but the numbers have dipped drastically again since
then. For two of the years that Bro. Ron was in Australia, he
served as the formation director for clerical students.

Serving in a foreign country is a common aspect of missionary
work but that doesn’t mean it’s always easy.



232 His Mission, Our Mission

“It’s the most challenging thing to do to work directly with
confreres from other cultures, because we don’t always have
the same understanding or the same feeling for something but
I always try to be attentive and really put myself in their
position and see things from their perspective,” he said.

Education ministry

After serving in Australia, Bro. Ron was relocated to Thailand
where he joined two SVD confreres. Bro. Damien Lunders
SVD looked after the HIV/AIDS awareness and outreach
center. Today, he’s in his 80s and still dedicated to this
important work. Bro. Ron said 20 years ago, people in
Thailand often rejected family members who were positive for
HIV and left them with nowhere to live. Over time and
through careful education, that stigma has decreased signi-
ficantly. Today, the center primarily works with children who
are unable to stay with their families because of financial or
other reasons.

Meanwhile, Bro. Ron worked in education with Bro. James
Wilkins SVD until his fellow educator died about 10 years ago.
At first, Bro. Ron taught English at a public high school that
served about 1,500 students. After 15 years, the number of
students at the school reached 4,000 and the average class size
swelled to more than 50 students.

Bro. Ron accepted a new position as the head of the English
department at a different public school that had a total enroll-
ment of just 130 students. The new pace was much different
and more enjoyable. “In all the years that I’'ve been teaching,
I’'ve never had any discipline problems, never had to yell at a
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student or anything like that,” he said. “It’s really been a very
rewarding experience.”

Reflections

Looking back, Bro. Ron said his favorite part of being a
missionary brother is having independence and flexibility with-
in his vocation. Unlike priests who are tied to pastoral respon-
sibilities and Mass schedules, brothers often have more control
over their time. "I think we have a much more flexible life-
style, and that attracts me,” he said.

Even though religious brothers have a wide scope of special-
ties they can pursue, from education to medicine and techno-
logy, Bro. Ron pointed out that they still need to serve where
their congregation needs them.

“I think a religious brother needs to be open to all kinds of
people and environments and situations and always willing to
listen to what others are saying to us in terms of where we are
needed,” he said. “There’s got to be an openness to the will of
God, and also commitment to prayer and to discernment. For
myself, I never envisioned that I would be in Australia or in
Thailand, but I tried to be open to where the Spirit was leading

2

me.
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Fr Anthony Gives Lectures to PNG
Seminarians on “Ecological Conscience”
and “Social Media”

Note: This article was originally published on the Australian S17D
website on May 30, 2024.

A recent visit to Papua New Guinea to give presentations to
seminarians on ‘ecological conscience’ and social media, was
an energising experience for Fr Anthony Le Duc SVD.

Fr Anthony is a Divine Word Missionary of the Australia
Province, based in Bangkok and is Executive Director of the
Asian Research Centre for Religion and Social Communi-
cation.
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He was invited to deliver an academic lecture to the students
at Good Shepherd Seminary in the Archdiocese of Mount
Hagen, PNG by Fr Michael Nguyen SVD who is Dean of
Studies at the seminary.

“When the Dean of Holy Spirit Seminary in Port Moresby
heard about my coming, he reached out to invite me to talk
there as well,” Fr Anthony said.

These are the two primary places where seminarians are trained
in philosophy and theology in PNG.

During his visit, Fr Anthony spoke on the topics of ‘Ecological
Conscience’ and ‘Christian Discipleship and Social Media’.

“This was my first visit to PNG,” he said.

“My impression is that PNG culture is very community
oriented. People are sociable and like to congregate in social
settings.

“They’re always ready to strike up a conversation with
someone, whether they know them or not. This is
exceptionally rare nowadays in so many societies where people
are focused on their electronic gadgets when they are in public
that there is very little interaction going on between people.

“This is also my fear about what will happen to the people in
PNG when the country has more access to the internet and
the use of mobile phones becomes more prevalent in the
countty.

“We’ve seen this happen almost universally throughout the
world as digital technology takes over people’s lives.”
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Fr Anthony said the visit to Mt Hagen in the cool-climate
highlands was a highlight for him.

“There are so many different kinds of plants and flowers with
y . p
vibrant colours to see,” he said.

