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Einleitung 

Die Bedrohung und Zerstörung der Lebensgrundlage der Indigenen Völker in den Philippinen 

hat nicht nur drastische negative Auswirkungen auf die Indigenen selber, sondern ist 

symptomatisch und wirkt sich in Zukunft auch dramatisch auf die gesamte Bevölkerung des 

Landes aus. Es ist so etwas wie ein Frühwarnsystem, das die Bedrohungen und Zerstörungen 

aufzeigt, aber von dem man auch lernen kann: In Bezug auf Umdenken, Entwicklung von 

Strategien, Resilienzen, Nachhaltigkeit.  

 

Der Anteil der Indigenen macht je nach Definition 15%-20% der philippinischen Bevölkerung 

aus. Ihre Wahrnehmung in der philippinischen Gesellschaft spiegelt das nicht wider. Das, was 

die Indigenen heute erfahren in Form von Klimaschäden, Verlust der Biodiversität und der 

Lebensräume, Lebenschancen und Zukunftsgestaltung ist eine Bedrohung des ganzen Landes.  

 

Im Jahr 2015 haben wir uns auf der 31. ÖPK bereits mit dem Thema Indigene befasst: 

„Philippinen – Recht auf Vielfalt: Menschenrechte und Erhalt der Lebensgrundlagen Indigener 

in einer globalisierten Welt“.  Die detaillierte Dokumentation ist im „ÖPK“ Archiv unter Fisch-

und-Vogel 2015: Recht auf Vielfalt abrufbar (https://fisch-und-vogel.de/oepk/). Darauf 

aufbauend ging es uns auf der 38. ÖPK mehr um das genaue Hinschauen, Hören und 

Reflektieren über die kulturellen Werte von Indigenen, bewusste oder unbewusste Ignoranz 

(auch von uns selbst) „Warnungen“ zu Natur- und Umweltzerstörungen über die Generationen 

zu verstehen und ernst zu nehmen. Wir wollten damit die Beschäftigung mit indigenen Völkern 

aus der „Exoten“ Ecke herausholen und das Thema in einen größeren gesellschaftlichen 

Zusammenhang stellen.  

 

Wir danken unseren Partnern und Zuschussgebern ganz herzlich für ihre Unterstützung:  das 

Evangelische Missionswerk, Misereor, Brot für die Welt und die Vereinte Evangelische Mission 

(VEM).  Für die personelle und institutionelle Unterstützung bedanken wir uns beim 

Missionswerk der Franziskaner  
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THE CATHOLIC CHURCH AND THE INDIGENOUS PEOPLES IN THE PHILIPPINES: 

MISSION AND ADVOCACY PERSPECTIVES (Are Indigenous Peoples´ Concerns Receiving 

Attention from the Philippine Catholic Church?)  

FR. EDWIN A. GARIGUEZ  

This paper is presented online for the 38th Ecumenical Philippine Conference (EPC) in Bonn, Germany, October 13-15, 2023  

A. HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVE: CHRISTIANITY, COLONIZATION AND THE INDIGENOUS PEOPLES  

Christianity was preached and introduced in the Philippines along with the Spanish conquest and 

occupation. The arrival of Spanish colonizers in the 16th century marked a pivotal moment in Philippine 

history. The Catholic Church played a central role in colonization efforts, providing a moral and religious 

justification for Spanish conquest. The Church's mission to convert the indigenous populations was 

intertwined with Spanish colonialism. The introduction of Christian religion constitutes one of the most 

significant influences among indigenous communities. For centuries, evangelization was carried out by 

different religious orders with the goal of converting the indigenous peoples to the fold of established 

religion. In the course of time, different approaches for effective evangelization had been explored, but 

the missionary methods were observed to have been patterned after the missionaries' historically 

conditioned theology. When seen in the present perspective, those methods of evangelization could be 

criticized as triumphalist, intrusive and lacking in socio-cultural groundings. This conversion often came 

at the expense of indigenous cultures, as native belief systems were marginalized, and traditional 

practices were replaced by Catholic rituals. The conversion process was not a one-sided imposition but 

led to a complex syncretism, where indigenous beliefs and Catholicism coexisted and blended, forming a 

unique cultural and religious hybrid (Gariguez, 1992). It has been noted in the history of evangelization 

among the indigenous peoples that the missionary strategy was aimed at their actual conversion to 

Christianity. The approach consisted of basic instruction on the rudiments of faith and the reception of 

the sacrament of baptism. The inherent danger in this approach was the way Christianity is imposed 

through indoctrination and catechumenate, resulting to the abandonment of their culture and traditions 

as a people. Catholic faith or Christianity in general, had been regarded as another form of incursion 

among the indigenous peoples because it had not been meaningfully integrated into the cultural milieu 

of the people. This also explained the resistance to the missionary effort of conversion Historically, what 

accounted for the marked differentiation between the IP upland communities and the lowland Christian 

population was the strong resistance that the former put up against the assimilating influences of the 

Spanish colonial government. The indigenous people remained resolute in adhering to their traditional 

culture while refusing to be absorbed or be converted into the current of colonial encroachment (Lopez-

Gonzaga, 1979).  

