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In this reflection, I address the question of the Catholic Church’s 
mission in Muslim Mindanao as it responds to the long-standing 
aspiration of the Moros for self-determination. First, I give an overview 
of the dialogue between Filipino Christians and Moros, contextualizing 
this within Philippine history, the changes brought about by Vatican 
II, and the contemporary challenge of overcoming prejudices. And 
second, I ask what kind of voice the church must speak if it is to 
be a credible gospel witness in Bangsamoro. It seems to me that 
the church needs to be a voice of compassion, justice, and peace 
in a context that has seen so much violence. In addition, I will 
suggest that there are two Filipino values, namely pakikipagkapwa-
tao and pakikiramay, which are already operative in those who 
engage in dialogue and peacebuilding efforts, but which need to 
be foregrounded as cultural resources in responding to the conflict. 
As ecclesia semper reformanda est, conversion will always be an 
indispensable element of its journey toward the realization of the 
Kingdom in Muslim Mindanao. 
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I was born and raised in a culture which was (and still is) proud of its 
Catholic heritage. When I was in primary school, textbooks often 
referred to my country, the Philippines, as “the only Christian/

Catholic country” in the whole of Asia. Growing up, I myself accepted 

* The substance of this paper was presented in a conference, “Religions and Asian Public Life,” that was 
efficiently organized and generously funded by the United Board for Christian Higher Education in Asia, 
at the Chinese University of Hong Kong, last 6-7 July 2012.  
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this claim with pride and unfortunately the hubris that went with 
it. Coincidentally, that period in my life was roughly the height of 
the armed conflict between the Muslims in Mindanao, the Moros1,  
and the Philippine armed forces when thousands of combatants and 
civilians on both sides of the conflict were killed and millions worth 
of property were destroyed. Not surprisingly, this conflict reinforced 
the deep-rooted prejudices of many Filipino Christians against 
the Moros, an intolerance that has been manifested publicly in the 
negative representations of the Moros in the popular media.2

Ironically, although the root causes of the conflict date back 
much earlier, many of the festering wounds between Moros and 
Filipino Christians occurred within the decade after Vatican II, the 
first council of the Catholic Church which has a positive valuation 
of other religions and which called on the church to engage the 
adherents of other religious traditions in dialogue.  It has been 
nearly fifty years since the opening of Vatican II and although 
many of its teachings have been received, contemporary issues 
underscore the task of reception as an ongoing undertaking of the 
local churches.  

In this reflection, I will address the question of the Catholic 
Church’s role in Muslim Mindanao as it engages in interreligious 
dialogue and peacebuilding efforts, together with the various 
stakeholders of the conflict-ridden areas,3  as means of responding 
to the long-standing conflict between the Philippine government 
and the armed Moro fronts.  This essay will be two-fold.  First, I will 
give an overview of the dialogue between Filipino Christians and 
Moros, contextualizing this within the Moro nationalist discourse, 
the changes brought about by Vatican II, and the contemporary 
challenge of overcoming prejudices. And second, I ask what kind 
of voice the church must speak if it is to be a credible gospel 
witness in Muslim Mindanao. It seems to me that the church needs 
to be a voice of compassion, justice, and peace in a context that has 
seen so much violence. In addition, I will suggest that the Filipino 
value of pakikipagkapwa-tao, which appears to be already operative 
in those who engage in dialogue and peacebuilding efforts, need 
to be foregrounded as a cultural resource in responding to the 
conflict. As ecclesia semper reformanda est, conversion will always 
be an indispensable element of its journey toward the realization 
of the Kingdom in Muslim Mindanao. 
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MORO NAtiONAlisM ANd tHe 
ChurCh’s Mission in MusliM Mindanao

Moro Nationalism and History 

The Moro nationalist discourse4 is anchored on a reading of history 
that regards the contemporary Moro armed struggle as a continuation 
of the resistance of the Muslims in southern Philippines against Spain.5 
For instance, Salah Jubair, the pseudonym of Mohagher Iqbal who 
is the chief negotiator of Moro Islamic Liberation Front (MILF) with 
the Philippine government (GPH), frames his discussion of the peace 
process with the claim that the root of the problem in Bangsamoro is 
the annexation of Mindanao and Sulu to the Philippine state, “second 
only to colonialism itself that started during the Spanish times and was 
continued by the Americans.”6 In this section, I would highlight three 
important elements of this discourse that have impacted Christian-
Muslim relations7 and then, present a critique of the Moro nationalist 
discourse which while providing explanatory value to the armed 
conflict fails to address the complexity of the historical processes.  

First, while the exact date of the arrival of Islam in the Philippines 
is an unsettled issue, it is an incontrovertible fact that Islam predated 
the coming of Christianity into the Philippines.8 The Sulu archipelago, 
where Islam first came into the country, was part of a trading route that 
ranged from the Arabian Peninsula to China and up to Southeast Asia.9   
Muslim traders established trading colonies along these routes and it 
was they who made possible the expansion of Islam in the Malaysian 
peninsula and eventually in the Philippines.10 Prior to the arrival of 
the Spaniards in the country, the locals of Sulu and Maguindanao 
already had their own centralized system of government modeled 
after Muslim states.11 There was even a thriving Muslim community 
in Manila at that time.12 Jubair even speculates that “had not the 
Spaniards come at that time there would have been at least three or 
four kingdoms, one in Manila, two in Mindanao and one in Sulu, and 
all or most of the inhabitants, like in nearby Malaysia, Indonesia and 
Brunei, would have become all Muslims.”13 Moro nationalists take 
pride in the fact that Islam came prior to Christianity and apparently 
grew deep roots among the inhabitants of Mindanao and Sulu, a fact 
which proved to be an insurmountable obstacle for Spanish Christian 
missionaries. 

