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Father Martino is new 
Chaplain for Savannah 
Serra Club
Martino BaThong Nguyen's Vocation Story

Fr. Martino always writes his homilies. One exception to this rule was his 
homily in his first Mass. He had a written homily, but did not use it. Instead, he 
explained an understanding of the nature of priesthood that came to him during 
his ordination ceremony. While lying prostrate on the altar floor before the Eucha-
rist with the congregation behind him, he thought that was symbolic of the priest-
hood. The priest lays down his life to help people get to God.

How did Fr. Martino become a man of God? His story is a particularly heart-
warming one.

After the Vietnam War ended, Martino’s parents were arrested for being “ene-
mies of the people” and were found guilty of treason to race and country because 
they were educated. His father had worked for the South Vietnamese government 
intelligence agency. His mother and father were imprisoned separately. His mother 
was pregnant when she was arrested. After months of imprisonment, beatings, and 
starvation she was near death. To avoid being accused of killing a pregnant woman, 
they released her to her brother. Since their home had been confiscated, it was 
freedom and the care of her brother that gave her the strength to live and give 
birth to her son, Martino, on the streets of Saigon.
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Because they were Catholics and educated, they were sent 
to a region near the Cambodian border. This was the area where 
refugees from the Khmer Rouge death squads also gathered. 
There were many Catholics in the area among the refugees but 
they were not allowed to practice their religion. 

To attend Mass, they had to walk many miles including 
spending the night on the way. On some occasions they found a 
note on the door of the shack used as a church saying the conse-
cration of the bread into the Eucharist had been canceled, be-
cause the priest, guilty of his beliefs and Christian actions, had 
been jailed. It was during this time that Martino, now 7 years old, 
began to realize that God was calling him.

After 11 years in prison, his father was released, and miracu-
lously found his way back to his family. He, too, had survived. 
When Martino was fourteen, he started teaching catechism to the 
other children. There were up to 200 students in his classes. He 
was arrested and imprisoned four different times for teaching the 
Catholic faith. Each time he was kept in a cell smaller than a 
shower stall, with no windows or light. There was no room to lie 
down to sleep. He was fed a small cup of rice and a 
cup of water a day. He was regularly taken out and 
beaten because he would not deny his faith in 
God. 

The beatings were severe and covered his 
entire body. Each time he was released, he contin-
ued to teach the catechism. The last time he was 
imprisoned, the jailers told him they were going to 
execute him because he could not prove there was 
a God. Martino said that he knew there was a God 
because he could feel it in his heart and soul. The 
guards said he could not prove that, so Martino hit 
one of the guards very hard on the shoulder and asked if that 
hurt. When the guard said yes, Martino said no. The guard said 
he knew it hurt because he felt it. Martino said the guard could 
not prove it really hurt. The guard said he could prove it because 
his shoulder was red. Martino said that did not prove it hurt just 
because it was red, the sun could have caused the redness. The 
guard replied, he felt the pain and knew it hurt. Martino said he 
knew there was a God in the same way. He felt God’s presence in 

his soul. 
This 
seemed to 
convince 
the guards. 
They just 
beat him again and released him.

Thus the mother who was not supposed to live, survived 
and bore a son, and the father who was separately imprisoned, 
found his way back to his wife, and the son survived many im-
prisonments and scheduled executions. They all managed to 
leave Vietnam and find their way to the United States. 

With only $50 and speaking no English, they arrived 
in Chicago on Feb. 5, 1993. His parents worked very 
hard at jobs paying the minimum wage and this enabled 
the 17 year old Martino to receive an education, graduat-
ing from high school in 1995 and from college in 1999. 

The world tempted him from his noble quest. Blue 
Cross and Blue Shield offered him a job. He wanted to 
work for a few years to help his aging parents, who were 
56 and 68, and still working for minimum wage. The 
couple refused to accept their son’s choice. If his voca-

tion was calling him to represent our Lord Jesus, they would not 
be the reason for delaying their son’s great passion. The Divine 
Shepherd should not be delayed. His mother and father refused 
to be in the Lord’s way. As Fr. Martino has said, “Again, the repe-
tition of their sacrifice had been learned from the pages of the 
Bible, telling all of us about Abraham’s example of sacrificing his 
only son Isaac.”

Fr. Martino came to the Diocese of Savannah because it has 
a very low Catholic population, only 3%, and he wanted to be a 
missionary priest. He was ordained in 2004 and served two years 
at St. Mary on the Hill Parish in Augusta and was reassigned to St. 
Frances Cabrini Parish in June. Increasing Vocations is a major 
goal in his priesthood so we are particularly blessed to have Fr. 
Martino as the Chaplain of the Serra Club of Savannah.
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There are many challenges and opportunities ahead for 
the Serra Club of Savannah as we start a new year to promote 
and affirm vocations to the priesthood and religious life. We 
need to recognize and exploit them. 

We have been committed to using prayer as our primary 
means to increase vocations. We sponsor a holy hour and a 
Mass each month and as a result of our efforts, most parishes in 
the Deanery use the Prayer for Vocations each day in their serv-
ices. We have started several 31 Clubs, whose members offer 
one Mass a month for vocations. All of these activities need to 
be continued and reinforced.