B. CATHOLIC CHURCH AND INDIGENOUS PEOPLES VIS-À-VIS VATICAN II THEOLOGY OF INCULTURATION  

Vatican II theology, which emerged from the Second Vatican Council (1962-1965), had a profound 

impact on the Catholic Church's engagement with and support for Indigenous Peoples in the Philippines 

and around the world. The theological shifts and principles introduced during this council reshaped the 

Church's approach to its relationship with Indigenous Peoples in several significant ways. Vatican II 

theology (Ad Gentes; Catechesi Tradendae; Evangelii Nuntiandi and Redemptoris Missio of John Paul II) 

emphasized the dignity of all human beings and recognized the value of diverse cultures and traditions. 

This theological shift prompted the Catholic Church to reevaluate its stance toward Indigenous Peoples. 

The Church began to emphasize the importance of respecting and preserving the cultural traditions of 

Indigenous Peoples, acknowledging that these cultures held intrinsic value and were often closely 

intertwined with their spirituality. This shift in perspective laid the foundation for a more respectful and 

inclusive engagement with Indigenous Peoples in the Philippines. Presently, a notable shift in approach 
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and strategy for evangelization among the indigenous peoples are slowly being implemented in view of 

                       ’                                                                         

inculturation. The basic principle of inculturation presupposes a respectful dialogue between faith and 

culture. This process does not demand an unconditional surrendering of cultural traditions and identity 

to the dominant features of Christian influences. On the contrary, inculturation requires a sincere 

appreciation of the indigenous peoples' cultural values, their concrete social context, their dreams and 

experiences as privileged points of entry for authentic articulation of Christian faith. In this sense, 

Christian faith comes not apart or outside their socio-cultural perspective, but within and integral to 

their milieu (Gariguez, 1992). In the Philippine Church, an area of special consideration is posed by the 

plight of our cultural communities or the indigenous peoples. In the task of inculturation, they are the 

sector in need of evangelization process involving the dialogical approach of faith and culture 

integration. In the course of time, many of the indigenous peoples have come to accept Christianity and 

embrace the faith in varying degree of depth and authenticity. However, continuing process of 

inculturation is necessary to affect a meaningful and authentic dialogue between the Gospel and the 

recipient culture (Gariguez, 1992). The Philippine Church, in the promulgated Acts and Decrees of the 

Second Plenary Council of the Philippines (PCP II) in 1991, laid the grounds for the renewed direction in 

pursuing the process of evangelization. Among the challenges that the Council posed was the imperative 

for inculturation of faith in the context of concrete Philippine socio-cultural realities. The Council 

                           “                                   F                            j           

imposing any process of integration or assimilation that would result in cultural stagnation or erosion" 

(PCP II, Part III, C, no. 1 par. 378). The Church commits to the renewed direction of evangelization, with 

                                                                “                                       

process of inculturation it will not be able to respectfully draw the good elements within the culture, 

                                                                              ”                           6  

par. 208). 

C. INDIGENOUS PEOPLES AND THE GOSPEL MANDATE TO BECOME CHURCH OF THE POOR  

W                        ’                                                                        

during the Second Vatican Council (1962-65), effecting an aftermath of decisive shift in the orientation 

of the Church, not only in terms of its ecclesiology but also in terms of focus and nature of its ministry 

for the world. The whole gamut of the social teachings of the Church on renewal and social involvement 

that became more explicit in Vatican II, further pursued in the encyclicals of Paul VI and more 

numerously in John Paul II, provided the Philippine Church with a wealth of materials needed to set the 

direction for the work for justice and liberation, and even for the defense of our ecology (Fabros, 1988). 

Vatican II's emphasis on social justice and human rights had a direct impact on the Church's engagement 

with Indigenous Peoples in the Philippines. The Council emphasized the Church's responsibility to 

advocate for justice, especially for marginalized and oppressed communities. In the Philippines, many 

Indigenous Peoples faced land dispossession and socio-economic inequalities. The Church's newfound 

commitment to social justice encouraged it to become an advocate for Indigenous Peoples' rights, 

including land rights, access to education, and protection from discrimination and exploitation. This 

advocacy helped raise awareness of the challenges faced by Indigenous Peoples and contributed to the 

development of a more just society. The mandate for the Church to have preferential option for the poor 

is deeply rooted in biblical tradition and in the life of Jesus and the early Church. The primacy of this 

agenda in the whole process of Church renewal is but expected and necessary. In the Second Plenary 

Council of the Philippines, clearly patterned after the direction and orientation embodied in the Vatican 

                                                                               “            ’          

exploitation of the poor, the Church cannot remain silent . . . strong with the Word of God she condemns 

           j                                                                                  ”      

II, Acts No. 131). The Church in the Philippines is called to be a Church of the Poor. Being the Church of 
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the Poor in the Philippines necessitates prioritizing the issues of Indigenous Peoples because it 

embodies a commitment to social justice and the Gospel's call to solidarity. Indigenous Peoples in the 

Philippines have historically been marginalized, facing land dispossession, discrimination, and economic 

inequalities. As the Church of the Poor, the Catholic Church in the Philippines recognizes the moral 

imperative to stand with the most vulnerable and oppressed. Prioritizing the issues of the IPs involves 

advocating for land or ancestral domains rights, protecting the threatened ecosystems and biodiversity, 

and addressing socio-economic disparities. It aligns with the Church's mission to create a more just and 

inclusive society where the dignity and rights of all individuals, especially the marginalized, are upheld, 

reflecting the values of compassion, justice and love for one's neighbor at the heart of Christian faith. 