Second, Christianity in the Philippines came as part of Spain’s 
colonization of the New World in the 16th century, a conquest 



47

silliMaN JoUrNalvol.  53 No. 2                JUly to dECEMBEr 2012

r.C. MENdoza

that was justified by papal bulls, primary among which was Inter 
caetera of Pope Alexander VI in 1493,14 and as part of its attempt to 
control the spice trade in Malaku. When Spain decided to make a 
permanent settlement in the Philippines, the expedition of Miguel 
Lopez de Legaspi in 1565 was accompanied by Augustinian friars. 
Later on, other religious congregations arrived and carried on the 
work of evangelization: the Franciscans in 1578, the Jesuits in 1581, 
the Dominicans in 1587, and the Recoletos in 1606.15 Inspired by the 
crusading spirit that saw Spain drive away Muslims from the Iberian 
peninsula and consistent with the understanding of missio ad gentes as 
conversion at that time, lowland Luzon and many areas in the Visayas 
were Christianized by 1650.16

The mission to convert was inseparable from the goal of political 
pacification.  Missionary friars became parish priests, learning local 
languages and living among their converts in order to “translate” 
Christianity into local cultures and stamp out worship of local spirits.  
Under their leadership, everyday life was framed and regulated 
by church teachings and guidelines. The friar was everywhere—
mobilizing people for state and church work, cajoling their support 
through sermons, and punishing their sins they revealed in confession. 
For the friar, religion was a tool of both liberation and subordination. 
Imbued with a deep sense of righteousness and moral ascendancy, 
the friar hoped the conversion of “heathens” would bring about their 
salvation. At the same time, the threat of eternal damnation helped 
ensure loyalty to the church and colonial state.17

With the rise of Spain’s power in most of the Philippines through 
military and spiritual conquest, 

Earlier divisions of language and local polity now became religio-political, with the 
rival states oriented to different universal centers, legal systems, and moral codes.  
Language and naming were especially sensitive to the localization process,…. the 
names of ordinary individuals became markers of identity tied to a larger Catholic or 
Muslim world: Baptized Christians took Hispanic Christian names, while converts to 
Islam adopted Arabic Muslim names.18  

In contrast to their success in Hispanizing and Christianizing 
most of Luzon and the Visayas, the conquistadores were generally 
unsuccessful in gaining a foothold on the predominantly Muslim-
areas in Southern Philippines19 and the missionaries themselves failed 
in their attempts to convert the people to Catholicism. According to 
Majul, Islamic consciousness grew in the face of Spanish attempts to 
subjugate them. For the ‘ulama, Spain came to uproot Islam from dar ul-
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Islam. “They therefore preached resistance as a religious and patriotic 
duty, with Paradise as a recompense.”20 It is not surprising then that 
the Moros fiercely resisted the Spaniards and their Christianized indio 
allies. The fact that Mindanao and Sulu were not colonized by the 
Spaniards like Luzon and the Visayas has had a significant impact on 
the contemporary Moro discourse and identity as an unconquered 
nation.  For instance, Salah Jubair argues about the term “Moro”: 

It was a tag that was chosen for him by the enemy, not by himself.  But unlike Filipino 
which signifies allegiance, nay subservience, to Spain, his name was the result of 
animosity and warfare—and resistance to foreign pressure. If Filipino was the child 
of colonialism, Moro was the offspring of anti-colonialism.21 

Such a contention while stated polemically appears to betray a 
sense of superiority over Spain’s Christianized Filipino allies,22 whom 
the Muslim datus never regarded as equals but “as inferiors worthy 
only of being slaves.”23

When Spain ceded the country to the Americans in 1898 under 
the Treaty of Paris, it included Mindanao and Sulu,24 an inclusion 
that Moro nationalists question since Spain had no sovereignty over 
those islands. The US conceived of its mandate in Moroland not 
only “to develop, to civilize, to educate to train in the science of self-
government”25 but also to prepare the Moros for integration into the 
predominantly Christian soon-to-be Philippine state.26 Nevertheless, 
the American colonial policies that followed their initial statement of 
intention reveal their imperialistic and economic motivations.27

Since they saw themselves as different from the rest of the 
Philippines, many Moro leaders made representations to the new 
colonial government that they should be treated differently from 
Filipinos. 28 For instance, in a meeting in Zamboanga with US Secretary 
of War Jacob M. Dickenson in 1910, Hadji Ujaton stated:

We [the Moros] are a different race; we have a different religion; we are Mohammedans. 
And if we should be given over to Filipinos, how much more would they treat us 
badly, when they treated even the Spanish badly who were their own mothers and 
their own fathers in generation?  How did they treat them?.... We far prefer to be in 
the hands of the Americans, who are father and mother to us now, than to be turned 
over to another people.29    

However, in spite of such objections, the American pacification 
efforts of predominantly Muslim areas had as one of its aims the 
“Filipinization” of the Moros.30

With the Americans came, as part of the American imperial 
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legacy, the Protestant traditions. Hence, with the two Western 
colonial powers came Christianity, a faith that became a fabric of local 
Philippine cultures but which was instrumentalized to promote state 
interests.  Like many of the churches during that period, the churches 
in the Philippines, both Catholic and Protestant, failed in questioning 
cultural biases, including the religious prejudices of many of its 
members.31 It is noteworthy that at this period in the history of the 
Philippines, the predominant paradigm in the Catholic Church in 
relation to other religious traditions was, “Outside the Church, there 
is no salvation.”32

