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CHURCHANDSOCIETY
*OnBeing and Becoming:
Where We Are and Where We Want To Be”

Bienvenido F. Nebres, S.J.
Academician, National Academy of Science and Technology
President, Ateneo de Manila University
Loyola Heights, Quezon City, Philippines

Abstract

The paper deals primarily with the role of the Catholic Church and of Christian
tradition in national culture, the Church and Christian tradition as interpreter of national
experience and bearer of national culture. It cites as an explicit example of this role in
EDSA 1 and in the Revolution of 1896. It further deals with this role of the Church in
community and national culture. The author takes note that as the Philippines moves
towards modernization, science and technology are essential, democratic ideals are
essential, whether we like it or not, global influences through business, technology,
our overseas workers dominalte our consciousness more and more. The challenge is
how we are toremain who we are (identity), how we are to remain as acommunity, how
we are to find meaning in the world that seems to threaten our fundamental self and
values. Whatis emerging in the Churchinthe Philippines are powerful movements that
bring people together towards community and identity, in particular, various
charismatic-based movements. Some remain inward turned and risk becoming closed-
in fundamentalist groups others respond to the call of the Gospels top be their brother’s
and revolution needed for modernization.

The paper highlights progress made and challenges faced by movements
sceking to build meaning-structures founded on the Christian Gospels and at the same
time responsive to need to reach out to the poor and build community among all
Filipinos. In many ways this is a search for Christian meaning-structures that will bridge
the cultural divide between the modernized Christianity of many middle-class Filipinos
and the traditional Christianity of the masses. In building that bridge, the Church can
then play acritical role in both moving the Philippines forward towards modernization
and at the same time keep our sense of identity, community, and meaning whole.
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Introduction

Reflecting on the theme of our Annual Scientific Meeting, we see today that we
remain sadly the “sick man’ of Southeast Asia; we are a country of very fragmented
and fractious cultures and community. We continue to seek to becorme a progressive,
modernized country. But that cannot be achieved without a national community and
culture thatcan sufficiently overcome fractiousness and division so it can focus on the
tasks towards ourcommon goal. Such alevel of national community and culture needs
shared meaning-structures, shared “myths” and stories, shared vision.

There are many ways in which we can speak of “Church and Society.”But given
these dominant challenges of national community and culture, I would like to speak
today mainly of the role of the Church and of Christian tradition in national culture, the
Church and Christian tradition as interpreter of national experience and bearer of
national culture.

Churcha Christian tradition asinterpreter of national experience
and bearer of national culture

Therecentpast: EDSA 1

This role was probably most explicitin EDSA 1. It was a period where I wasdeeply
involved as Provincial of the Jesuits in the Philippines. In an invited paper I gave in
Tokyoin 1988 on “Science, Technology and Spiritual Values: Searching foraFilipino
Path to Modernization,” I wrote:

One of the enduring memories for many of us was the experience of the revolution
of 1986 as a process of political change, which was also a profoundly religious
experience. For myself, [ used to turn to Psalm 44 (“We have heard with our
ears, O God, our fathers have told us, what deeds thou didst perform in their days
... Yet thou hast cast us off and abused us and hast not gone out with our
armies.” ) to express my feeling of God being so distunt from our struggles. In
those February days, there was a feeling of great wonder that God had come
to march with us once more. Many of us came 1o the realization of the power
forchange in the popular symbols of faith: it was inthe rosary that people found
strength as they faced the tanks; they struggled to sing the “Our Father” as the
soldiers came with teargas attacks. They waved rosaries and bibles to the
soldiers in their appeal for unity and peace. It was in rosaries and hymns and
the presence of statues of Qur Lady that we found strength in the lonely and
fearful vigils between midnight and dawn [1].
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182  Church and Society

Soom after the EDSA revolution, the Loyola School of Theology at the Ateneo
de Manilaheld asymposiumtoreflecton the experience. Inthe talk given by Fr. Arevalo,
he recounted the experience of the seminarians and Ateneo students at Libis as they
tried to be a buffer between Camp Aguinaldo and government troops coming in. They
actually held for quite a while, but finally had to vield to teargas and soldiers coming
with fixed bayonets:

Forgive me if I speak of our common experience at Libis, - there, where Boni
Serrano Ave. (Santolan further up!) and Katipunan cross each other. One of
the things we will always remember abour Libis is what we experienced of
conmunion. “We are one people when we pray.” We were at one when we
prayed together. We were at one too when we stood “kapit-bisig” and were
perhaps willing to die together, with our arms locked together. Not a bad way,
in a brotherhood, to die. That was, | guess, an experience of communion, |
wonder when we will share another such experience.

Sometime that night an image of Our Lady of La Naval was brought to our
corner, in procession. Not a small image, but the big one they use in the annual
procession from Sto. Domingo. And people flocked around, to pray the
Rosary.... Atthis hour, here at Libis, not long after we had withstood the first
wave of troops, Our Lady of La Naval comes. What that image meant at that
moment, as if Qur Lady were saying, “As I saved your people from the Dutch,
centuries ago, so I will save them now.” And the beauty and courage and
strength we drew from her presence, and the words of the Hail Mary spoken in
that quiet night [2].

