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THE FIFTH CENTENNIAL OF CHRISTIANITY  
IN THE PHILIPPINES AND THE SVD 

Five centuries ago, the Philippines were “discovered” for Europe 
and Christianity. The first contact meant colonial submission and 
produced a conversion to Christianity without evangelization. The 
article shows how the Philippines nevertheless have been gifted by 
God and how it has become the Philippines’ turn now to share their 
faith. The history also shows the development of a mission-receiving 
church to a missionary church. The Divine Word Missionaries ar-
rived only in 1909 and have become an important congregation par-
ticularly in their missionary contribution and outlook in the Philip-
pines and the country’s missionary engagement. 

 
The year 2021 marks a milestone in the history of the church in the 

Philippines. It marks the fifth centennial of the arrival of Christianity 
in the country. The Philippine Church is celebrating this milestone 
with the theme “Gifted to Give,” a theme inspired by a verse from the 
Gospel of Matthew, 10:8b—“Freely you have received, freely give,” or, 
in another translation, “What you have received as a gift, give as a 
gift.” 

Behind this theme is the conviction that, after having been gifted 
with the Christian faith for the last 500 years, it is now the turn of the 
Philippines to share this faith with Asia and the rest of the world. In 
other words, the aim of the celebration, according to the Catholic Bish-
ops’ Conference of the Philippines (CBCP), is “to rekindle the commit-
ment of the Philippine Church to take seriously its mission of sharing 
the Faith with the whole world.” The celebration, then, intends to 
mark the transition of the Philippine Church from being a “mission-
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receiving church” to a “mission-sending church,” or from being a “mis-
sion church” to being a “missionary church.” 

This essay offers a reflection on the beginnings of Christianity in 
the Philippines and on the role the Society of the Divine Word (SVD) 
has played and continues to play in the Philippine Church. 

1.  The Beginnings of Christianity in the Philippines— 
“Gifted to Give” 

The Philippine Church’s celebration of 1521 focuses on the arrival 
of Christianity in the country.1 It commemorates in particular two im-
portant events in 1521, namely, the celebration of the first mass on 
Philippine soil on March 31, 1521, and of the first baptisms in the coun-
try on April 14, 1521. The following brief review of the events in 1521 
provides the historical context of these two events. 

1.1.  Brief Review of the Events in 15212 

(1) Samar. March 16, 1521, which was a Saturday, is regarded as 
the date of the arrival of the Magellan Expedition on Philippine shores. 
What actually happened on this day was that Ferdinand Magellan and 
his crew of about 140 men sighted the southeastern tip of the island of 

                                                           
1  The Philippine Church’s celebration of 1521 needs to be distinguished from, 

but also seen in the context of, the celebration organized by the national 
government. Initially, the Philippine President, Rodrigo Duterte, was re-
ported as having declared that there was nothing to celebrate about 1521 
because it only marks the beginning of Spanish colonization of the islands. 
Eventually, however, he created the National Quincentennial Committee 
(NQC) with the aim of commemorating the 500th anniversary of the Filipi-
nos’ first contact with the Spanish in 1521 from a “Filipino-centric point of 
view.” The NQC is tasked to organize and oversee the 2021 QCP (or the 
2021 Quincentennial Commemorations in the Philippines), commemorat-
ing three events: (1) 500th anniversary of the introduction of Christianity 
in the Philippines; (2) 500th anniversary of the Philippine part in the first 
circumnavigation of the world, and (3) 500th anniversary of the Victory at 
Mactan. See https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/2021_Quincentennial_Commem 
orations_in_the_Philippines (accessed March 30, 2021). 

2  Based on Teodoro R. Catindig, “MAGELLAN: The Journey across the Phil-
ippines, March 16, 1521–October 27, 1521,” in: Philippines Historical Com-
mittee, The Beginnings of Christianity in the Philippines, Quezon City: Ver-
tex Press 1965, 12-30; also on Antonio Pigafetta, “Primo viaggio intorno al 
mondo,” in: Emma Helen Blair and James Alexander Robertson (eds.), Vol. 
33 of The Philippine Islands, 1493–1898, Cleveland: Arthur H. Clark 1903–
1909, 55 vols. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/2021_Quincentennial_Commem%20orations_in_the_Philippines
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/2021_Quincentennial_Commem%20orations_in_the_Philippines


Antonio M. Pernia, SVD 

Verbum SVD 62:2-3 (2021) 

160 

Samar after sailing for seven days from the Ladrones Islands (or the 
Marianas, and now Guam).3 

(2) Suluan. The crew could not land on the island of Samar because 
of the many shoals in its waters. In addition, Magellan feared that the 
island was inhabited, and he did not want to risk a hostile encounter 
with the natives, since his men had been weakened by the long and 
arduous voyage from the Ladrones Islands. So, they moved to another 
smaller island off the island of Samar called Suluan. Since this island 
was also inhabited, they did not land here either. They simply an-
chored off this island for the night. 