A third important factor, which is related to the second one above 
and that has impacted contemporary Muslim-Christian relationship 
is the fact that many of the social ills that many Moros experience are 
rooted in the actions and policies of both the Spanish and American 
governments. Spain initiated the Regalian doctrine of land ownership.  
This had the effect of disempowering the Moro traditional leaders 
with regard to land distribution and effectively led to the loss of 
many of the ancestral areas of the Moros. The Americans continued 
this policy and initiated a resettlement program in Mindanao.33 After 
independence from the Americans, the Philippine government in 
Manila continued this resettlement policy in Mindanao in which 
Christian Filipinos in the Luzon and Visayas were enticed with free 
land to migrate to Mindanao, particularly in places which the Moros 
consider as part of their ancestral domain.34 While this policy provided 
land for the Christian settlers, it resulted not only to land loss by the 
Moros but also to their minoritization.35

The Moros’ loss of political independence, the loss of their 
land and their eventual minoritization in their ancestral domain 
marginalized the Moros politically and contributed to the perhaps 
unintended consequence of stunting the economic development of 
the vast majority of Moro communities. Noteworthy is the fact that 
the provinces that belong to the Autonomous Region of Muslim 
Mindanao are the poorest in the country.36 In this context, it is not 
surprising that Moros would assert their right to self-determination 
through armed means.37

It must be pointed out, however, that the Moro nationalists’ reading 
of history, particularly of the armed Moro fronts, is not without its 
problem. It has to do with what Thomas K. McKenna refers to as the 
“myth of Morohood”38 or what Patricio N.  Abinales calls “the myth 
of the eternal Moro resistance,”39  on which is anchored the Moro 
uprising and is used as a bargaining chip in their peace talks with 
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the government. While the Moro nationalist ideology contends that 
“the Spanish ascription ‘Moro’ reflected an actual social entity—a 
self-conscious collectivity of Philippine Muslims engaged in a 
unified, Islamic-inspired, anticolonial resistance,”40 McKenna argues 
convincingly that this narrative fails to do justice to “the complexities 
and contradictions of that period” and even entails the “subjugation 
of an unruly history” to support its stance.41 For McKenna, “Spanish 
aggression against the Muslim polities of the archipelago did not, to 
any significant degree, stimulate the development of an overarching 
ethnoreligious identity self-consciously shared by members of various 
Muslim ethnolinguistic groups”42—contrary to the claims of Moro 
nationalists, like Jubair above, that Moro nationalism began during 
the Spanish colonial period, antedating the development of Filipino 
nationalism. In fact, for McKenna the roots of Moro nationalism are 
found in and were nurtured during the American colonial period,43  
particularly through the influence of Najeeb Saleeby.44

Furthermore, McKenna’s observation regarding the Moro 
insurgents of the Bangsamoro Rebellion in the 1970s makes one 
wonder how the Moro identity as understood by the rebel leadership 
is appropriated by the Muslim masses: “… it was striking to note 
how rarely any of the insurgents, in expressing their motivations for 
taking up arms or fighting on against great odds, made spontaneous 
mention of either the Moro nation (Bangsamoro) or Islamic renewal, 
the two central components of Muslim nationalist ideology.”45 This is 
quite telling for the insurgents and Moro nationalists who base their 
claims on this ideology.

In his study of state formation during the American colonial 
period, Abinales raises similarly hard questions about the politics 
of identity.46 He questions the nationalist framework which 
regards the armed Moro rebellion as an organic part of Filipino 
nationalism.47   For instance, with regard to the Muslim responses to 
American colonialism, he raises two issues about the categorization 
of responses either as collaboration or revolution. First, he questions 
the rigidity of this dichotomy since these responses overlapped in a 
situation in which the Muslims found themselves in a situation of 
social and political uncertainty brought about by American power. 
Abinales argues that it is better to interpret them in terms of the 
Muslims’ experiences in Southeast Asia—among the datus as actions 
of “men of prowess” (orang besar) who positioned themselves to gain 
more local power as they related with the Americans and the datus 
become colonial politicos.48 Second, he questions the assumption that 
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the Muslim responses were not any different from the Filipino elite’s 
responses.  For Abinales, Muslim revolts were efforts “to stave off 
colonialism” and “[n]one indicated any forward-looking, anticolonial, 
or nationalist perspective.”49 He considers the contemporary Moro 
rebellions “as modern mobilizations against the intrusive reach of the 
nation-state than as a latest edition of an epic Moro struggle against 
various colonialisms.”50 In a similar vein, Medina asserts: 

The Bangsamoro identities have been formed not through spontaneous processes of 
self-definition but primarily according to the exigencies of power—the demands for 
political autonomy and independence as a consequence of the state’s domineering 
role. Their identities and communal interests are malleable and pliant as they interact 
with the state’s power. It responds to the political, economic or social needs of group 
members at any moment, depending on the contingencies of national politics.51

Nevertheless, while the genesis of the Moro identity is contested, 
the Moro nationalist narrative appears to inform the current peace 
talks between the MILF and the GPH.  For instance, in the joint draft 
of the MILF and the GPH in the recently concluded 32nd Exploratory 
Talks in Kuala Lumpur where both sides reached a “framework 
agreement” in 6 October 2012, it is stated: 

Those who at the time of conquest and colonization were considered natives or original 
inhabitants of Mindanao and the Sulu archipelago and its adjacent islands including 
Palawan and their descendants, whether of mixed or of full blood shall have the right 
to identify themselves as Bangsamoro by ascription or self-ascription.52

  
What is uncontested, however, is that many of the Muslim groups 

in southern Philippines, whether they refer to themselves as Moro 
or not, aspire for peace, justice, and development, desires which are 
fundamental and legitimate.