A Century ago: Revolution of 1896

Rey Ileto in “Pasyon and Revolution™ writes of how peasant leaders in the
Katipunan saw in the Christ-figure 4 model for themselves. On the surface His quiet,
meek image may seem to lead to docility, but its effects were, in fact, subversive:

Jesus Christ in the pasvon text appears as a rather larmless leader of humnble
origins but he manages to attract a huge following mainly from the “poor and
ignorant” class. His twelve lieutenants are said 1o be neither principales nor
ilustrados, nor the leader’s relatives. They are simply

ducha at hamac na tauo poor and lowly people
ualang halaga sa mundo without worth on earth
manga mangmang na tauo ignorant people
ualang dunong cahit ano. without any education.
(49: 7)
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this people? A little more and they will stone me!” Listen to God, “Go down
atonce to your people ... for they have become depraved. ... Let me alone, then,
that my wrath may blaze up against theni to consume them.” The scenes we are
experiencing after our “Exodus” are not too far different from the scenes of the
first Exodus. They even had their loyalists and threats of a coup — when they
went back to the Golden Calf of Egypt and tried to set up Aaron in place of
Moses, because Moses was taking too much time with God away from the camp.
The Israelites had to struggle with themselves and their weaknesses, with their
leaders, with their God [6].

Several years laterin 1989, linterpreted our EDSA | expericnce in the imagery of the
Transfigurationimage:

lhave searched for the correct images and symbols to express how I regard that
experience and those feelings. Reflecting on the Gospel of the Transfiguration
on the second Sunday of Lent this vear, I thought that they could well be
expressed as a Transfiguration experience. In those February days we saw
ourselves transfigured. We even gave up beer and the ‘Manila Bulletin’ after
Cory’s call on Feb. 16. [ remember the courage and the euphoria before the
tanks on Ortigas, ordinary people going up 10 those heckling the soldiers and
asking them to please be quiet. As the tanks turned back rowards Fort Bonifacio
at sunset I remember a hand coming out of one of the turrets in a Laban sign.

ltwas aheady experience. But as withthe first Transfiguration experience when
the apostles came down and were presented with an epileptic boy, we left EDSA
and suddenly saw no longer our heroic figures bur only our very ordinary
selves. We saw the various epilepsies afflicting our nation: graftand corruption,
greed and selfishness, poverty and oppression. And we found that we could not
exorcise them [7].

Can wescientists help inbridging our fragmented cultures? Since we are gathered
together as scientists, I thought we might reflect on our particular role in this process
of meaning, interpretation and the process of chunge and modernization. The first thing
we have to note is that most of us Filipino scientists are comfortable living in both the
scientific world and our world of faith. The traumatic break between faith and reason
which is the Enlightenment in the West is something we know about, but it has not
created a personal or intellectual trauma for most of us [8]. I believe thisis true in general
for Asian scientists. Some may be believers, some may not, but there is not the
emotional antagonism that one sees in the West due to the legacy of the bitter battles
between Church and science/ scientists in the history of the West.

Transactions Natl. Acad. Sci. & Tech. Philippines 26 (2004)



188  Church and Sociery

Ourchallenge inthe Philippines. I believe, is diftferent. Itis more a break between
cultures (including faith cultures), than it is a break between faith and reason. The most
obvious illustration is the break of cultures that we see between what we might regard
as modernized Christianity and the traditional taith cultures of Iglesia ni Cristo, El
Shaddai, Jesus is Lord.

In a very thought-provoking book entitled “The Medieval Foundations of the
Western Intellectual Tradition, 400-1400.” Marcia Colish writes of the three great
civilizations of the middle ages. which were heirs of the Greco-Roman tradition:
Byzantium, Islam, and Western Europe. She says. suppose a traveler were to look at
these civilizations and cultures at the beginning of the second millennium, the year
1000. If one were to predict then, she says, which would be the dominant culture in the
next millennium, one would not have chosen Western Europe. One would have chosen
either ByzantiumorIslam. Buta couple of hundred years later, Western Europe emerged
and began its ascent to be the dominant culture of the millennium. Her basic thesis is
that the culture that underlay the encrgies that created modern Europe came from a
living fusion between high and low cultures in the middle ages. Unlike in Byzantium
and in Islam, where high and low cultures remained scparate. and high culture
eventually became frozenin an idealized state, European Christianity appropriated its
Christianheritage and fused it with the traditional life of ordinary people. This interplay
between high and low culture, including the rise of vernacular languages and vernacular
literature, not separate from, but together with the ancient traditions, created the
cultural energies towards modernization [9].