As your President, I would like for our club to start an-
other program this year to promote vocations by prayer in the 
parishes and at the parishioners' homes. This is a goal for the 
Vocations Committee to suggest a program and get the club 
and parishes active in the program. The Vocations Committee 
has made a very good start to expand the participation in the 
vocations essay contest. Perhaps we 
could start some 31 Club groups in 
the classes at Benedictine and St. 
Vincent’s as a means to reach that 
age group. 

Maintaining a club membership 
large enough to assure momentum 
and effectiveness is a never ending 
and critical activity. Members become inactive for a variety of 
reasons including health, moving out of the area, and other life 
pressures. These vacancies need to be filled and new members 
added to give us a presence in all parishes in the Deanery. 

These new members can provide new energy as well as 
future leadership to the club. And we must strive to retain our 
existing members as well as add new ones. The goal is to build 
the membership to at least 35 or 40 members. There are activi-
ties this year that can increase the Club’s visibility and help to 
recruit members. These include parish ministry fairs and spe-
cial events such as Dariusz Zurek’s 1st

st Anniversary Mass. 
The 2007 Serra International Convention will be held in 

Atlanta in June. The Atlanta Serra Clubs will provide support 
with registration and local area directions and the Savannah 
club has been asked to support this effort. Attending The Serra 
International Convention can be a unique faith building experi-
ence. Our club should support and attend the convention.

The Communications 
Committee has developed 
and delivered outstanding 
newsletters as well as pub-
licizing club and vocations 
events in the parishes and 
the Southern Cross. These 
efforts are important to 
the club goals and help to 
increase vocations aware-
ness in the Diocese of 
Savannah. We need to 
continue this effort and 
add a web site for our club. We all need to write articles for the 
newsletter and the Southern Cross on events or items of interest 
to promote vocations.

The Program Committee has developed an interesting pro-
gram schedule with stimulating 
speakers and a variety of events. They 
are always open to suggestions for 
events or speakers of interest.

Our club has no direct income. 
All of the dues collected are sent to 
USA Serra Council. As events arise 
that require expenditures we have 

asked for donations. Since these have been limited, this has not 
been a problem. If we establish a web site or start other activities 
that have on-going costs, we will have to consider whether other 
methods are needed.

I look forward to working with you this year to maintain and 
improve our efforts to promote vocations in the Savannah Dio-
cese. If you have any suggestions, please let me know.

President Joe Hasbrouck looks 
at the year ahead

____________________________________
I would like for our club to start

another program this year to promote 
vocations by prayer in the parishes and at 

the parishioners' homes.
____________________________________
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Oct. 29, 2006, is Priesthood Sunday, a special day 
set to honor the Priesthood in the United States. It 
is a call for parishioners to honor Christ as Priest 
and the men who were called to be his priests on 
earth. It is also a day to honor all religious and to 
focus on the importance of vocations. All Catho-
lics are encouraged to make an effort to recognize 
our priests for all they do for us on this special 
day. 

There are many times such an event could be 
marked — on Good Shepherd Sunday in the 
Spring, or on Marriage Encounter’s World Priest 
Day in September. The last Sunday in October 
was originally chosen because of the readings and 
the fact that there were no other major national 
events scheduled. The event is being marked this 
year at a similar time.

Priesthood Sunday is special day set aside to af-
firm the priesthood in the life of the Church. With 
the phenomenon of fewer priests, people see 
fewer priests and therefore young people are not 
offered the opportunity to learn about the voca-
tion of priesthood and the life 
of their pastor. There are more 
lay ministers in pastoral minis-
try due to the priest shortage, 
which detracts from the visibil-
ity of the priest in the parish 
community. The role of the 
priest has shifted in the years 

since Vatican II, causing some confusion 
about the place of the priest in the life of the 
Church. Priesthood Sunday seeks to reaffirm 
the priesthood of Jesus Christ and its central 
place in the life of the Church.

Some organizations and some parishes have 
attempted to counteract this negativity. 
“Priesthood Sunday” sends a message to 
Catholics and non-Catholics everywhere that 
the parish priest, as the instrument of Christ’s 
Priesthood on earth, is loved and respected by 
those in the parish community.

The lay faithful of each parish are asked to 
develop their own special way of marking the 
day and honoring their parish priest(s) both at 
Mass and in the parish. There are many ways 
this can be done; a special parish recognition 
event, a card, or just a personal thank you 
after Mass. A special website has been estab-
lished (www.priestsunday.org) to provide 
ideas for liturgies, social celebrations, preach-
ing, school activities and other events. If you 

are a parishioner, a member of 
the parish staff, a lay minister/
leader, call some friends and 
organize a group to spearhead 
the celebration. Go to the web-
site for some ideas, then plan 
your own way of honoring the 
priest(s) of your parish.

PRIESTHOOD SUNDAY October 29, 2006
Show appreciation for your Priest

__________________________________________________________