a Watershed in the Church’s relationship with other religions

It is with this backdrop that we can better appreciate the changes 
brought about by Vatican II on the Catholic Church and their effects 
on Muslim-Christian relations. After holding on to an exclusivist 
theology of religions for a long time, Vatican II brought about a sea of 
change in the Catholic Church. For the first time, official magisterial 
documents have a positive appreciation of the religions and called 
on the Church to engage them in dialogue. For instance, Nostra 
aetate acknowledges that the “ray of Truth” may be found in them 
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and affirms that the church rejects nothing that is true and holy in 
them.53 Gaudium et spes goes on to stress that “the Holy Spirit offers 
to all the possibility of being made partners, in a way known to God, 
in the paschal mystery.”54 Given these assertions, the church is then 
called upon to discern the Spirit’s presence in others and to affirm the 
elements of the doctrines, rituals and life of peoples of other religions 
that seem to manifest the fruits of the Spirit’s presence.55

In their reception of Vatican II in their own multi-religious contexts, 
the Asian bishops appear to further develop Vatican II’s position. The 
bishops firmly believe that other religious traditions participate in God’s 
plan of salvation.56 This realization on their part is born out of the church’s 
encounter with peoples of other religions who, in diverse ways, appear 
to manifest the presence of the Holy Spirit in their lives and religious 
practices.57 It is not surprising that the bishops “accept them [other 
religions] as significant and positive elements in the economy of God’s 
design of salvation.”58 In them, the bishops 

recognize and respect profound spiritual and ethical meanings and values.  Over 
many centuries they [other religions] have been the treasury of the religious 
experience of our ancestors, from which our contemporaries do not cease to draw 
light and strength.  They have been (and continue to be) the authentic expression of 
the noblest longings of their hearts, and the home of their contemplation and prayer.  
They have helped to give shape to the histories and cultures of our nations.59

Moreover, for these pastors, 

God’s saving will is at work, in many different ways, in all religions... God’s saving 
grace is not limited to members of the Church, but is offered to every person. His grace 
may lead some to accept baptism and enter the Church, but it cannot be presumed 
that this must always be the case. His ways are mysterious and unfathomable, and no 
one can dictate the direction of His grace.60

   
It is because of God’s grace in others and the church’s sharing 

in this realm of grace that one can view other religions as “sublime 
realities of enjoyment, having value in themselves” and not as 
something to be used to serve the Christian truth.61 

dialogue in the Philippines

Even before the reforms ushered in by Vatican II about the Catholic 
Church’s relationship with other religious traditions, many Moros 
and Filipino Christians were already engaged in dialogue although 
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it was not referred to as such. In their day-to-day life, Christians have 
had to deal and relate with their Muslim neighbors and vice-versa. 
While the discourse of dialogue was not yet in vogue, many people 
at the grassroots level practiced its meaning in their friendships with 
one another, a “dialogue of life” as later church documents would 
label these efforts. Those engagements served to make possible the 
more formal dialogues that have taken place between the believers of 
these two religious traditions.

The formal dialogues that have occurred between the Moros and 
Filipino Christians since the 1960s are focused mainly on social issues 
of common concern.62 In his review of Muslim-Christian dialogue 
in the Philippines, Julkipli Wadi, a professor at the University of the 
Philippines’ Institute of Islamic Studies, observes among other things, 
that it is triggered mainly by problems in predominantly Muslim 
areas and that the agenda for dialogue are not theological issues but 
the social, political and economic problems that both Muslims and 
Christians experience.  The focus is not on religious differences but on 
human values.63 However, Wadi claims:  

In the Philippines, the lukewarm reception, if not suspicion, by some Muslims 
about inter-religious dialogue is dictated by the fact that it is merely used to 
profile personalities and to explore Muslim issues but not to resolve their age-old 
aspirations for political liberation and seek solutions to specific problems like peace 
and order, poverty or unemployment.  It is observed that resolutions and statements 
of concern passed during dialogue conferences and peace advocacy seminars are 
mere recommendatory, with no guarantee of being heard, let alone implemented, by 
the government.  Hence, some Muslims view inter-religious dialogue just as a venue 
to ventilate emotions, fears and problems, which does not help them address their 
more immediate problems like poverty, discrimination and oppression.64 

 
Hence, it seems that while collaboration on social concerns have taken 
place between the two groups, the efforts between the dialogue partners 
have not made any significant political and economic impact in bringing 
about a just and peaceful settlement to the Moro aspiration for self-
determination.  A probable reason for this is the non- or partial reception of 
the teachings of Vatican II on other religions by many Filipino Christians.

 
The (non-)reception of Vatican ii on other religious Traditions

The reception of church teachings is a complex and contested process.  
On one hand, teachings may serve to question and challenge cultural 
conditionings and biases, and purify them of what is contrary to the 

r.C. MENdoza
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gospel.  On the other hand, they may also serve to affirm the goodness 
that is found in one’s culture. After all, it is in and through one’s 
culture that one interprets, understands, and lives the gospel. Just as 
one’s culture may facilitate the reception of church teachings, it also 
happens that cultural presumptions and unquestioned seemingly 
self-evident truths may prove to be stumbling blocks in the reception 
of the same teachings.  The latter case seems to be evident with respect 
to the church teachings on other religious traditions. While the 
teachings of both Vatican II and the Asian bishops on interreligious 
dialogue eventually became part of the teachings of the local church 
in the Philippines, enshrined in both the Second Plenary Council of 
the Philippines and the Catechism for Filipino Catholics, much remains 
to be done in changing the prejudices and animosity felt by many 
Filipino Christians toward the Moros,65 a fact that militates against 
their reception.

