
Interview with Dra. Luisa Melo, Cardinal F.X. Nguyên Van Thuân’s 

former secretary by the Vice-Postulation  

1.How did you meet Cardinal van Thuân? 

Although I was deeply enthousiastic about geography and trips when I 

first met Cardinal van Thuân I was hardly informed about the Vietnam 

war. I had been working at Pontifical Council for Justice and Peace 

since 1991. When I heard three years later, in 1994, that a Vietnamese 

Archbishop was coming as Vice-President I got very surprised. Since the 

very first moment I was deeply touched by his humbleness and 

experience of life. His suffering reflected a theological and spiritual 

experience  which is the root of hope. 

2. During the time you worked with Cardinal van Thuân what 

impressed you most? 

His high level of abnegation and apostolic zeal, even being deprived of 

the pastoral care of his Diocese for a long time. He was very dinamic in 

promoting initiatives such as organizing international meetings on 

Church’s Social Doctrine, preaching in spiritual retreats, encouraging 

international commissions for Justice and Peace to organize lectures 

and other initiatives. He had a very deep connection with everyone in 

the Dicastery. He was cherished by all of us, especially due to his 

welcoming skills and his availability to listen to everyone creating an 

harmonious environment around him. 

3. Did he talk about his experience of imprisonment in Vietnam? 

He shared his personal experience on different occasions. He spoke 

openly about all the process, starting with his meeting with local 

authorities until his release. He showed a great deal of humbleness in 

his suffering, especially when he was not able to concentrate on what 

God really wanted from him. He was still hoping that within a short 

period of time he would come back to carry on his pastoral duties 

preventing the pain of  his family and friends. His greatest torment was 

not to be able to celebrate the Eucharistic. Yet God enlighted his mind 

by granting him this mercy which he shared with his jail mates. Still a 

young and very dinamic archbishop he had to cope with an unexpected 

situation. He realised he was failing to live the present  according to 

God’s will. Life became very depressing and lonely. I suggest the reading 

of “Five breads and two fishes” for those who want to learn more about 

his testimony. 

 

 



4.What left you Cardinal van Thuân as spiritual legacy? 

At the very beginning I worked with the Cardinal at a more private level. 

During this time I could witness his spirituality, his love for the Church 

and his detachment from material goods. His savings were aimed at 

charity works, for instance helping the “Lazaro Foundation” he had set 

up in his country, and providing the necessary support to young 

seminarians in academic training. At the same time I was very happy 

because I had the opportunity of studying missiology at the same 

university he had his doctor degree in Canonical Right from. He took 

every chance he had to evangelize and was listened to by everyone due 

to his spiritual wealth which touched everybody who approached him. 

He was a man of deep faith, hope, charity, pray and humbleness. I try, 

even if it is not easy to learn from him, to live present time as if it were 

the last chance we get of doing good, gentleness  and service with joy. 

Other specific aspects of his spirituality are his love for Eucharistic and 

his devotion to Our Lady. 

5. You were by his side in the last moments of his life. How was it 

like? 

It is very difficult for me to answer this question because the last five 

months of his life were full of indescribable pain due to an agressive 

tumour as malignant as coronavírus. You can put  it this way: he was 

an extraordinary patient. After the doctor’s visit he often wanted to 

match the clinical report he got with mine. I am deeply grateful to all 

who hardly tried  to find a way of healing his illness  especially to doctor 

Marcelo Deraco from  National Tumour Institute of Milan. He was his 

surgeon and became his friend who often visited him in Rome. As he 

realised that science could not do anything further for him he often 

wondered if his hour was to come. He never complaint about his 

suffering. He said that there were three possibilities: if he died it would 

be good because he felt he was prepared for it. If he survived he would 

keep on suffering, carrying on his work for the Church. He lived his 

disease with pray and the daily celebration of Eucharistic until his 

strenght allowed it. At the very end he concelebrated  and received the 

Holy Communion. I had the opportunity of talking to him a lot. Every 

afternoon we prayed together and he used to give me his blessing before 

sleeping.He kept his lucidity three days before his passing from this 

world to Father’s House. It were hard times. I had to smile while my 

heart was bleeding. I realised I had accepted  this challenge  and must 

keep strong until we closed his eyes. It was a Monday, 16th September 

2002 at 18:00 while the Our Lady of Guadaloup Church bells started 

ringing "Hail Mary”.  

 



6.What youl d you say about the Beatification and Canonisation 

Cause from its beginnings up to now? 

The idea of sarting the process was Cardinal Renato Martino’s who 

suceeded Cardinal Van Thuân. On 2nd March 2007 he asked 

permission to the Vicar of Rome to start with the Cause. On 17th April 

the Lazio Episcopal Conference accepted the Cause. At the same year, 

on 17th September, the Cause was opened at Castelgandolfo in the 

presence of Pope Benedicy XVI. On 16th January 2009 the Edict was 

released. On 22nd October  the opening session of the Cause of 

Beatification and Canonisation was held in the Court of the Vicariat of  

Rome. From then on the Vicariat collected written and oral testimonies. 

I was appointed secretary of the historical commission. Another 

important date is 8th June 2012 when Cardinal’s body was laid in a 

special grave in Santa Maria della Scala Church in Rome. On the 5th 

July 2013 the ending session of the diocesan process took place in the 

Vicariate in Rome. On the 4th May 2017 the Cardinal was declared 

Venerable by Pope Francis. On the 17th September public reading of 

the Decree of Venerability was held. At this very moment we pray and 

ask God the mercy of a report of favour granted through Cardinal’s 

intercession which will lead us to his Beatification. His Eminence 

Cardinal Peter Kodwo Appiah Turkson is at the moment the Author of 

the Cause. The Postulator is Dr. Waldery Hilgeman,Vice-Postulator 

priest Marco Luís and Dra. Luisa Melo is in charge and administrator. 

7. How do you think the Venerable Cardinal van Thuân may help us 

in this period of pandemic we are living in? 

The Cardinal is an example of inspiration. Since his youth he accepted 

the pain of loosing some relatives and the deprivation of freedom. He 

suffered from tuberculosis and other diseases, the long lasting and hard 

period of war in his country, exil and the terrible disease which caused 

him death. In this time of such a high level of suffering we should 

inspire on Cardinal and ask to be enlighted by his heroic life so deeply 

embellished by his inner relationship to God, Our Lady and the Saints 

in Paradise. He shone joy, inner peace, quietness along with his 

suffering until his last days. He showed us that life is not for one 

himself but a God’s gift to share with others in  strong conviction that 

God never leaves us aside. The Venerable Cardinal helps us keep on in 

our path of faith, especially in the hard moments of trials and pain. We 

should look at Cardinal’s example in his constant quest for serenity in 

the strong belief that God’s love is always there for us even if we 

sometimes do not understand the meaning of painful deeds. We know 

God does not want evil but yet is necessary to ask ourselves: What does 

God want from us at this very moment? We should try to find an 

answer and a comfort to our grief. We know we are but pilgrims on this 



earth waiting our Lord Jesus Christ to come. At last I suggest we ask 

the Holy Trinity through Cardinal’s intercession not only for the healing 

of the patients but for the end of this pandemic which makes us suffer 

so deeply as well. 
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