Reflections by Rev. Dr. Jan Carlsson-Bull
Unitarian Universalist Church in Meriden
Meriden, CT
December 9, 2018
“Return Again”
Returning What Was Never Mine
The Mekong Delta, a common point of reference during that war that we in the U.S. still
call “the war in Viet Nam”, but that the Vietnamese properly call “the American War.” Where
would that be? In fact, where is Viet Nam?
Where is Viet Nam in the larger world?
Image 1 – Map [show image of map]

Now let’s hone in on the edge of a coast in Southeast Asia.
Image 2 – Map of Viet Nam
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Its neighbors are Cambodia to the west, Laos to the west but farther north, China to the
North and the Gulf of Tonkin, the South China Sea, and out into the Pacific Ocean to the east.
The time there is now 11 PM—at night. There is night life in the cities—especially
Hanoi and Ho Chi Minh City, which some of you know as Sai Gon, but most Vietnamese are
sound asleep, for Monday morning is just hours away, and when my friends in Viet Nam rise for
the day, most of us will be sound asleep.
How to share what I experienced? In bits and pieces, stories and images. This was not
just a trip; it was a pilgrimage that was the core of my two-part sabbatical. Some of you know
that last April and May, when I took part one of my sabbatical, I read and read about this country
to which some of us are intimately connected through a war fought decades ago. As Dr. Edward
Tick, has noted: “Wars do not end when we are told they are over.” Neither do the lives of
survivors, though these lives are variably impacted. For the Vietnamese, the war is over; and
those who fought do not suffer from the soul wounds that plague tens of thousands of veterans
and family members from this country. The physical wounds of that war continue to mark
hundreds of thousands of lives across political boundaries.
I went on a pilgrimage of truth, healing, and reconciliation, for 50 years ago my first
husband, Russell Ray Flesher, was a 2nd Lt., U.S. Army, killed in action in this war was that I
strongly opposed. For many Americans, as Ed indicated, the war isn’t over. Veterans and many
close to them suffer what Ed calls “moral injury”. It’s a wound to the soul over what has been
experienced, seen, and even read. The Vietnamese do not suffer this wound; their land hand
been invaded. My first husband was killed, but he also killed. We were the invaders.
From our initial stay in Ho Chi Minh City, we ventured south to the Mekong Delta. Meet
Tam Tien, a longtime friend of Ed’s and also of Tran Dinh Song, our Vietnamese guide who has
co-led these pilgrimages with Ed for many years.
Image 3 – Tam Tien
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For Tam Tien, the war is over. It was over on May 1, 1975, the day that the Thieu regime
surrendered to the North Vietnamese Army and the Americans left. He is at peace with himself
and with us, as is his wife, who was too ill to meet with us. After the war, this young couple
partnered with Mother Nature to create Song Tien. It’s a resort on the banks of a tributary of the
Mekong River. Sparse in luxury, Song Tien brims with hospitality and natural beauty—and yes,
with Tam Tien’s laugh. Song actually tickled him, just so we could hear his delicious laughter.
Image 4 – Tam Tien & Song (video 0:9)

Tam Tien and our guide, Song, fought on opposite sides of the war. Tam Tien and his
wife fought with the Viet Cong. Song fought with the ARVN (Army of the Republic of Viet
Nam, formerly the South Vietnamese Army and the U.S. Allies). Tam Tien’s heart is open to
those he once fought against. So is his side. His war wounds are severe. He lifted his shirt to
reveal a large part of his right side, which is just not there—the impact of an M16 rifle, fired by
one whom he would now regard as his friend.
Song explained the stories of those of us who had lost spouses or partners by death, by
broken spirits, and for one of us, by suicide, to that war. When Song shared my story, I spoke
directly to Tam Tien: “Russ was killed in that war, but he also killed, and for that and for what
my country did, I beg your forgiveness!” Tam Tien was his loving gracious self in response. As
the conversation continued, I knew I had to do something.
I excused myself and went back to the open-air room where we slept. I returned holding
it in my hand, on a chain large enough for Tam Tien’s neck that is considerably larger than mine.
I explained that this was a peace chalice and that a chalice was the symbol of my faith that
understands we’re all connected. Song translated. I further explained that the designers of this
chalice did so when I asked them to create specifically a chalice of peace, when members of my
faith were paying special attention to peacemaking. Carolyn and Bruce Cameron, of Chalice
Art, had done so, crafting in silver and gold an oval chalice with a dove carrying an olive branch,
a symbol of peace. They gave it to me as a gift. This peace chalice now belonged to Tam Tien.
I was in tears; he was in tears. He responded: “I will wear this for the rest of my life. And when
I die, it will go to my children.”
I returned what was never mine. It was always a gift.
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I invite you to hear Tam Tien’s thoughts on Viet Nam today, in conversation with Song.
The setting was the home and restaurant of Tam Tien’s daughter, in the nearby city of Vinh
Long, where we gathered for lunch the next day.
Image 5 – Tam Tien in conversation with Song (video 1:06)

The hospitality flowed and the camaraderie is evident in the smiles of our entire group,
gathered with Tam Tien and his daughter.
Image 6 – Group on stairwell

And the jeweled symbol of peace and of this faith that affirms the connection of all of us
is now at home exactly where it should be, just above the heart of my new forever friend.
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“How are you? What is your name?”
Never ever have I known such a welcome as our group received from the children of the
Kim Dong elementary school. We had traveled north to Da Nang, a sizable city in central Viet
Nam with beaches that beckoned, but so did other options. Da Nang is also home for our guide,
Song. His wife, Lan, had joined us for the previous day trips and would be with us for this trip to
Tam Ky and the children and teachers we were all eager to meet. We barely got off of our small
bus, when…
Image 6 – Children coming forward in greeting.

