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Introduction of the Vietnamese Apostolate 

The Vietnamese Apostolate of the Archdiocese of Philadelphia is coordinated 

by Rev. Monsignor Joseph Trinh, pastor of St. Helena Parish and Chaplain of the 

Vietnamese Catholic community of St. Helena. The Apostolate consists of seven 

Vietnamese Catholic communities. Each community is under the spiritual and 

pastoral guidance of a Vietnamese priest as their chaplain. These seven communities 

are part of the 7 local parishes at St. Maria Goretti in Hatfield, St. Helena in the 

Northeast, St. Francis De Sales in the Southwest, St. Thomas Aquinas in the South, 

St. Ann in Phoenixville, Visitation BVM in Kensington area, and St. Alice in Upper 

Darby. St. Alice, however, is currently limited to Sunday Vietnamese Mass and group 

activities, other large-crowd activities are held at St. Laurence where the Vietnamese 

Chaplain is in residence. 

 

Lenten Journey of the Vietnamese Apostolate 

During the Lenten season (Mùa Chay), the Vietnamese communities 

participate in most of the Lenten activities of the parishes where they belong.  Each 

Vietnamese community has their own religious organization that work together for 

prayers in observing the Vietnamese culture and religious customs. First and 

foremost, the Lenten season and Easter celebration are the most important time of the 

year for the Vietnamese Catholics in the Archdiocese.  Just like other Catholics 

around the world, we pray, abstain from meat on Friday, give alms to the poor, and 

do charitable works in penance of our sins. After Ash Wednesday, we have 

procession of the Stations of the Cross on Friday evenings during the Lenten season.  

Religious organizations have their schedule of prayers during the week.  The 

chaplains also organize Lenten retreats with visiting priests coming to give Lenten 

sermons. Afterward the lines for confessions are always very long to help prepare the 

people's hearts for the Easter celebration.  

Specifically, in response to the Archdiocese’s "Marriage Call to Renewal of 

Marriage and Family Life, Remain in My Love," the Vietnamese Catholic 

communities at St. Francis De Sales Church and St. Alice Church will hold 2 retreats 

during Lent on the following 2 topics: "Marriage: Created by God, for God. The 

Sacramentality of Marriage." and "Marriage: He Saw that It Was Good. The Goods of 

Marriage."  and the 3rd topic: "The Family as The Domestic Church", will be 

presented during Advent Season. 
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In Vietnam, some villages/parishes re-enact the living Passion of the Christ 

inside or around the church. This truly touches the hearts of the parishioners. They 

somehow feel the passion of Jesus when He carried the cross, fell three times before 

being nailed on the cross and died for our sins. The children also participate in the 

activity. 

During Holy Week (Tuần Thánh), besides the regular Lenten services and Holy 

Thursday, the Vietnamese Catholic community of St. Thomas Aquinas previously led 

by the late Rev. Joseph Huynh C. Dinh – for more than two decades before he passed 

away in November 2016 – will continue to have the Tenebrae Service (Ngắm Đứng), 

a tradition of the Vietnamese Catholics in some parts of the country in the evening of 

Good Friday.  Likewise, the community at St. Alice also has Tenebrae Service, but 

simply to recite the readings of the Passion of Christ. 

To prepare for the complete Tenebrae Service, it takes more than two hours to 

set up the background in the sanctuary of the church. The cross and the statute of 

Jesus are almost as big as the actual size. The statue of Jesus has a special mechanism 

at the armpits to make the two arms folded or opened at full wing span. The 

background includes the statues of Mary and St. John on both sides of the cross. 

There are several people dressed in white mourning gowns to recite the readings, to 

assist in the nailing of Jesus onto the cross, for the taking down of Jesus from the 

cross, and for carrying the glass coffin with Jesus' body inside for a procession inside 

the church at the end of the service. 

The Tenebrae Service begins with the recital of the opening reading, followed 

by the nailing of Jesus onto the cross and the cross is then erected. Then 10 or 15 

(depending how long the people want the service to be) readings about the Passion of 

Jesus will be recited by different people. Unlike like the normal tone of voice, the 

voices of the readers are made to sound sad, touching, and moving for the people 

attending the service.  In Vietnam, the recital would be voted on by the congregation 

for the best expressing voice. After each reading one Our Father, ten Hail Mary’s, 

and one Glory is said before the next person goes up to the altar. Drum and gong is 

struck before and after each reading. One of the 10 or 15 lit candles above the cross is 

extinguished after each reading until the last one is doused.  

At the completion of the 10 or 15 readings, the body of Jesus is taken down. 

Two people then hold the body of Jesus in front of the statue of Mary while the ladies 

recite the words of Mary talking to Jesus. After that the body of Jesus is put in the 

glass coffin for a procession inside the church. At the end, the glass coffin is placed at 

the break in the middle of the church. People line up to take turns to kiss the feet of 

Jesus to show reverence. The end of the Tenebrae Service marks the completion of 40 

days of journey in the Lenten season. 

 