(3) Homonhon. The following day (March 17, Sunday), they 
landed on the uninhabited island of Homonhon in order to find water 
and allow the men to rest and recover their strength. The inhabitants 
of Suluan, who had come out to find out who the foreigners were, 
turned out to be friendly and hospitable, and provided the foreigners 
with provisions. Magellan and his men stayed on this island for nine 
days. 

(4) Limasawa. On March 25, which was Holy Monday, the crew 
sailed for the island of Leyte which was reputed to have an abundance 
of provisions and gold. But a storm prevented them from reaching 
Leyte. Instead, they sailed to and reached the island of Limasawa on 
March 28 which was Holy Thursday. The inhabitants of Limasawa and 
their king, Rajah Kolambu, were also friendly and hospitable. In fact, 
Rajah Kolambu and Magellan performed the ritual of “casi-casi” (or 
“blood compact”) by which both became sworn blood brothers. It was 
here, on March 31, which was Easter Sunday, that the first mass was 
celebrated on Philippine soil. The priest was Fr. Pedro Valderrama. 
After the mass, Magellan erected a cross on a hill and took possession 
of the islands for Spain, naming them “Islas de San Lázaro.”4 

                                                           
3  Some historians claim that actually the date was March 17 (Sunday). An-

tonio Pigafetta, the official chronicler of the Magellan expedition, appar-
ently did not reckon that they had lost one day in crossing the International 
Dateline in the Pacific. See, for instance, Catindig, “MAGELLAN,” 12, foot-
note 2. 

4  In those days, the fifth Sunday of Lent was known as “Domingo de San 
Lázaro,” the “Sunday of St. Lazarus,” that is, the brother of Mary and Mar-
tha of Bethany in the Gospel of John (see John 11:1-45 which was the gos-
pel reading for this Sunday, i.e., the raising of Lazarus from the dead). This 
was when Magellan and his men arrived in the Philippines—the Saturday 
before the fifth Sunday of Lent, if March 16, or the fifth Sunday of Lent 
itself, if March 17, 1521. See Jose Vicente Braganza, SVD, The Encounter: 
The Epic Story of the Christianization of the Philippines, Manila: Catholic 
Trade School 1965, 4; also http://rtvd.org/actualidad_/domingo-de-lazaro/, 
or https://pintakasi1521.blogspot.com/2018/03/san-lazaro-de-manila-mani 

http://rtvd.org/actualidad_/domingo-de-lazaro/
https://pintakasi1521.blogspot.com/2018/03/san-lazaro-de-manila-manilas-comfort-of.html
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Needing more provisions for their onward journey to the Moluccas 
(or the “Spice Islands”), Magellan sought the advice of Rajah Kolambu 
about where he might get these provisions. Rajah Kolambu directed 
him to Cebu, offering to guide them there himself. 

(5) Cebu. The fleet left Limasawa on April 4 and entered the port 
of Cebu on April 7 (Sunday).5 The king of Cebu was Rajah Humabon. 
And after an initial disagreement with Magellan about paying transit 
dues, the two eventually became friends. Trading between the two 
sides then took place. Magellan sought to cement this friendly relation 
between the foreigners and the natives by Christianizing them. Thus, 
on April 14 (Sunday), Rajah Humabon and his wife, Hara Humamay, 
were baptized, along with about 800 of their subjects. Humabon was 
given the Christian name Carlos (after the King of Spain) and his wife 
Juana (after the mother of the King of Spain). After her baptism, the 
Queen of Cebu asked for, and was given by Magellan, the beautiful 
wooden statue of the Child Jesus (or the Santo Niño), believed to be 
the same statue which Miguel Lopez de Legazpi found 44 years later 
in 1565. The news of the baptisms spread throughout Cebu and the 
neighboring islands so that in the following eight days about 2,200 na-
tives were baptized. 