The power structure is not a disincarnated reality. It is primarily political. The struggle of the poor in 

history is carried out in the very concrete socio-political reality of oppression and injustice. And the 

Church cannot remain a fence-sitter or an indifferent bystander. The Church is called to be immersed 

and to be in solidarity with the poor, particularly with the indigenous peoples, to be involved in 

transforming sociopolitical structures that are oppressive, unjust and does not promote the common 

good.  

                                ’                   X                Y  

According to a research presented for the International Year of Forest in 2011: the Philippines is among 

                                                                                              ’         

most threatened forest hotspots. If the 157, 400 ha per year rate of deforestation continues, our 

remaining forest cover will be wiped out in less than 40 years (Pamintuan, 2011). Undeniably, one of the 

major impacts of large-scale mining is the destruction of forest ecosystem, the home and ancestral 

domain of the indigenous peoples, of the rich biodiversity of the country, and the remaining watershed 

that sustains the lowland farming communities. In the Philippines, aside from logging, mining had been 

one of the major causes for the loss of our forest cover from 17 million hectares in 1934 to just 3 million 

hectares in 2003, or an 82% decline. Seventy years ago, about 60% of our land area was covered with 

forest, now we have less than 10%. (World Rainforest Movement, 2010). To make the situation worse, 

mining operations are located right in the ecologically vulnerable areas of our remaining forest, within 

the ancestral domains of the indigenous peoples. Much of the remaining forested areas that we have 

could be lost to extractive industry. The encroachment of transnational mining corporations on the 

ancestral lands would result to another form of land grabbing in a much wider scale and the possible 

displacement of the indigenous peoples from their land. This is disturbing considering that in an analysis 

of mining figures all over the country, it reveals that 53% of the mining applications overlap with the 

ancestral domain claim of the indigenous peoples (ESSC-BBC, 1999). Mining or extractive industry, more 

often than not, as experienced in the Philippines, is destructive to the environment and to the IP 

communities. This is expected because of the scale of its operation normally involve large tracks of land, 

mostly located in the environmentally fragile forest-            W                  ’                   

of liberalizing the mining industry, applications of the transnational corporations kept pouring in, 

targeting mineral rich area mostly located in the mountainous part of the country inhabited by the 

                                                         B      ’                               

  B                           “                                                                

corporations are outweighed by the dislocation of communities especially among our indigenous 

                                                                                         ”           

the Church challenged the government policy and called for the repeal of Mining Act of 1995 on the 

              “                                                                                             

                                                                                                        ’  

right to these sources amounts to violating their right to life (CBCP, 2006) 
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In the same Pastoral Statement, the CBCP categorically declared that the country faces more and more 

                                                ’                                            - “    

government mining policy is offering our lands to foreigners with liberal conditions while our people 

continue to grow in poverty. We stated that the adverse social impact on the affected communities far 

outweigh the gains promised by mining Trans-                            ”   B       6              

notable victories in the struggle against mining is our experience in Mindoro, a Church-led campaign to 

defend the island ecology and the ancestral lands of the indigenous peoples. In the face of potential 

ecological devastation and threats to their way of life, the people of Mindoro, in the Philippines, 

mobilized grassroots movements and legal campaigns to oppose large-scale mining operations on their 

ancestral lands. Through sustained activism, awareness campaigns, and legal battles, we successfully 

halted these destructive mining projects. Our victory underscores the significance of community-led 

environmental conservation efforts and the importance of upholding indigenous rights and 

environmental protection in the face of corporate interests, ultimately serving as an inspiring example 

for similar struggles worldwide. The Mindoro experience has been highlighted and appreciated both in 

national and international fora for mine-affected communities and has become a case study in various 

national and international papers on anti-mining struggle and empowerment for ecological conservation 

                                          ’                                                 -scale 

mining. The Mindoro campaign was given due recognition by Goldman Environmental Prize, when I was 

chosen as one of the six awardees among grassroots environmental advocates, globally. And when I 

                                                                                                “      

taught by the Mangyan indigenous peoples to care for the earth. For them nature is likened to a womb 

that sustains us with life. One of these leaders is Badang, a Mangyan woman that went on hunger strike 

with me. She was ready to die to save the watershed threatened by mining. For her, once the forest is 

destroyed, we too will perish. She helped me understand that what is at stake in the campaign is the 

                                                      ”  

E. INDIGENOUS SPIRITUALITY AS FRAMEWORK FOR INTEGRAL ECOLOGY AND DEVELOPMENT Generally, 

he Catholic Church, though admittedly very slow and somehow ambivalent in responding to the 

ecological problems, is now beginning to wake up to the threat of destruction and the challenge for 

pursuing a transformative ecological consciousness. The late Pope John Paul II admitted that the 

prevailing situation of ecological crises and widespread incidents of destruction of the environment are 

occasioned by a distorted value system and a kind of spirituality that lacks understanding of the 

sacredness of the earth. The global ecological crises that we experience today, ironically, came side by 

side with grand technological and industrial advancements and market-driven global trade which 

threatens the survival of our only planet. We are just beginning to realize that to promote a balanced 

ecology, we need to consider the complex nature of our ethical relationship with the whole environment 

and to critically assess our way of thinking about our connectedness to the Earth. Indigenous culture and 

traditions are frequently unjustly portrayed as backward and primitive. On the contrary, it is imperative 

that we acknowledge the valuable lessons that can be gleaned from the indigenous way of life, as it 

stands as one of the rare experiences of how humanity can effectively coexist with nature in a 

sustainable manner. It is believed that the emerging consciousness of giving due importance to the 

sacred relationship that humanity have with the earth is nothing new, but something that had been 