For instance, in a 2005 national survey that was intended to 
measure the bias against Muslims, it emerged that many Filipinos are 
biased against Muslims: 

It…appears that a considerable percentage of Filipinos (33% to 39% based on Indices 
4 and 5) are biased against Muslims notwithstanding the fact that only about 14% 
of them have had direct dealings with Muslims. The bias appears to be adequately 
captured by the questions on stereotypes and serves to explain hiring and leasing 
decisions of Filipinos, as well as perceptions of Muslims as terrorists and the adoption 
of a hard stance with respect to approaches in pursuing peace in Sulu.66

  
Given this attitude, it is not surprising that peace advocates in 

Mindanao find it hard to establish and build constituencies of peace 
that are supportive of the peace process between the GPH and the 
armed Moro fronts.  This bias against the Moros appears to be a 
backdrop of the opposition of many Christian politicians against the 
initialed Memorandum of Agreement on Ancestral Domain (MOA-
AD) between the GPH and MILF in August 2008.  While the protesters 
ostensibly argued that there was lack of consultation of the various 
stakeholders and a lack of transparency in the negotiations, I think 
that the underlying reason for their objection to the MOA-AD was 
not only the fear of many politicians of losing political power and 
influence in a few areas of their bailiwicks but also the fear of being 
governed by Moros and their imagined dire consequences.67

Even living near Moros is unthinkable for some.  For example, the 
Barangay Council of Libungan, Cotabato, an area that is traditionally 
part of Moro land, rejected the proposed construction of a mosque in 
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their barangay. While the barangay’s resolution ironically states in 
part that the barangay is a Christian community that is “in harmony 
with other people and tribes and their ways of living,” it asserts 
that “the construction of mosque for the practice of religion in the 
barangay is not a necessity considering the very limited number 
of Muslim families, the proposed site is surrounded by Christians 
raising backyard livestock projects [euphemism for piggeries?] that 
will augment family income.”68

In the aftermath of the 18 October 2011 Al-Barka incident in Basilan 
in which 19 soldiers were ambushed and killed by the MILF, ABS-
CBN’s TV Patrol, one of the most popular prime time news programs 
in the Philippines, in an apparent knee-jerk reaction, made a poll 
two days after the ambush in which it asked a leading and telling 
question which reveals more, I think, of the bias of the program, “Do 
you agree that the peace talks with the MILF should be stopped and 
that the government should launch an all-out war against the MILF?”  
Not unpredictably, a whopping 97% of TV Patrol’s respondents said 
“Yes.” A week after the same incident, Ramon Tulfo, a prominent 
Manila-based journalist but who hails from Mindanao, made the 
following commentary which appeared in the country’s most widely 
distributed national broadsheet, Philippine Daily Inquirer (PDI): 

Whatever he says to justify not going to war with the Moro Islamic Liberation Front, 
President Noy [Aquino] is perceived as a weakling. He can never appease the Moros 
who, when you give them your hand, will ask for your entire arm. Moros smell fear: 
Don’t be surprised if they continue to pillage and kill. The only time they will stop 
their mayhem and plunder is when the government launches a punitive expedition 
like what President Erap did when he was in power. The Moros, especially the 
Tausugs, love to fight, and how!  The only way to earn their respect is to fight back 
instead of cowering in fear.69

 
Tulfo’s portrayal of the Moros, unflattering to say the least, 

captures many of the stereotypes that many Filipino Christians have 
of Moros. It is writing such as this that perpetuates the negative 
images of the Moros in many a Christian’s popular imagination.     

Eight months after, another PDI commentator, Ramon Farolan, a 
retired military officer, makes a point similar to Tulfo’s:

The lesson from the past is that peace talks do not solve our problems. In fact, 
they embolden the enemy, giving it time to consolidate its forces and increase its 
weaponry. In 1996, we made peace with Nur Misuari and his MNLF, only to see them 
go on a rampage a few years later. We can sign another peace treaty with the MILF. 
It will not guarantee peace.
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I have said this in the past—the only guarantee of peace in Mindanao, the only way 
to defend our territorial integrity is to have a strong and disciplined Armed Forces, 
certainly one that will not allow the brutal murder of its soldiers to go unpunished; 
one that can protect the people from terrorists, local or foreign, so as to enable them 
to live in peace and security.70 

Given the reactions of the respondents in the survey, Tulfo, and 
Farolan, all of which are symptomatic of the unquestioned prejudice 
of many Filipino Christians against Moros, it is all the more imperative 
that the church exerts the effort to address this issue.   Moros have been 
pilloried in the public arena for a long time and the church cannot 
simply wash its hands for its complicity in this matter.71 While the 
church engages the Moros in dialogue, it must also be an instrument 
of eradicating the biases of its own members and develop in them an 
open attitude toward the Moros if it hopes to garner their support 
for a just and peaceful resolution of the armed conflict in Mindanao.   
In this regard, intrareligious dialogue that enables the airing of 
and addresses prejudices, and promotes the healing of memories 
appears to be necessary. Church leaders must necessarily take the 
initiative in this regard even if it means becoming unpopular in their 
own communities72 and if it hopes that its teachings be received by 
the Christian community. While the voice of the Catholic Church 
has been heard in other areas of the public sphere, this is one area 
unfortunately where the church apparently speaks only in whispers.