If we look at our situation ~ of an elite culture that is in English. reads mostly
English books, watches American movics and television shows, but comprises about
1 to 5 percent of the population and a mass culture that is Tagalog or vernacular, rarely
reads orreads Tagalog. watches Tagalog movies and television shows, and comprises
over 90 percent of the population, one way of formulating the challenge to us scientists
is whether the thesis of Marcia Colish is valid for us and whether a major task before
us is to ask how we might contribute to bridging cultures and fusing high and mass
culture together towards the creative energies needed torus to achieve modernization.

We may believe that rationality and “progressiveness™ are inour “high” cultures,
but [invite you to reflecton the energy and drive thatis in the mass culture. This should
be obvious as we look at the numbers that faithfully attend El Shaddai community and
liturgy events, Jesus is Lord events, Iglesia ni Cristo events. Clearly these faith
communities provide energizing meaning for their members — more powerful and
motivating than is provided in the mainstream communities.

We might reflect that the rituals, the imagination, the meaning-structures in these
traditional faithcommunities are experienced as giving hope and coherence, giving life
to the many who make sacrifices and give time 1o be there.

What is our role as scientists, intellectuals in this process? — I think our first
challenge is to acknowledge this break in cultures, in some way it is even in our own
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souls. I think that many of us scientists gathered here grew up in traditional faith
communities —ourexperienceis not alien to those in the faith communities I mentioned
above. But we have not reflected on this experience enough. Can we reflect onit, find
what is deep and energizing in it, allow ourselves to connect to the mass groups and
help then to find a modernizing way into the future. The next and deeper challenge is
to ask how we may achieve something of what the medieval West did. fuse these
cultures together and thus generate the modernizing energy needed for our nation. In
some ways it is our way of sharing the mystery of the Incarnation. We need to enter
into the cultural, meaning world of traditional faith communities, dialogue from within
and see how the cultures can enrich each other.

Left to themselves, these traditional faith cultures are likely to become
fundamentalist, at times even millenarist. Because, as Karen Armstrong writes, itis their
response to their sense of helplessness, of facing forces too powerful to overcome by
rational action. She illustrates this in the Sephardic Jews inexile from Spain, in the Shiites
of Iran. We can see the same phenomenon in Lapiang Malayva, Santa [glesia and other
groups in Rey Ileto’s “Pasyon and Revolution.”

What in turn allows such a faith-meaning-structure to become an opening into
the future — following Marcia Colish’ analysis of the emergence of Europe from what
we call the Dark Ages, we see that it is the appropriation of structures of hope from the
faith meaning structure in popular culture. The Gospels did not become simply arefuge
into the past, but they fused into the popular stories of romance, for example in the
legends of King Arthur and the Knights of the Round table, which became not only
stories of romance but quests for the Holy Grail.

There have been many different ways in which Christian tradition has sought to
connect the new modernizing cultures with faith traditions. Karen Armstrong gives the
example of the development of the Social Gospel in early 20" century America:

Protestants developed what they called the “Social Gospel” to sacralize the
Godless cities and factories. It was an attempt to return to what they saw as the
basic teachings of the Hebrew prophets and of Christ himself, who had raught
his followers to visit prisoners, clothe the naked, and feed the hungry. Social
Gospelers set up what they called “institutional churches” 1o provide services
and recreational facilities for the poor and for new immigrants [5].

Today for many young people, they resonate with the call of Fr. Pedro Arrupe
to be Men and Women for Others. This articulation of the Call of the Gospel both
connects with our traditional faith and is a source of meaning and drive to build abetter
future for our people.

Today our prime educational objective must be to form men and women for
others; men and women who will live not for themselves, who cannor even
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conceive of a love of God which does not include a love for the least of their
neighbors, and who are completely convinced that a love of God which does
not result in justice for all is a farce.

Just as we are never sure thar we love God unless we love our fellow human
beings, so we are never sure that we have love at all unless our love issues in
works of justice.

This means, first, that we must have a basic attitude of respect for all men and
women, which forbids us ever to use them as instrimnents for our own gain.

Second, it means a firm resolve never 1o profit from, or allow ourselves to be
suborned by, positions of power derived from privilege.

Third, it means an attitude not simply of refusal to participate in injustice but
of counterattack against injustice, a decision to work with others toward the
dismantling of unjust social structures so that the weak of this world may be set
free to grow as complete human beings [10].

I would like to cite the grand project Gawad Kalinga, GK 777, of the Couples for
Christ. The goal is to build 700,000 homes in 7,000 communities in 7 years. I am
personally much inspired by generosity and sharing so visible in this effort. It started
as asmall community project in the slums of Bagong Silang several years ago. Today
itisin several hundred communities all over the Philippines. GK does seek to promote
“faith communities,” but it does not proselytize and reaches out to all faiths. There are
several vibrant GK Muslim communities in Mindanao. It fuses faith values with
traditional Filipino values of bayanihan and malasakir. These are faith communities
then that are modernizing forces, not self-enclosed, but open to all and to the future.
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