                                                         ’                                                 

The experiences and tradition of the indigenous peoples in trying to maintain the harmony with their 

social and physical environment are needed to provide us with significant insights on how to promote 

alternative vision towards sustainable well-being of the earth. Now more than ever, it becomes 

imperative to rediscover the wisdom of indigenous values and tradition and to harness this cultural 

energy in order to redeem us from our prevailing anthropocentric, materialist and overly consumerist 

mindset. Our present generation had already been corrupted by what Thomas Berry (1990) called 
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“                  ”                                                                                     

is a need to recover the primordial experience of one-ness with the land that the indigenous peoples 

had been able to retain in their culture and their belief systems.  

 

F                             ’ F    W  K                F                     

The need for paradigm shift in environmental ethics underscores the importance of coexisting with 

nature rather than dominating it. It calls for a reevaluation of our relationship with the environment, 

emphasizing our responsibility to safeguard and nurture the natural world. By granting ecosystems and 

natural communities the right to exist and thrive independently, we promote a more harmonious and 

sustainable cohabitation between humanity and the Earth. The concept of Rights of Nature entails the 

acknowledgment that ecosystems and natural communities should not be regarded as mere possessions 

that can be controlled or owned. Instead, they are entities endowed with an inherent and unassailable 

entitlement to their existence and prosperity. It fundamentally challenges the prevailing perspective that 

nature is a commodity to be exploited for human gain. Instead, it posits that the Earth and its various 

ecosystems possess intrinsic value and should be afforded legal recognition and protection. In essence, 

this perspective recognizes nature as having its own rights, akin to the rights conferred upon individuals. 

As with Rights of Nature, the idea of interconnectedness of ecosystems and human community is a 

powerful and inspiring theme in Laudato Si, one that invites us to see ourselves and the natural world in 

a new light, and to embrace a more holistic and compassionate vision of the world. By recognizing our 

place in the universal family of living beings, we can begin to build a more harmonious and sustainable 

future for ourselves and for the planet. And this ethical insight is very much part of cultural framework 

of the indigenous peoples too. Both Laudato Si and Rights of Nature call for embracing an ecological 

ethic that respects and honors the intrinsic value of all living beings and the planet itself. To achieve this 

transformation, we need to create a new mindset that is grounded in this ecological ethic. Such a 

mindset would require a fundamental shift in our values, attitudes and behavior. We need to reject the 

old paradigm of human dominion and exploitation and embrace a new way of relating to the natural 

world. This involves transforming the economic, social, and political systems that perpetuate the current 

environmental crisis. It requires a collective effort to build a more sustainable and just world, where 

development is achieved NOT at the expense of the environment and future generations. Admittedly, 

the prevailing anthropocentric ethic and the presumed subordination of the earth to exploitation, 

control and unrestrained consumption is causing irreversible ecological destruction. This paradigm for 

human dominion and plunder should be replaced with more responsible and caring ethical attitude 

rooted in our appreciation of our interconnectedness with the whole of creation. We need to create a 

new mind-set, a paradigm shift and to affirm that nature too has rights. In the Philippines, the campaign 

                                                                ’                                      

Catholic Church, specifically, Caritas Philippines, along with 250 civil society organizations all over the 

country. The proposed Rights of Nature bill is now in both in the Senate and Congress. On July 16, 2019, 

             B      ’                                                                                     

for the rights of nature, quoting Pope Francis in his speech before the UN General Assembly in 

                “     ‘                        ’                                                    

environment. We live in communion with it, since the environment itself entails ethical limits which 

human activity must acknowledge and respect. Any harm done to the environment, therefore, is harm 

                 ”  
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"Championing Indigenous Rights: The Role of Churches in the Philippines."  
A keynote address at the Ecumenical Philippines Conference 13-15 October 2023 at Bonn, Germany  

By Bishop Antonio Ablon 

I must say that we are here today to celebrate the power of solidarity and justice. Today, we stand with 

those whose voices have often gone unheard – the indigenous peoples in the Philippines. I hope that we 

can explore inspiring initiatives that make a difference. The National Council of Churches in the 

Philippines In the Philippines, the National Council of Churches in the Philippines (NCCP) stands as a 

unifying force, harmonizing various Christian churches and denominations with unwavering dedication. 

Among these faith communities are the United Church of Christ in the Philippines (UCCP), the Iglesia 

Filipina Independiente (IFI), and the Episcopal Church in the Philippines (ECP), all gathered under the 

ecumenical umbrella of the NCCP. Their collective mission is firmly anchored in Christian principles, with 

an unwavering commitment to social justice. Under the astute guidance of the NCCP, these churches 

embark on a shared ministry, rallying together to champion the rights of Indigenous peoples. This 

collaborative effort encompasses a wide spectrum of endeavors, each grounded in their common ethos 

of justice, compassion, and solidarity. Their multifaceted approach includes advocacy for Indigenous 

land rights, the preservation of cultural heritage, the provision of education and social services, active 

participation in interfaith dialogue, vigilant monitoring of human rights violations, and staunch advocacy 

against displacement and plunder. These churches and denominations, firmly bound by a shared 

theology rooted in principles of justice and compassion, embody their profound commitment to 

safeguarding the rights, culture, and dignity of Indigenous communities in the Philippines. In their united 

front, they serve as a beacon of hope and resilience, illuminating the path toward a more just and 

equitable future for all. In a significant move in 1988, the NCCP took a monumental step by designating 

the month of October as Tribal Filipino Month, later aptly transformed into Indigenous Peoples Month. 