“And virtually everything the people eat is locally grown.

“There are many ecologically positive things in this environ-
ment. However, there are
also issues that would
need to be addressed as
well, such as the amount
of plastic rubbish being
thrown on the ground,
which unfortunately, de-
grades an exceptionally
beautiful and scenic land-
scape.”

On the issue of social media, Fr Anthony said that in PNG,
internet penetration as of January 2023 was only 32 per cent,
while the number of social media users was only 8.5 per cent.

“This is significantly lower than the global average of 68 per
cent and 62 per cent respectively,” he said.

“However, what is remarkable is that the rate of social media
users among seminarians who attended the talks at both places
was 100 per cent.

“This means that all these future Church leaders fall into a
small number of people in PNG who have access to the
internet and already have social media accounts, albeit the rate
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of use is not extremely high due to restrictions of the seminary
on internet usage.

“This makes it incumbent on them to understand about social
media and how to engage with social media in a way that
corresponds to Christian discipleship. Moreover, they also
have the responsibility to gain digital literacy and wisdom so
that they can apply them to the formation of young people and
others in the Church under their care. This way, those who are
already using social media or will be using social media in the
future will avoid ways that are disruptive to their lives and the
way of life of PNG society.”

Fr Anthony said he received positive feedback from the
seminarians following his talks.

“I hope that I was able to bring to their attention a greater
sense of awareness of the issues that are as much of a global
concern as of local importance,” he said.

“And so, the seminarians need to be proactive in under-
standing these issues in order to learn more about them and
incorporate them into their present and future ministries.”
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Village Children Start School Year with
New Uniforms, Supplies

Note: This article was originally published on the Australian S17D
website on May 28, 2021.
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Children from low-income families in SVD parishes in Beung-

kan Province, Thailand are preparing for the new school year
with fresh educational supplies thanks to an initiative from

their Parish Priest, Fr Truong Le SVD.
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Fr Truong cares for the parishes of Immaculate Conception
Church and Jesus of Nazareth Church in Beungkan Province,
near the Mekong River, bordering Laos. It is the newest pro-
vince in Thailand and one of the pooreSt

“With the COVID situation, I had planned to do something
to assist families in need,” Fr Truong says.

“In these villages, the people depend on the annual rice crop
for stable food for the family throughout the year. Very little
can be sold for profit.

“Until recently, the villagers could supplement their income
with rubber trees, bringing in about $160 AUD per month.
Those without rubber trees depend on daily wages with what-
ever work is available, which is about $15 AUD per day.

“In all, the villagers welcome assistance and support.”

Fr Truong says the students are currently getting ready for the
new school year and their families are confronted with trying
to obtain all the necessary supplies.

“Fach year, uniforms and supplies are significant expenses for
these families,” he says. “Kids do grow out of their clothes
quickly. Low-income families can’t afford to buy new uniforms
each year. From what I saw last year, the students wore out
their uniforms significantly.

“So, this year, I was able to assist 50 plus students, both
Buddhist and Catholics, with full quality uniforms and
supplies.”
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Fr Truong says the project was funded by donations from the
Vietnamese Eucharistic Movement in the US, with whom he
has a long association, who chose to support the mission in
Thailand for their annual Lenten Charity project.

@—' grunweiyaiom
fr

also encourages students to continue with school.

“The education standards in the villages are lower than in the
larger towns and cities. Students tend to have lower educa-
tional attainment due to the lack of encouragement and
support from family, lack of resources, pootly-trained teach-
ers, poverty, and other issues that affect the youth,” he says.

Since arriving in his parishes, Fr Truong has been responding
to the needs of the villages by opening up English courses for

young people.
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“Now I am opening up a computer course, since I found out
they have never touched a desktop computer before,” he says.

“These activities focus on promoting educational value, and I
firmly believe that investment in education improves the liveli-
hood of the students and their families. So, the school uni-
torms and supplies serve to reach this end.”

Fr Truong says while the educational supplies are a small gift,
the villagers are grateful, particularly during the trying times of
the COVID-19 pandemic.

“The school uniforms and supplies show that the community
cares about how the students look going to school, that we
care about their education, that we care about their future,” he
says.
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Visit to Thailand and Myanmar Highlights
‘Inspirational’ Work Being Done by
Missionaries

Note: This article was originally published on the Australian 17D
website on April 29, 2024.