(6) Mactan. To consolidate Spanish sovereignty over the islands, 
Magellan made Rajah Humabon a viceroy of the King of Spain. And he 
made all the other chieftains or rajahs in the region swear obedience 
to Humabon. One rajah, however, refused to obey. This was Rajah 
Lapu-Lapu of the neighboring island of Mactan. As a result, the capital 
town of Mactan (Bulaia)6 was burned and razed to the ground. At early 
dawn on April 27 (Saturday), Magellan led an expedition to punish this 
defiant chieftain. It was in the subsequent “Battle of Mactan” that Ma-
gellan was killed, along with some of his men. 

Four days later, on May 1 (Wednesday), Rajah Humabon gave a 
feast for the Spaniards and slaughtered 27 of those who were invited.7 
The crew immediately raised anchor and left Cebu. As they cleared the 
harbor, they saw a group of natives tearing down the great cross which 

                                                           
las-comfort-of.html, or https://es.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lázaro_(nombre), or 
http://www.ssantabenavente.com/paginas/Arca/DomingoLazaro.htm (ac-
cessed March 30, 2021). 

5  See Pigafetta, Primo viaggio intorno al mondo, 137, pace Catindig who says 
that it was on Monday, April 8 (see Catindig, “MAGELLAN,” 21). 

6  See also Pigafetta, Primo viaggio intorno al mondo, 167 and 161. 
7  The number of those invited and killed is variously given. See Pigafetta, 

ibid., 342, footnote 361. 

https://pintakasi1521.blogspot.com/2018/03/san-lazaro-de-manila-manilas-comfort-of.html
https://es.wikipedia.org/wiki/L%C3%A1zaro_(nombre)
http://www.ssantabenavente.com/paginas/Arca/DomingoLazaro.htm
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Magellan had erected—a sad but not entirely unexpected conclusion to 
the attempt at Christianization without evangelization. 

1.2.  “Gifted” 

In many ways, the coming of Christianity to the Philippines in 1521 
can be regarded as an unprecedented and, indeed, an unexpected gift. 
The following three considerations may be regarded as underlining the 
“gift-character” of the coming of Christianity to the country. 

(1) Unintended Destination. First of all, the explicit instructions 
of the King of Spain were for the Magellan Expedition to sail to the 
Moluccas or the “Spice Islands” to look for spices, as well as discover a 
western route to these islands as the eastern route lay within the ju-
risdiction of Portugal. In other words, the destination was not the Phil-
ippines, nor was the objective the Christianization of the inhabitants 
of these islands. They simply chanced upon the Philippines as they 
were looking for a western route to the Spice Islands. 

In fact, while they were on the island of Limasawa, Magellan held 
a council of his officers to discuss further plans. Magellan’s subordi-
nates insisted that they should now sail to the Moluccas according to 
the instructions of the King of Spain and then return immediately to 
Spain. Magellan disagreed and maintained that they should explore 
and see more of the islands which he had just claimed for Spain. Be-
sides, they needed to gather more provisions for their onward journey 
to the Moluccas.8 

Thus, it can be said that the Christianization of the Philippines was 
not in the plans of the King of Spain nor in those of Magellan and his 
crew when they left Seville for the Spice Islands. In a certain sense, we 
can see God’s hand in this unintended result of the Magellan Expedi-
tion. Thus, the coming of Christianity to the Philippines in 1521 may 
be attributed to Divine Providence and can be considered an unex-
pected gift from God. 

(2) Friendliness of the Filipinos. Second, it was also unexpected 
that the natives of the Philippines would turn out to be friendly and 
hospitable to the foreigners. In fact, based on their experience with the 
Chamorros in the Ladrones Islands, Magellan seemed to have expected 
to find the inhabitants of the Philippine islands to be hostile and un-
welcoming. That is why, as mentioned above, he was careful not to land 
on an inhabited island upon their arrival. He wanted to avoid a hostile 

                                                           
8  See Catindig, “MAGELLAN,” 19-20. 
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encounter with the natives while his men had still to regain their 
strength after the long voyage from the Ladrones Islands. 