This symbolic gesture underscores the NCCP's unwavering commitment to championing the rights and 

causes of indigenous peoples. For the NCCP, the alignment of indigenous communities and the Church in 

the pursuit of genuine peace is of paramount importance. The rationale behind the Church's steadfast 

solidarity with indigenous peoples is deeply rooted in the relentless national oppression faced by these 

communities. This oppression is starkly evident in the violations of their prior rights to ancestral lands, 

which are systematically eroded through land grabbing, oppressive laws, and extractive projects. 

Indigenous communities also grapple with political misrepresentation, the non-recognition of their 

social political institutions and processes, the commercialization and vulgarization of their cultures, 

historical neglect, and institutionalized discrimination. Tragically, these struggles sometimes lead to the 

vilification, red-tagging, and even extrajudicial killings of indigenous activists. Faced with such dire 

circumstances, the only recourse left for them is to resist and assert their right to self-determination, a 

right recognized by international covenants. This self- 2 determination is seen as the solution to the age-

old problems of oppression and exploitation, enabling them to shape their own destiny as a people. In 

parallel to this steadfast commitment, the NCCP spearheads and sponsors a series of regular activities 

and events that facilitate in-depth discussions about indigenous peoples, both in the Philippines and 

around the world. The organization provides Biblico-theological reflections that underscore the Church's 

mission to stand in solidarity with indigenous peoples in their quest for genuine peace. Member 

churches are actively encouraged to celebrate and organize various activities locally on IP Sunday in 

October, serving as a collective call to unite and stand with indigenous peoples. These celebrations not 

only acknowledge their small victories but also signify steps toward the recognition of their rights and 

their vision for our shared home. The NCCP consists of 12 member churches with diverse confessional 

backgrounds, including Protestants such as the United Church of Christ in the Philippines (UCCP), 

Anglicans like the Episcopal Church in the Philippines (ECP), and the Iglesia Filipina Independiente (IFI),  
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which is rooted in the Catholic tradition and practices. While the Roman Catholic Church is not a 

member, it works closely with the NCCP in a collaborative spirit, amplifying their collective efforts in the 

pursuit of justice and peace for indigenous communities in the Philippines. This ecumenical partnership 

serves as a beacon of hope, bringing together various faith traditions for the greater good and the 

common cause of social justice and human rights. The Episcopal Church in the Philippines The Episcopal 

Church in the Philippines (ECP), a vital part of the global Anglican Communion, brings its rich Anglican 

heritage to the forefront in the pursuit of social justice, with a particular focus on the defense of 

Indigenous peoples. Guided by their core principles of respect for human dignity and the stewardship of 

creation, the ECP wholeheartedly engages with Indigenous communities to safeguard their rights and 

heritage. A significant aspect of the ECP's historical identity lies in the composition of its membership, 

which is predominantly comprised of Indigenous peoples in the northern regions of the Philippines. 

These communities found their path to Christianity through the first Episcopal missionaries in the 

Philippines, who championed the ethos of "no altar over against another altar and no planting of 

churches over against another church." Consequently, the ECP's foundation and growth were 

fundamentally shaped by the conversion of non-Christian residents, including Chinese migrants in 

Manila and tribal and Indigenous peoples. At the time, the isolated mountain tribes lived as self-

sustaining communities, lacking vital infrastructure for education, health, transportation, and 

communication.  

 

The Episcopal Church stepped in to fill these gaps by constructing churches for spiritual needs, schools 

for education, hospitals and clinics for healthcare, and even facilitating the development of essential 

roads. This evangelism policy of the ECP not only brought many into the Episcopal fold but also allowed 

these Indigenous communities to retain and perpetuate their cherished traditions. For members of the 

ECP, living out their Christian faith and defending their ancestral lands are intrinsically linked. The 

majority of their parishes and congregants are situated in regions where mining and dam projects are  
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located. Consequently, they find themselves on the frontline of environmental and human rights 

activism. Many prominent activists in the northern Philippines, including clergy, have roots in the ECP. 

One such notable figure is Rex B. Reyes, a long-time general secretary of the NCCP who later became the 

bishop of the Diocese of Central Philippines. Bishop Reyes stands as a steadfast defender of Indigenous 

peoples, a testament to the enduring commitment of the ECP to justice, advocacy, and the well-being of 

the communities they serve. The United church of Christ in the Philippines The United Church of Christ 

in the Philippines (UCCP), standing as one of the most prominent Protestant denominations in the 

Philippines, is renowned for its steadfast commitment to social justice. Rooted in a theology of justice 

and compassion, the UCCP actively channels its principles into a range of ministry initiatives geared 

toward upholding the rights, culture, and dignity of Indigenous peoples. Remarkably, the UCCP's 

dedication to the promotion of human rights and the defense of Indigenous peoples has come at a 

significant cost. Among churches in the Philippines, it bears the grim distinction of having the highest 

number of ordained ministers and lay leaders arrested, killed, and unjustly accused of various charges. 