A pastoral visitation to Thailand and Myanmar highlighted
once again the inspirational work being done by SVD mission-
aries in those places, said Provincial, Fr Asaeli Rass SVD.

Both Thailand and Myanmar are part of the SVD Australia
Province and both districts are experiencing their own joys and
challenges in mission.
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In Thailand, Fr Rass took part in the District Assembly where
the agenda included not only updates on the current ministries
in Bangkok and the Nong Bua Lamphu Diocese in the north-
east of the country, but also discussions around the future of
the District.

“The meeting went very well,” Fr Rass said.

“Everyone is doing well in their various ministries. They want
to be there, and they want to sustain the mission into the
tfuture. Everyone shared about what’s going well and also some
of the struggles in their ministries.

“The meeting included discussions around the possibility of
them becoming an independent mission and the SVD ASPAC
Zone Coordinator was there too, to listen to what the
confreres are saying.
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“The outcome was that we are going to proceed slowly, not
rush things, listen to what the Spirit is saying to them and the
Generalate and the Provincial Council about the sustainability
of their mission.

“We'll work with the confreres, but we won’t be making a
quick decision, because in the end, this is all about making sure
they are looked after in the best way possible.”

After his visit to Thailand, Fr Rass travelled to Myanmar to
spend time with the two SVD missionaries there.

“I went there with a sense of anxiety because I knew I was
entering a war zone,” he said. “But that anxiety began to
dissipate when I started going around visiting the confreres
and the people in our SVD mission.

“I was really inspired by so much of what they are doing,
despite the air of uncertainty over the last seven or eight years.”

Fr Rass said the two SVD confreres, Fr Tuyen Nguyen SVD
and Fr Deva Savariyappan, were doing a lot of social outreach,
building houses for the poorest of the poor and classrooms to
teach computer literacy, music and sewing.

“It is a very practical approach,” he said. “And the people are
seeing what they are doing and they are wanting more of our
presence.

“I came back with a strong appreciation and gratitude for what
Tuyen and Deva have accomplished. I really returned with an
appreciation of the goodness of the people and the mission-
aries who are working hard to keep it all together.”
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AUS Province Members Contribute to New
Book on Caring for Our Common Home

Note: This article was originally published on the Australian STD
website on March 28, 2024

A new book on caring for
our common home has
been written and pub-
lished for a Vietnamese
audience, with a number
of Divine Word Mission-
aries from the Australia
Province and beyond
contributing their know-
ledge and skills to it.

Entitled, ‘Caring for Our
Common Home: A Chris-
tian Mission - A Human
Responsibility’, the book
was edited by Fr Anthony
Le Duc SVD, who is a
member of the Australia Province based in Bangkok.

Other members of the Province who contributed are Fr
Michael Quang Nguyen, Deacon Cuong Dang, Fr Thien
Nguyen, and Fr Hung Nguyen.

Fr Anthony said the Vietnamese-language book aims to contri-
bute to the ecological discussion in Vietnam.
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“In the face of an increasingly severe ecological crisis, the
mission to protect the ‘Common Home’ of humanity has
become an essential task for all Christian believers,” Fr
Anthony said.

“The contents of the book draw inspiration from theology, the
Bible, and Catholic social teaching to present various reflec-
tions, emphasising the vital connection between spiritual life
and the urgent call for environmental responsibility.

“Through diverse perspectives on the topic, readers are invited
to build knowledge about ecological issues, discern the chal-
lenges of our time, experience ecological conversion, and de-
velop awareness of their role in caring for our shared home.

“This book, with its urgent nature, adds its voice to the call of
the Church, especially through Pope Francis, urging all Chris-
tians and humanity as a whole to unite in the mission of caring
for and safeguarding the Earth, the precious gift that God has
bestowed upon us.”

Fr Anthony said the book is comprised of 14 chapters that
address the theme from various perspectives, including eco-
theology, Justice, Peace and the Integrity of Creation, spiritu-
ality, scripture, and inter-religious dialogue.

