Story by Anitra Parmele

More than 1,200 enthusiastic Vietnamese
Christians, most bearing roses and wearing freshly-pressed white shirts with ties,
greeted their guests at the Ho Chi Minh
City airport with spontaneous applause and
chants of “Alleluia! Alleluia!” Local church
leaders had spent months seeking government permission to hold several large
evangelistic meetings. Finally, international
evangelist Luis Palau and his team arrived to
conduct what were going to be the nation’s
first such outreaches since Vietnam’s reunification in 1975. The group included Luis’
fellow evangelist and son, Andrew Palau,
and Ken Kerrigan, senior pastor of Calvary
Chapel Pompano Beach, FL. The gatherings
were held in April 2011, a month chosen in
celebration of the 100-year anniversary of
Vietnam’s evangelical church.
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Just hours before the first event’s scheduled start, final government permits were
issued for an alternate location—the spot
originally requested had not been approved.
Volunteers quickly readied the new site, a
staduim in Ho Chi Minh City (formerly
Saigon), and the two-day outreach began.
Singer Don Moen took the stage on opening
night amid thunderous applause, declaring

A local youth choir opens the April 2011 outreach.
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More than 20,000 people filled Thanh
Long Stadium in Ho Chi Minh City for an
evangelistic event and worship time.

Photo by Brad Person

“God loves Vietnam!” As he began the evening’s first song, he was joined by thousands
of voices praising God in English. Ken
Kerrigan later recalled, “The atmosphere
in the stadium was electrified with excitement. It was fascinating to travel for almost
24 hours to join a group in Vietnam enthusiastically worshiping in English.” Ministry
leaders recorded more than 5,500 decisions
to follow Christ during the trip.

Pastor Ken Kerrigan of CC Pompano Beach, FL, presents a Vietnamese pastor with a
service medal from a U.S. Vietnam veteran, symbolizing forgiveness and healing.
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Ken, a full-time deputy sheriff with the
Broward County Sheriff ’s Office since 1985,
had first assisted Luis Palau in 2003. Not yet
a pastor at that time, Ken had been asked

With more than seven million residents,
Ho Chi Minh City is Vietnam’s most
populated area and economic center.

by his own pastor, Bob Coy of CC Fort
Lauderdale, FL, to serve at a South Florida
event featuring Luis. Ken has been a personal assistant to Luis 13 times since, both
domestically and internationally.
As preparations for the Vietnam trip
began, it quickly became apparent that
this outreach would be particularly challenging. The invitation to preach to large
crowds throughout Vietnam was unprecedented—and was contingent on months of
negotiations with the government and careful attention to countless minute details.

People worship at one of the events. These were the first evangelistic outreaches
led by an international Christian leader since Vietnam’s reunification in 1975.
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The person most affected by Ken’s announcement was Jim Petruso, who had been a valuable part of CC Pompano Beach for several
years. Jim honorably served in Vietnam in
the United State’s 1st and 3rd Marine division medical battalion in 1966-67. While
now a successful businessman, it was apparent that Jim’s time in Vietnam had marked
him deeply, and for more than 40 years he
had carried bitterness and emotional scars.
Jim had been very vocal about his attitude
toward the Vietnamese nation and people.
A few weeks before Ken’s departure, Jim
approached him after a church service
and thrust his Vietnam service medal into
Ken’s hands. When asked to explain, Jim
answered that God had revealed to him that
his anger had become bondage. In response
to God, Jim explained, he wanted Ken to
leave the medal in Vietnam as a first step
to healing and as a symbol of Jim’s willingness to leave his bitterness behind. Ken
recalled, “Holding the medal, I realized the
importance of this symbolic action not only
in Jim’s life personally, but also as a bridge
between believers in the two countries. I
began to pray that God would reveal exactly
to whom I should present the medal and
that He would give me His words to say.”
Nearly the whole trip passed before Ken
spotted such an opportunity for the medal to
serve as a tangible representation of the healing possible through Christ. On the group’s
last night in Vietnam, Luis invited the local
pastors to join the international team at their
hotel for prayer and fellowship. Around 30
pastors gathered in the hotel’s courtyard
as Luis thanked them for their service and
encouraged them that God was doing a special work in Vietnam. As the meeting began
to break up, Ken prayed that God would
direct him to the perfect person to whom
Ken needed to present Jim’s medal. He soon
approached a pastor who was standing
nearby, but before Ken had a chance to say
anything, the man pointed to another pastor
and suggested he speak to him.