This unwavering commitment to the Indigenous peoples' cause has earned the UCCP a reputation for its 

prophetic advocacy, and it consistently raises its voice in urging the government of the Philippines to 

implement critical international declarations, such as the Declaration on the Right to Development and 

the Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples. The UCCP's jurisdictional areas in North Luzon and 

Southeast Mindanao stand as particularly active regions in Indigenous Peoples' ministry. In the Northern 

Luzon Jurisdictional Area, they have established the Indigenous Peoples Integrated Community 

Development Program. This program is a testament to their commitment to the rights and holistic 

development of Indigenous communities in the Cordillera region. It operates through community 

engagement and advocacy, ensuring that Indigenous voices are heard, and their rights upheld. In 

Southeast Mindanao, the UCCP-Haran Center in Davao has played a critical role as a sanctuary for 

thousands of Lumad evacuees in Southern Mindanao and parts of the eastern Mindanao region. The 

Haran Center has faced relentless harassment and attacks from state forces and apparatuses. Laws have 

been weaponized against those who stand critical of antipeople policies, leading to a litany of trumped-

up charges against the bishop and officers. These accusations even extend to allegations of kidnapping 

Lumad evacuees who sought refuge at the sanctuary. The state has taken punitive actions, such as 

freezing their bank accounts under the guise of financing terrorism. Despite these challenges, the UCCP 

remains unwavering in its commitment to justice, advocating for Indigenous peoples and striving to 

make a tangible difference in their lives. Several of the UCCP pastors are active members and officers of 

the human rights group KARAPATAN – Philippines. The Iglesia Filipina Independiente 4 As an 

independent Christian denomination, the Iglesia Filipina Independiente (IFI) has a storied history of 

championing the cause of the marginalized and oppressed. Grounded in its theology of prophetic 

witness and unwavering solidarity, the IFI is fervently dedicated to standing alongside Indigenous 

communities in their ongoing struggles for justice, land rights, and the preservation of their cultural 

heritage. Like our partner, the UCCP, we are also under attack by the military and the anti-insurgency 

civilian agencies of the Philippine government because of our advocacy and social ministry. The Visayas 

– Mindanao Regional Office for Development Notably, the IFI has been actively engaged in development 

work since the late 1980s through a series of community development initiatives. One of the most 

significant of these endeavors is the IFI-VIMROD, which stands for the Visayas – Mindanao Regional 

Office for Development. This institution serves the marginalized sectors of society, including farmers 

who may not necessarily be Christians or members of the church. VIMROD's mission is inclusive, 

extending its support to Muslims and Indigenous peoples in the Visayas and Mindanao regions. The 

initiative behind VIMROD's founding began with a few bishops in the dioceses of Visayas and Mindanao, 

recognizing the pressing need for this development arm of the church. Over time, VIMROD has 

expanded its reach, primarily focusing on the Visayas area, while the Mindanao Lumad Ministry, 
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managed by the Mindanao Bishops Conference, takes up the mantle of serving the Indigenous peoples 

in the Mindanao region. These initiatives underscore the IFI's commitment to holistic development, as 

they actively work to address the multifaceted challenges faced by marginalized communities, regardless 

of their religious affiliations, as part of their broader mission of social justice and solidarity. The 

Mindanao Lumad Ministry The Mindanao Lumad Ministry is a concrete manifestation of IFI solidarity 

with Lumads and Indigenous peoples, undertaken without the intention to proselytize. It serves as a 

tangible expression of our faithfulness to the gospel, delivering the good news of salvation during 

challenging times. This ministry fulfills a role as an accompaniment to the Lumads in their ongoing 

struggle for life, firmly affirming our belief in the sanctity of life and the inherent dignity of all 

individuals. Consequently, the protection and promotion of human dignity for the Lumad, within the 

current context, stands as a central imperative in the Church's ministry. The MLM has 5 prioritized 

interventions: 1) Advocacy – Lumad Right to Self-Determination and Ancestral Domain, 2) Education, 3) 

Policy Influencing, 4) Solidarity and long-term accompaniment, and 5) Identifying, connecting, and 

resourcing legal and paralegal support. The MLM centers its efforts around these five pivotal 

interventions. It actively engages in advocacy, mobilizing church members across platforms to amplify 

the Lumad's call for self-determination and ancestral domain rights, reaching out to government 

departments and international organizations. It is equally committed to education, deepening the 

understanding of Lumad history and struggles among the faithful, sharing educational 5 materials, and 

fostering mutual learning. Furthermore, the ministry wields its influence through policy engagement, 

involving both state and non-state actors, utilizing the voice of bishops and regular analysis to impact 

Lumad rights and culture at local and national levels. It also fosters solidarity, ensuring meaningful 

interactions between church communities and Lumad, fostering deep commitment, protection, and 

support. Finally, MLM identifies, connects, and resources legal and paralegal support, strengthening 

Lumad communities' capacity to defend their rights and providing aid to those who've suffered 

violations, firmly anchoring its work in the principles of justice and compassion. To the best of my 

knowledge, the most recent concrete actions, apart from the typical local initiatives supported by 

MINBISCON, include two noteworthy programs, namely the Sanctuary program and the Abundant Life 

Program. These programs are managed by the Central Office Program department in Manila and have 

already been completed. Additionally, there is an ongoing Legal Support Program that caters to the 

needs of Lumad leaders who are facing several trumped-up cases filed against them by the state forces. 