Fr Michael contributed three essays to the book on the topics:
Vietnamese Women: Custodians of FEcology; Ecological
Human Model: Jesus; and Common Home — The Green
Church, in which he argued that every part of the Church,
from communication to parishes and institutions, schools and
evangelising tools must become “ereen”. ““T'oday’s Church, as
the Holy Father says, must be an environmentally friendly
Church.”
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Cuong’s article in the
book discusses disci-
pleship in the context of
ecological degradation,
injustice, and poverty
today. Cuong explicates
on the various ways that
the task of proclaiming
the Gospel needs to
take place in order to address these concerns. His essay
especially focuses on various channels of communication that
need to be employed more actively, such as preaching,
education, and witnessing actions. One of the key takeaways
of Cuong’s chapter is that promoting ecological flourishing on
behalf of the vulnerable and marginalized need to be an
essential part of the identity of Christian discipleship today.

Fr Thien contributed photographs showcasing the beauty of
the natural world. And Fr Hung contributed photographs
from his current assignment in the Tiwi Islands, north of
Darwin.

“In my photos, you can see the beautiful landscapes, and how
people and nature work together,” Fr Hung said. “However,
these are also images of the dry trees, reminding us of the
challenges our planet faces. Each picture tells a story about
how we need to take care of our planet. My photos remind us
to respect and admire the special beauty of the Tiwi Islands’
nature.”

In addition to the contributions by SVDs from the Australia
Province, there were also contributions in the form of chapters
or photos from SVDs working in other provinces: Fr Joseph
Do Nguyen Vu (Vietnam), Peter Hoang Van Loan (Vietnam),
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Joseph Nguyen Van Xuyen (Vietnam), Nicholas Duc Le
(USA), vanThanh Nguyen (USA), | B Trinh Dinh Tuan (Chile),
and Paul Steffen (Italy).

Fr Anthony said he
wanted to direct the
book primarily to a
Vietnamese audience
because he had found
that there was a lack of
scholarly writings in
Vietnam on the topic.

“For example, at the Catholic bookstore next to the Notre
Dame Cathedral in Saigon, there were only three books on the
shelf on this topic,” he said.

“Two of the books were Vietnamese translations of Pope
Francis’ exhortation [awudate Deum. The remaining book was a
Vietnamese translation of a book on environmental ethics.
While there are online articles that address Church teachings
on environmental safeguarding, published books written by
Vietnamese scholars on the topic are almost non-existent. So,
I was trying to respond to this gap with this modest volume.”

He said he hoped the book would be an additional resource
for Vietnamese Catholics to be more acquainted with the
Church’s teachings on ecological safeguarding.

“As Vietnam is one of the countries most at risk due to climate
change, Vietnamese Catholics need to be more equipped with
knowledge of the crisis from the theological and spiritual
perspective in order to respond to the situation — both locally
and globally — with greater clarity and conviction,” he said.
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“Upon the book’s publication, Bishop Joseph Tran Van Toan
of Long Xuyen Diocese in South Vietnam ordered 320 copies
as a gift for seminarians at a major seminary in South Vietnam
after having received it as a gift from one of the contributors.

“I saw this as a sign that the book could offer something
important to Vietnamese Catholics on this particular topic.
Because it is not possible to have the book available in book-
stores throughout Vietnam, I am also making it available for
download free at the website of the Asian Research Centre for
Religion and Social Communication, which is the Centre that
I am directing at this time.”
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SVD Australia Province

Vision Statement

We, the Divine Word Missionaries of the Australia Province,
affirm that the Word Incarnate is our Life and our Mission.
Guided by the Holy Spirit, we follow Jesus, glorifying the
Triune God wherever we are sent.

Mission Statement

We witness to our missionary charism through living and
working in intercultural communities. From this fraternal
experience, we reach out to all people, giving priority to the
following dialogue partners:

e Indigenous peoples in Australia, New Zealand,
Thailand, and Myanmar;

e Migrants, asylum seekers, refugees, the poor, and
the marginalised in our places of mission;

e Faith seckers and people of goodwill from

various places, spiritualities, and cultures.

Together with our dialogue partners, we foster a culture of
encounter and care for creation and our Common Home.

We are committed to our Vision and Mission by providing
integrated initial and ongoing formation for mission.
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Getting to Know the Society of the Divine Word
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ST. ARNOLD JANSSEN
'"May the darkness
of sin and the night
of unbelief vanish

before the LIGHT
OF THE WORD and

the SPIRIT OF

GRACE, and may
the HEART OF
JESUS live in the
hearts of all
people.”




