The secret lives of Vietnam's Catholic mothers

It is traditionally the husband's religion that children are expected to follow in religiously mixed marriages.

Children are taken to pray in front of a Marian grotto in Vietnam's Ho Chi Minh City. (Photo by Mary Vo)

Mary Nguyen closes the door carefully and says evening prayers with her two children in her room whenever her husband comes home late from work.

And Nguyen, who lives in the house of her Buddhist parents-in-law, quietly takes them to weekend Masses once or twice a month at a church near her own parents’ home in Vietnam’s southern Ho Chi Minh City.

"I have to pretend [to her parents-in-law] that I take the children to visit my parents so that we can go to church," the mother said in a low, strained voice.

Her husband and parents-in-law do not want them to embrace Catholicism before they turn 18, when they say the children can decide for themselves what religion to follow. They have threatened to turn her out of their home if she takes the children to church.

Nguyen said they do not know their grandchildren are Catholics as she had them — a girl and a boy — baptized while she was living for months at her parents’ home after she gave birth to them.

She tries to help instill faith in Catholicism while their grandmother regularly takes them to Buddhist temples.

Nguyen, who works for a local printing company, said her husband, a Communist Party member, converted to Catholicism when he married her. However, he subsequently jettisoned the Catholic faith and often checks on whether the children have secretly gone to church.

"I forgive him and try to be a good Catholic so that I can bear witness to the Good News," said Nguyen, who regularly joins Catholic friends and family members in attending church services and feasts.

"Although I feel a bit tense when dealing with my husband and his parents, I have a bounden duty to offer faith education to my children."

Patriarchy still predominates

Father James Hoang Quan, pastor of Trieu Son parish in Thua Thien Hue province, said most Catholic women who marry non-Christians, and live in houses of their parents-in-law, run into difficulties over religious practice and education.

Father Quan said patriarchy still predominates in many families where women are considered to belong to their husbands’ families and are expected to obey family norms after marrying. Their children are often taught to follow the husband’s religion. He said these women need advice and encouragement from their co-religionists.

Father John Baptist Nguyen Tong, pastor of Phuong Tay parish, said in some cases Communist Party members who marry Catholic women ban their children from embracing Catholicism as they fear their official positions will be adversely affected.

Father Tong said local Catholics say "Hail Mary" three times during daily Masses for families experiencing difficulties during this special Year of Journeying with Problematic Families. And parishioners comfort them in times of family illness or death.

Anna Tran Thi Ngoc Duyen, whose husband divorced her when her daughter was four years old, carries her on a motorbike for 10 kilometers to attend Mass each week. Her daughter also joins catechism classes, Eucharist adoration, camps and charitable work.

"I hope she will openly follow Catholicism when she reaches 18 years of age and her father will accept her decision," she said with a smile.

Duyen, who works as a journalist, said her husband, who converted from Buddhism to Catholicism at her family’s request, renounced Catholicism and asked her to take down an altar months after their wedding.

"I am wrong to have married a husband of a different religion," she said. "He converted to Catholicism to marry me, not for faith."

The woman blames her now broken marriage on herself for not having been active enough in her religious life.
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