liviNg tHe kiNgdOM iN A tiMe OF CONFliCt

To speak or not to speak

There are many social ills facing contemporary Philippine society, 
many of which are seemingly intractable like the poverty of so 
many Filipinos. In this discussion, I will focus on only two issues, 
the proposed Reproductive Health Bill (RH Bill) in Congress and 
peacebuilding in Mindanao. I will use the church’s response to the 
former as a foil for the church’s (seeming lack of) response to the latter. 
A polarizing question confronting the Filipino nation is the pending 
RH bill in which the Philippine bishops have been so vociferous in 
their opposition.73 As early as 2003, the Catholic Bishops’ Conference 
of the Philippines (CBCP) issued a pastoral letter in which the bishops 
called for the rejection of an earlier version of the bill since it “has 
many errors that contravene the teaching of the Church.”74 After that, 
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the CBCP issued one letter after another that touched on the issue 
of reproductive health and the related bills in Congress.75 The latest 
CBCP pastoral letter on this issue, “Choosing Life, Rejecting the RH 
Bill,” called for the present RH bill’s (HB 5043) outright rejection.  In 
an effort to galvanize broad public support, the CBCP argues, “Far 
from being simply a Catholic issue, the RH bill is a major attack on 
authentic human values and on Filipino cultural values regarding 
human life that all of us have cherished since time immemorial.”76  
Some bishops warned politicians that they would campaign against 
them in the elections if they support the RH bill, a tactic which appears 
inconsistent with Catholic social teaching and a distortion of the role 
of the church in politics.77 A few went so far as to threaten the Catholic 
supporters of the bill that they would be refused communion in the 
Eucharist.  In the acrimonious debates surrounding this issue, the 
bill’s supporters are labeled “anti-life” while those who oppose it are 
“pro-life”—characterizations which oversimplify the issues involved. 
For all intents and purposes and notwithstanding the church’s 
attempts to portray the debate as an issue for all peoples of faiths and 
for all Filipinos, the Catholic Church’s opposition to the RH bill boils 
down to its teachings on sexual morality. Now that the trial of the 
chief justice of the Philippine Supreme Court is over, debates about 
the RH bill have resumed in the public arena.78

In comparison to the Catholic Church’s position on the RH bill is 
the apparent lack of support, as manifested in its relative “silence” 
on the issue, from the bishops for the ongoing peace process between 
the GPH and the MILF.79 At the local level, it must be pointed 
out that efforts have been made by the churches in Mindanao to 
promote and engage in interreligious dialogue. For instance, the 
different local churches in Southern Philippines have established 
the ministry of interreligious dialogue. Various grassroots efforts to 
promote interreligious harmony and peace efforts have also been 
ongoing.80 At the national level, the CBCP was conspicuously silent 
on the Bangsamoro issue when the armed conflict was at its height 
in the 1970s. In the 1980s, the Philippine bishops first issued general 
statements on peace although they were in response to a context 
under Marcos’ Martial Law and the aftermath of Marcos’ ouster from 
office and did not directly deal with the Moro question.81 The first 
statement of the CBCP that referred to the Moro issue was its letter, 
“Seek Peace, Pursue It,” in 1990, although this issue was only one 
among others that were mentioned in it.  In that letter, the bishops 
argued for the inseparability of peace and justice, and the need for 
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reconciliation. Among the agenda the bishops proposed for the 
Decade of Peace (1990-2000) was the peaceful resolution of questions 
of self-determination by various groups, which included the armed 
Moro fronts, “within the context of national sovereignty.”82  The CBCP 
also issued statements on peacebuilding in support of the National 
Unification Commission established by the president of GPH then.83   
The first CBCP pastoral letter that directly and solely dealt with the 
Moro issue was “An Urgent Appeal for Peace in Mindanao” in 2000.  
This was issued in the aftermath of President Joseph Estrada’s all-out 
war against the MILF which resulted to the displacement of more than 
a million people. In this letter, the CBCP called on the government 
and the MILF to end their hostilities and go back to the negotiating 
table.84 Aware of prevailing sentiments, the bishops observed “that 
our words for peace run against the prevailing opinion, including 
that of our own flock. We might even be misinterpreted as against 
the government.” Nevertheless, the CBCP asserts that its position on 
the issue is not political but evangelical.  It commits itself to a plan of 
action:

We observe the trauma, the bitterness, prejudices and biases, resentment and even 
hatred that are building up among our people because of the war. We, therefore, 
pledge that the pastoral programs of the Church shall assist in healing the 
psychological wounds and hurts of people, in reconciling conflicting groups, and in 
building a culture of peace in our country, especially in Mindanao.85

The CBCP issued a similarly named pastoral statement, “Urgent 
Appeal for Peace,” three years later, when due to a series of bombings 
in Davao, the peace talks were halted and the government waged war 
against the MILF. In its statement, the bishops challenged the church 
to be peacemakers and ambassadors of reconciliation. The bishops 
also reiterated their call to both parties to end their fighting and find 
a just and lasting solution to the enduring conflict.86 Unfortunately, 
the bishops did not have a collective statement in light of the MOA-
AD fiasco when armed battles broke out once again in 2008 and 2009. 
The most recent statement from the Catholic hierarchy regarding 
the peace process was “Toward Building a Just and Lasting Peace in 
Mindanao” which was issued after the signing of the “framework 
agreement.”  In it, the Mindanao Catholic bishops expressed “vigilant 
optimism” about it, called for continuous consultations with all the 
stakeholders, and stressed the need for six values “that constitute 
a ‘people’s platform for Peace in Mindanao’”: sincerity, security, 
sensitivity, solidarity, spirituality and sustainability.87
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If the frequency of a particular theme in its pastoral letters is 
the basis of an issue’s importance for the bishops, then it appears 
that the issues related to reproductive health (read: sexual issues) 
are more important for them than the Moro issue.  While there is a 
concerted effort on the part of church leaders to block the pending RH 
bill in Congress, e.g. prayers for the defeat of the bill in sacramental 
celebrations, the mass mobilization of people, and tarpaulin 
advertisements in parishes rejecting the bill, there appears to be a lack 
of it with respect to the latter. Perhaps, given this context, it is not 
surprising that Mohagher Iqbal, chairman of the MILF peace panel, 
claimed that there are “spoilers” to the ongoing peace negotiations 
between the GPH and the MILF. For Iqbal, they 

are the decision-makers; they are those whose vested interests are radically affected or 
altered if there is a change in the status quo, because many of them owned vast tracts 
of lands in Mindanao; and they are also engaged in mining, plantation economy, 
logging, banking, trade and industry.88