In addition to these programs, two other projects sponsored by ZMÖ have been instrumental in 

benefiting Lumad communities. These projects involve the installation of solar energy sources in specific 

locations. The first project is situated at Pagadian Cathedral and is paired with a smaller energy source 

designed to support a small Lumad community in the diocese, located in Western Mindanao. The 

second project is located at the Bishop Haden Institute in Cabadbaran, which serves as an educational 

institution in Eastern Mindanao. Initially, the school caters to a limited number of Lumad students, with 

expectations of growth in the future. This growth is anticipated, particularly because there is currently 

no means to reestablish Lumad schools that were ordered to be closed by the government's education 

department and, in some cases, physically destroyed by the military. These solar energy projects 

represent a vital lifeline for these communities, providing them with a reliable source of power in areas 

where access to electricity may be limited. These initiatives received support from the Zentrum für 

Mission und Ökumene – Nordkirche weltweit, facilitated by the East-Asia Desk, emphasizing the 

collaborative and global nature of these endeavors.  

The Churches as dependable institutions amidst turmoil 

Over the course of six tumultuous years under the populist and dictator-wannabe president Rodrigo 

Duterte, followed by the ascension of the new president, the son and namesake of the late dictator 

Marcos, the Churches and their leaders in the Philippines have weathered a storm of upheaval. 

Nevertheless, amidst this turmoil, they have steadfastly upheld their commitment to serving the least, 
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the last, and the lost, particularly the indigenous peoples. Through unwavering commitment to martyria 

and sacrifices, these church leaders have imbued the Gospel imperative of serving the people with 

profound meaning, a sacred mandate inspired by our Lord Jesus Christ. They stand as an enduring pillar 

of strength, the most dependable among institutions, championing the defense and promotion of 

human dignity and the integrity of God's creation. 6 Our theological affirmation As a collective body of 

Christian denominations united under the National Council of Churches in the Philippines (NCCP), our 

theological foundation is firmly rooted in the Christian imperative of justice, compassion, and solidarity. 

Guided by the principles of respecting the sanctity of all human life and the inherent dignity of every 

individual, our ministry engagements with Indigenous peoples are a testament to our commitment to 

advocate for the rights, self-determination, and ancestral domains of the Lumad and all Indigenous 

communities. Our work is a concrete manifestation of our faithfulness to the gospel, seeking to preach 

the good news of salvation even in the face of adversity. Together, we undertake advocacy, education, 

policy influence, solidarity, and legal support, recognizing these as core imperatives of our Christian 

faith. Our mission is to protect and promote the human dignity of Indigenous peoples, preserve their 

cultural heritage, and uphold their rights. In doing so, we honor the prophetic call of the Christian faith 

to seek justice, defend the marginalized, and stand in solidarity with those who face injustice.  

The Call  

We call on the church institutions, ecumenical partners, and individuals in Europe to continue to amplify 

and support the plight of the indigenous peoples in the Philippines as they seek recognition and  

protection of their ancestral lands, preservation of their cultural heritage, self-governance, access to 

quality education and healthcare, protection from discrimination and violence, and representation in 

decision-making institutions. They advocate for sustainable development practices, economic 

opportunities that respect their traditional livelihoods, and environmental stewardship. Indigenous 

communities also call for justice and accountability for historical injustices, including land dispossession 

and human rights violations. Addressing these needs and calls is essential for upholding the rights and 

well-being of indigenous peoples in the Philippines. The conclusion May I end this with the paraphrased 

words from a Lumad leader I worked with in my diocese and from our martyred Bishop Alberto 

Ramento: The Lumad leader asked me to tell all the world about their pitiful situation hoping that by 

doing so, time will come that they will be recognized, and their struggle will be in victory. Bishop 

Ramento said, "We may have the right to fear, but we never have the right to relinquish our divine 
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Informationen zur Ökumenischen Philippinenkonferenz (ÖPK) 

 

Wer wir sind 

Die Ökumenische Philippinenkonferenz (ÖPK) ist ein offenes Netzwerk von Deutschen und Filipin@s 

verschiedener Konfessionen sowie Vertreter(inne)n von Hilfswerken und - überwiegend - kirchlichen 

Organisationen. Die ÖPK beschäftigt sich intensiv mit der aktuellen Situation auf den Philippinen und 

setzt sich damit kritisch auseinander. 

Gegründet wurde dieses Forum vor nunmehr über 35 Jahren auf Initiative kirchlicher Partner auf den 

Philippinen während der Zeit der Marcos-Diktatur. Sie sandten einen Hilferuf in die Weltöffentlichkeit, 

um auf die bedrückende Situation in ihrem Land und vor allem auf die Verletzung der Menschenrechte 

aufmerksam zu machen. 

Seit 1985 treffen sich die Philippinen-Community in Deutschland und Interessierte jedes Jahr im Herbst 

zu einer Konferenz. Gemeinsames Arbeiten an Schlüsselthemen der Solidarität zwischen Philippinen und 

Deutschland in ökumenischer Perspektive bringen beruflich und Freizeit-Engagierte aus diversen 

Initiativen und Gruppen, Ordensgemeinschaften, Missions- und Hilfswerken zu anregendem und 

ergiebigem Austausch, kulturellem Erleben und liturgischem Feiern zusammen. 