A woman listens at the outreach.
During the trip, more than 5,500
people professed Christ.
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Ken remembered, “I approached the second pastor, and as other pastors gathered
around, I said, ‘Honorable men, please
listen. Forty years ago, a man from my
country fought in a war here in your country. He asked me to bring this medal back
to Vietnam and leave it here with you as a
symbol. Although we are divided by many
seas, we are united as one in Christ by His

love. This medal is a symbol of the past,
but with your help can serve as a bridge
to the future between our countries and
our hearts.’” Ken recalled that several long
moments passed before the Vietnamese
pastor reached out with both hands and
clasped Ken’s. As their eyes met, he said
with a voice filled with emotion, “My family fought against the Americans in the war.
We need healing and forgiveness.”

Vietnam

During this time of planning, Ken asked
his congregation to intercede. “Several
months beforehand, we began praying that
many Vietnamese would receive Christ and
that the local believers would be encouraged,” Ken recalled. “Many in the congregation seemed to have never considered the
existence of fellow believers in Vietnam.”
The majority of the congregation at CC
Pompano Beach had only vague impressions of the country left over from America’s
involvement in the war in Vietnam.

“In that moment, I saw decades of bitterness
and hatred fall away as we embraced and
prayed. It was a tangible reminder that God
can heal the hardest of hearts and set us free
from long-standing bitterness.”
Since returning to his congregation, Ken has
shared this story of forgiveness and healing
many times. “There are so many who still
carry the weight of their war experiences,
whether in Vietnam, Iraq, or Afghanistan,”
Ken said. “I’m excited at the chance to
remind them of Christ’s ability to heal their
scars, to enable them to forgive, and to set
them free from decades of bondage.”

Going North to Hanoi

The team also traveled to Hanoi, planning
to conduct a second outreach similar to
the one in Ho Chi Minh City. Though the
necessary permits were granted a few hours
before the event, it was not possible to coordinate everything in time. But the team
heard many stories from area pastors of how
God had revealed Himself, especially on
more than 100 buses that had arrived at the
venue to find the event canceled.
Some Christians on the buses began to
share the Gospel and lead people to Jesus.
Whole buses prayed to receive Christ. When
one bus headed for the meeting was turned
back, a Christian on the bus stood up and
shared his testimony. He then prayed over
a fellow Christian, an elderly woman passenger who had come hoping to receive
prayer to heal her paralysis. She soon began
to walk up and down the aisle of the bus,
and nearly all the passengers subsequently
prayed to receive Christ. When she returned
to her village, everyone was astonished that
she was suddenly able to walk. “They asked
her what had happened, and she told them
about Christ’s love, forgiveness, and healing.”
Ken added, “Many surrendered their lives to
Christ after seeing their neighbor healed. To
God be the glory and the praise forever.”

International evangelist Luis Palau pauses for a photo as Ken surveys
the crowd from the left. Photo by Brad Person

The cyclo, a Vietnamese rickshaw, is a
common sight in Ho Chi Minh City.
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Ho Chi Minh City is located on the
southeastern coast of Vietnam.

A street vendor in Hanoi wears a nón lá, a traditional conical hat woven from straw.
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“Holding the medal, I realized the importance of this symbolic action
not only in Jim’s life personally, but also as a bridge
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between believers in the two countries.”
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