 
He further claimed: 

Of course, there are other groups, not in the level of spoilers, who have reasons to 
fear for radical alteration in the status quo. I think it is not wrong to say if I include 
the Catholic Church and to a little extent the Protestant Church in this categorization, 
although the latter has shown greater flexibility or accommodation as far as solving 
the conflict in Mindanao is concerned, while the former has not yet to come out with 
a definitive stance on the Moro Question, except by individual Church leaders like 
Archbishop Orlando Quevedo.89

 
Probably in response to his challenge for the church to get involved in 
the peace process, a month after Iqbal’s statement, Antonio Ledesma, 
the archbishop of Cagayan de Oro, a predominantly Christian city in 
northern Mindanao, called on all dioceses and Catholic universities 
in Mindanao to help in furthering the peace process.90 Whether 
true or not, partially or totally, many Moros perceive the church as 
indifferent, at best, and hostile, at worst, not only to the ongoing peace 
talks between the MILF and the GPH but also to their valid concerns.

The Face of the Church and how to speak

What emerge from the above comparison are two different faces of the 
church. On one hand, we have a church that has been so vocal in its 
opposition to the RH bill, a church that is so sure of the righteousness 
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of its cause that it threatens those who oppose its stand. It is a church 
that has tried to flex its political muscle and use it as a weapon to get 
what it wants. While this church complains that the government is not 
really interested in dialogue (read: the proponents and the supporters 
of the bill in Congress will not change their mind), the irony of it is 
that the church leadership will also not change its stand regarding 
the bill.    

On the other hand, we find a church, that is biased against the 
Moros and is also seemingly apathetic to their valid concerns. It is a 
church that has responded inadequately to the Moro issue and has 
failed to address their justifiable concerns. It is also a church that is 
complicit to the colonial and postcolonial policies that have resulted 
to the deminoritization and marginalization of the Moros in their 
own land.91

These two faces of the church are insufficient in the church’s task 
of proclaiming the Kingdom and in responding to the context of 
Mindanao. In order for the church to be a more credible witness of the 
Kingdom, the Christian community needs to all the more embody the 
virtues of compassion, justice, and peace as it works together with the 
Moros for the attainment of what John Lederach calls “justpeace.”92  
This is not to say that Christian communities have not lived these 
virtues but to simply underscore their significance in Mindanao and 
the need of the church to be perceived as living these virtues. The 
Catholic Church has been so ensconced in the corridors of power 
that it has refused, consciously or unconsciously, to move out of its 
comfort zone to the margins of society.  

First, just as Jesus had compassion for those who suffered in his 
time, including the Gentiles, the church is called to be compassionate 
to the Moros. The Kingdom demands a privileging of the margins 
where the Moros often are and where one encounters “the surprising 
God in unexpected locations.”93 In many and diverse ways, the 
church in Mindanao has been the face of compassion in many conflict 
areas.  For instance, the vast majority of those who get displaced 
because of the armed conflict has been Moros. In many places, the 
Catholic parishes in the affected areas have served as safe havens for 
the “bakwit,” the local term for internally displaced persons (IDP’s).94   
More than showing compassion for the “bakwit,” however, the 
church must ensure that they are not put into that miserable position 
in the first place.95

Second, the church must also work for justice. For the present 
bishop of Cotabato, Orlando Quevedo, injustice is the root cause of 
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the Moro struggle and he highlights three aspects of this injustice—
injustice to the Moro identity, injustice to Moro political sovereignty, 
and injustice to Moro integral development.96 If we agree with 
Quevedo’s contention that the Bangsamoro struggle is basically 
a question of justice, then the church as a justified community and 
as a community which considers the work for justice as an integral 
part of evangelization (Justice in the World) is challenged to rectify 
this situation as part of its becoming church. While the social action 
ministries of the local churches are concerned with and promote 
human rights, their work for integral evangelization has not touched 
on the Moro quest for justice. Perhaps, the local churches in Mindanao 
can collaborate with each other and with the Moros about this issue, 
particularly as they work and lobby for good governance on the part 
of both Christian and Muslim political leaders.    

And third, as communities called and formed by the Prince of 
Peace (cf. Is 9:6) and to whom Jesus offers peace (cf. Jn 14:27; 20:26), 
the church is challenged to engage in the task of peacebuilding. 
Although Catholic social teaching still has to further develop in this 
regard,97 there are enough resources in the Christian tradition that 
can serve as bases and inspiration for this undertaking. In times of 
armed conflict, it may include the task of working for the cessation of 
hostilities and acting as mediators. For example, when armed clashes 
broke out between the GPH and the MILF in 2009 which resulted to 
the displacement of thousands of families, Quevedo appealed to the 
warring parties to end the war: 

From the depths of my soul I can only cry out to all warring parties, “Enough is 
enough!”… 

For the sake of the evacuees and in the name of our one God of peace, end your 
war!  Go back to the negotiating table.  Let the thousands of evacuees return safely to 
their home.  Collaborate with one another toward this objective. Together, rehabilitate 
their destroyed properties.  Give them another chance for a truly human life.98