Zielsetzung ist, bei den Teilnehmenden der ÖPK und ihren Gruppen vor Ort in Deutschland Denk-

prozesse anzustoßen und deutlich zu machen, dass das Handeln jedes Einzelnen gefragt ist, insbe-

sondere hier und auf den Philippinen wie auch anderswo auf unserem Globus. 

Die Impulse der jährlichen Konferenzen finden ihre weitere Ausgestaltung in der Zusammenarbeit der 

Mitglieder der ÖPK mit ihren jeweiligen philippinischen Partnern (Projektpartner, Kirchen, Part-

nergemeinden, etc.). 

Unsere Geschichte 

Im Oktober 1985 lud das Evangelische Missionswerk im Bereich der Bundesrepublik Deutschland und 

Berlin West (EMW) in Kooperation mit der Missionsakademie in Hamburg die zu den Philippinen 

arbeitenden, deutschen kirchlichen Hilfs- und Missionswerke sowie Solidaritätsgruppen im kirchlichen 

Umfeld zur ersten Kirchlichen Philippinen Konferenz KPK nach Hamburg ein. Dort verständigten sich die 

Teilnehmer/innen, einen Fortsetzungsausschuss zu bilden, um eine weitere Konferenz für 1986 

vorzubereiten, die eine kontinuierliche und koordinierte Befassung der verschiedenen Akteurs-Gruppen 

in Deutschland mit der Lage der Philippinen fördern sollte. Immer mehr Deutsche der zweiten und 

dritten Generation mit philippinischen Wurzeln kommen nun zu den jährlichen Treffen des ÖPK. 

Ab der 3. KPK in Frankfurt im Dezember 1987 brachten sich vermehrt katholische Organisationen (Orden 

und Hilfswerke) in die Konferenzen ein, die bis dahin von einer profilierten protestantischen Minderheit 

geprägt worden waren.  

Im Oktober 2014 tagte die Konferenz - inzwischen umbenannt in Ökumenische Philippinen Konferenz 

(ÖPK)  -   zum 30. Mal, diesmal zu Fragen der Klimagerechtigkeit. Kamen zur ersten Konferenz 1985 in 

Hamburg fast ausschließlich deutsche Teilnehmer/innen, so war unter den rund 60 Teilnehmer/innen 

der 30. Konferenz 2014 ein gutes Drittel Filipin@s und Deutsche mit philippinischen Wurzeln. 

        K                                   „                   ü                      Z    -) 
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Was wir tun  

Jahrestagung: Diese - finanziell von kirchlichen Hilfswerken geförderte - Wochenendveranstaltung 

befasst sich aus ökumenischer Perspektive mit wechselnden aktuellen Themen  der gesellschaftlichen, 

politischen, wirtschaftlichen, kulturellen oder ökologischen Situation auf den Philippinen. Eingeladene 

Fachpersonen aus den Philippinen und aus Deutschland referieren zu diesen Schlüssel-themen und 

vertiefen wichtige Fragestellungen mit den Teilnehmenden in einzelnen Workshops. Anregender 

Austausch führt zu gemeinsamem Erarbeiten konkreter Handlungsoptionen wie Lobby- oder 

Öffentlichkeitsaktionen für die Philippinen und für Deutschland. 

 Arbeitskreis: Ein von den Mitgliedern der ÖPK alle zwei Jahre gewählter Kreis von Einzelpersonen sowie 

Vertreter/innen verschiedener Initiativen und Gruppen, Ordensgemeinschaften, Missions- und 

Hilfswerke – trifft sich mehrmals im Jahr zur inhaltlichen Planung, organisatorischen Vor- und Nach-

bereitung sowie zur Dokumentation der Jahreskonferenzen.  Entscheidungen werden demokratisch 

gefällt. Die Ergebnisse der Diskussionen und Beratungen im Arbeitskreis werden einem Verteiler von 

interessierten und unterstützenden Personen und Institutionen mit diversen Publikationen zur Kenntnis 

gebracht. 

 

 

Publikationen: 

- Fisch und Vogel – Nachrichten aus kirchlicher Solidarität mit den Philippinen. Vom Arbeitskreis der ÖPK 

herausgegebene Online-Publikation. Link: http://www.fisch-und-vogel.de 

- Jährliche Rundbriefe an Teilnehmende, Interessierte und Unterstützer/innen, jeweils im Sommer. 

- Dokumentation der Jahreskonferenzen 

- Kurzdarstellungen (Flyer) zu verschiedenen Themen der philippinischen Kirchen und Gesellschaft 

Weitere Aktivitäten: Auf den thematisch ausgerichteten Jahrestagungen der ÖPK wird jeweils nach 

Möglichkeiten gesucht, Handlungsansätze für die Philippinen wie für Deutschland zu benennen und 

auch in Form von öffentlichkeitswirksamen Aktionen, Petitionen, Lobbyinitiativen, offenen Briefen an 

Politiker, usw. umzusetzen.  

 

Kontakt: 

Arbeitskreis der ÖPK 

c/o Dr. Karl Schönberg 
Bernhardstr. 153a 
50968 Köln 
 

http://www.fisch-und-vogel.de/