Each had a bouquet of wildflowers. And each of us, including Ed and Song and Lan,
gathered these bouquets as the children greeted us: Their beginner’s English was crystal clear.
“How are you? What is your name?” For each child, I replied with my one-syllable name,
wondering if that would be easier to say since Vietnamese is a monosyllabic language. For
example, Viet Nam is two words. Da Nang is two words. Then I motioned to find out what their
name was.
All the way to their classroom, the youngsters clustered and cavorted and, along with
their teachers, led us as if we were all part of a festival parade.
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Images 7-11 – Children in clusters of welcome.
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Once gathered in their classroom, we were seated among the children and invited to join
them in song.
Image 12 – Children singing – (video 0:19)

We were completely enchanted by the dance that followed. Perhaps you will be too.

8
Image 13 – Children dancing – (video 1:02).

Some of us were invited to teach them songs. They were eager to practice English, and
music we know is one of the most fun ways to learn a language. So…when I was asked to teach
them a song, what do you think I chose?
[responses]
“This Little Light of Mine” – They loved it! We sang more together, and we all danced
together. The teachers seemed to have as much fun as their students. Learning was a joy all
around.
Leaving that classroom took a while, but it was time to meet just with the teachers, where
refreshments awaited and—if you can imagine, more flowers! In every classroom, an image of
Ho Chi Minh with a child was readily visible on the front wall; for Ho Chi Minh, who led the
resistance struggles against the French and the Americans, is Viet Nam’s liberator—their George
Washington, their Abraham Lincoln.
It was my honor to present the cash gift toward their library books. I explained that it was
a gift for us to present a gift to them. The funding comes out of what each of us paid Soldier’s
Heart for this entire experience. I’m confident that whatever books are purchased will be read
again and again and treasured by children and teachers alike. In Viet Nam, what do you think is
the most highly respected profession?
[responses]
Teaching!
Children and their parents and have great respect for teachers, even as families have great
respect for their elders.
In each Vietnamese home, you will find an altar to the ancestors.
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Image 14 – Song at ancestors’ altar

When we visited Song and Lan in their home in Da Nang, Song was proud to take us to
their ancestors’ altar, on an upper floor of their home. He visits it every day to honor ancestors
from the past five generations. Why five? That is another story for another day. The
Vietnamese do not worship their ancestors, but they do honor them and never forget whose
children they are as they stand before this family altar.

“Fish Gotta Swim, Birds Gotta Fly”
Hue, a large city in the Central Highlands of Viet Nam that holds resonance for any of
you who lived through the American War. Hue is now a bustling city on the banks of the
Perfume River. Why perfume? As petals from the lotus trees upriver drop into the waters, the
river gives forth a perfume-like scent that wafts all the way down river.
It was Veterans Day in this country, more aptly celebrated as Armistice Day. On
November 11 in Viet Nam, we set forth on our dragon-boat. Dragon boat?
Image 15 – Dragon boats
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Yes, down the Perfume River to the Thien Mu Pagoda, the Pagoda of the Celestial Lady.
This is no particular day in Viet Nam, yet every day is particular. Monks chanted as we stood
nearby transfixed as much by what they were about to do as by their chanting.
Image 16 – Monks chanting at pagoda

Notice the cages of small birds.
Image 17 – Monks about to release birds

These Buddhist monks were about to free these birds as a ritual release of captive spirits.
It was after this ceremony that we gathered in this same space and shared thoughts and prayers
on the occasion of Armistice Day/Veterans Day. What was in our hearts that needed releasing?
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At this time, many of you were worshipping here with my friend and colleague Rev.
Chris Antal in the pulpit. Chris, a veteran U.S. Army Chaplain in Afghanistan introduced me to
Ed and Soldiers Heart. On this day of remembrance and witness, we connected, you and I, from
opposite sides of the world. I wonder what it would mean to release captive spirits in whatever
form, when we here in the United States affirm the possibility of peace—Armistice Day—and
the costs of war—Veterans Day.
Back on our dragon boats, we headed further down river to the Taoist Hon Chen Temple
honoring Po Nagar, goddess of the ancient Cham minority. As we began to mount the steps to
her altar, we were waylaid by women holding up baskets of squirming fish for sale. What use
would we have for these fish? Release them into the river and free the captive souls of loved
ones. Some of us knew there were loved ones whose spirits needed releasing—loved ones long
passed and loved ones living. I purchased a basket and struggled to hold it steady.
Image 18 – Carrying the basket of fish to the river

There was a soul I had known and souls I know whose spirits needed to swim freely.
Perhaps they needed to let go, but I knew that I did.
Image 19 – Releasing fish into the river
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They all but flew out of the basket, except for one. What is it about a soul that resists
release? I was determined, and like it or not, that soul would know freedom. For one of those
souls, it would be freedom in the great mystery of “the other side”. For two of those souls,
freedom calls from the great mystery that is the side we know as life.
Letting be and letting go are among the great gifts of this pilgrimage. It continues for me
and perhaps continues in whatever form for each of you.
Where is the caged bird inside you? Where is the fish out of water inside you? “Fish
gotta swim, birds gotta fly.” So do we. So do we.