At other times, the church needs to be seen as one that accompanies 
the communities in peacebuilding. The Christian communities 
need to see the Moros as fellow pilgrims in building the Kingdom 
as they, together with Christians, effect reconciliation within their 
communities and with each other. It is only when both the Moros and 
Christians have become reconciling communities that peace between 
the two religious communities may be realized.99 Here, perhaps, just 
as the Philippine church emphasizes the importance of building basic 
ecclesial communities, it too can, like what the local church of Jolo in 
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southern Philippines has been doing, focus on the development of 
basic human communities—inclusive communities where both Moros 
and Christians refuse to live in their own “ghettoes” but rather choose 
to build bridges of friendship with each other.  It is a movement from 
negative peace—the cessation of armed hostilities, to positive peace—
the building of the social fabric of the nation, a “relationship-building 
based on the inherent dignity of each person.”100

In addition to embodying these virtues, I would add a core value 
which springs specifically from Filipino culture: pakikipagkapwa-tao.101  
I think that this value has been operative and fundamental in the 
Christian community’s efforts to relate to Moros in positive terms. 
It seems to me that it needs to be integrated into the discourse of 
what it means to become a Filipino church in the concrete context 
of Philippine culture and history since they are expressive of a 
Filipino’s psyche. Pakikipagkapwa-tao means to engage the other as a 
person and to treat her or him as such. She or he is another person 
just like oneself.  It is recognition of a shared identity—that the self 
and the other are both persons, “an inner self shared with others.”102 
As such, one treats the other, the kapwa-tao, as an equal. The sense of 
the other as a kapwa-tao (another person) is particularly important in 
conflict situations in Mindanao where one sees the other as simply 
ibang tao (a person who is not one of us; an outsider) and even not as 
a person. The distinction between ibang tao and hindi ibang tao (one 
of us) has in many cases resulted to sectarianism, regionalism and 
parochialism. Perhaps, more problematic is the situation in which a 
person refuses to regard the other as a kapwa-tao, making it easier for 
her or him to ignore, abuse, and kill the other. When war broke out 
between the GPH and the MILF in 2009, many church-people in Sta. 
Teresita Parish in Datu Piang, Maguindanao were at the forefront of 
helping more than 28,000 “bakwits.” The church-people were actively 
involved in the bringing of the people into safe areas, the provision 
of medical needs, and the solicitation and distribution of relief goods 
for the people.103 This is a concrete instance of pakikipagkapwa-tao—a 
bright light shining in the midst of the darkness and horrors of war. A 
“bakwit’s” religious affiliation was a non-issue for those who helped 
but what mattered was that she or he was a kapwa-tao. 

In this task of becoming a voice of compassion, justice and peace, 
in pakikipagkapwa-tao, and in the process become a credible voice in 
the public sphere, conversion as a listening to and collaboration with 
the Spirit is indispensable. In its interreligious engagement with the 
Moros, the church needs to let itself be disturbed by the Spirit—to 
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journey to the periphery and to discern and discover the Spirit’s 
movement in it. Like the blind man, Bartimaeus (cf. Mk 10:46-52), the 
church needs the courage and the humility to ask Jesus, “Lord, I want 
to see.” In so many instances, the church has not only been blind to the 
plight of the Moros but also turned a blind eye to them. Like Peter, who 
needed to learn the boundlessness of God’s compassion and mercy (cf. 
Acts 10:34-35; 11:1-18), the church needs to recognize the Spirit that is 
poured out to all (cf. Acts 2:17-18) and reject nothing that is true and 
holy in others (cf. Nostra aetate, 2).  This would mean, I think, a letting 
go of our false images of God and to discover the reality of Desmond 
Tutu’s assertion, “God is not a Christian,” particularly in relation 
with the Moros.  It would also mean for the Christian communities a 
letting go of prejudices against the Moros.  Since in conflict situations, 
the “enemy” is often demonized and dehumanized, it would mean 
seeing and recognizing the Moros as persons with dignity, as kapwa-
tao and as kapwa-anak ng Diyos (a fellow child of God), and beloved 
of God. It would mean the “conversion of heart and mind from 
violence to nonviolence as a means of conflict transformation, from 
sectarianism to… the sense of belonging to a universal human family, 
which counters nationalism and narrow globalization”104 and one may 
even add, a sense of belonging that counters religious triumphalism 
and fundamentalism. In this way, one may hope that interreligious 
dialogue will truly be a dialogue of salvation.

CONClUsiON

Several days after I wrote the substance of this paper, I went to 
Cotabato City, the seat of the Autonomous Region of Muslim 
Mindanao.  The last time I was there was fifteen years ago.  It was the 
place where I began my journey of overcoming my own prejudices 
against the Moros.  My conversations with friends over there made 
me appreciate the complexity and difficulty of the church’s mission in 
Bangsamoro.  They put many of the things I claim here in perspective.  
Indeed, the church cannot but walk humbly with the Moros as they 
collaborate with one another to build a more peaceful and just society 
for all.  

The kingdom of heaven is like a mustard seed that someone took and sowed in his 
field; it is the smallest of all the seeds, but when it has grown it is the greatest of 
shrubs and becomes a tree, so that the birds of the air come and make nests in its 
branches (Mt 13:31-32 NRSV).  
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It appears that this parable best describes the efforts of the church 
in Muslim Mindanao to sow the seeds of the Kingdom. While it sows 
the seeds of compassion, peace, justice, and pakikipagkapwa-tao, it can 
only hope that they will be “the greatest of shrubs” where all the 
peoples of Muslim Mindanao, burdened and weary because of the 
conflict, will find rest for their souls (cf. Mt 11:28-30 NRSV) “in its 
branches.” When that time comes, then the people will no longer walk 
in darkness, the yoke of their burden and the rod of the oppressor 
broken, for there shall be endless peace (cf. Is 9:2-4.6-7). But until then, 
one continues on the journey towards the Kingdom one step at a time 
and hopes that whatever the travails are of the present, they too shall 
pass. 
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