But, as we saw above, the inhabitants of Suluan, Limasawa and 
eventually Cebu showed an amazing friendliness and hospitality. They 
readily welcomed their visitors and supplied them with provisions. Af-
ter an initial disagreement over the payment of transit dues, Rajah 
Humabon of Cebu eventually sealed a cordial friendship with Magel-
lan and his men. Only Rajah Lapu-Lapu of Mactan dared to defy the 
foreigners, going down in history as having repelled these Spanish in-
vaders. 

The early and rapid acceptance of the Christian faith by the natives 
is another aspect of the gift-character of the coming of Christianity to 
the Philippines. The motives for this early acceptance of the Christian 
faith may not have been exactly noble and sublime. One historian ex-
plains the reasons for the rapid Christianization of the natives in this 
way:9 

(a) First, fear. The natives feared that they would all be destroyed 
should they refuse the faith of their visitors. When Magellan’s fleet 
entered the port of Cebu, he wanted to impress the unsophisticated 
natives by presenting himself as a god who could call down lightning 
and thunder from the heavens. So, he signaled his ships to fire their 
guns and cannons, at which the natives fled in fear in all directions. 
Thus, right from the start, the visitors impressed the natives with their 
invulnerability, their magical powers, and their superior weapons. As 
Antonio Pigafetta, the official chronicler of the expedition, writes: “As 
handkerchiefs wipe off the sweat, so did our arms overthrow and de-
stroy all our adversaries, and those who hate our faith.”10 

(b) Second, hope of material advantages. The natives, and in partic-
ular Rajah Humabon, believed that the source of their visitors’ might 
was their religion. And so, if they were to become Christians, they too 
would become invulnerable and would be able to call down thunder 
and lightning on their enemies. 

(c) Third, the zeal of the crew members. The men on the ships had 
been without female companionship for a year and a half. And it was 
only to be expected that, when they were given freedom of movement 
in Cebu, they would seek out the women and girls of the island. In an 
attempt to control them, Magellan ordered Fr. Valderrama to preach 
to them that it was a mortal sin to have relations with a pagan 

                                                           
9  See ibid., 23-24. 
10  Pigafetta, Primo viaggio intorno al mondo, 143, as quoted by Catindig, 

“MAGELLAN,” 23. 
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woman.11 Because of this, the crew members became zealous promot-
ers of Christianity, baptizing every woman with whom they proposed 
to have relations. 

No matter how base or less-than-worthy the motives and circum-
stances may have been, still the amazing readiness of the natives to 
embrace Christianity is another indication of the gift-character of the 
Christianization of the Philippines. This, too, is a sign of Divine Prov-
idence behind these events. 

(3) Bulwark of Christianity in the Far East. A third aspect of 
the gift-character of the Christianization of the Philippines, this time 
in favor of the Universal church or of world-Christianity, is the fact 
that it virtually impeded the spread of Islam in the archipelago and 
the rest of the Far East. Had Christianity not come to the Philippines 
in the 16th century, Islam would have dominated the whole country, 
and there would have been no force to impede its progress to China 
and Japan.12 

Islam had spread eastward along the ancient trade routes. It had 
made its presence felt in Cambodia, Sumatra and Java. Its onward 
march progressed northwards from Borneo to the Philippines. If Chris-
tianity had not arrived in the Philippines in 1521, the country today 
would perhaps be a center of Muslim culture and religion. Just as, a 
century before, the might of Spain brought about the victory of the 
cross over the crescent in the Iberian Peninsula, thereby saving Eu-
rope from Islam, the same power prevented the onward march of Islam 
in the Far East a century later.13 

Here, too, one can see God’s hand behind these events. Again, the 
Christianization of the Philippines may be attributed to Divine Provi-
dence and may, indeed, be considered an unexpected a gift of God, not 
only to the natives of the islands but also to the entire Catholic Church. 

1.3.  “To Give” 

Philippine Church historians usually distinguish between the 
“Christianization” and the “Evangelization” of the Philippines. While 
the coming of Magellan and his men in 1521 led to the “Christianiza-
tion” of the Philippines through the baptism of many of the natives, no 
systematic evangelization was undertaken. In fact, after the Battle of 
Mactan, the Magellan expedition left Cebu in a hurry and continued 

                                                           
11  See also Pigafetta, ibid., 145. 
12  See Braganza, The Encounter, ix-x, 181-183. 
13  See ibid. 
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on their journey to the Moluccas. There were no missionaries left be-
hind to care for the newly-baptized Filipinos. 

Systematic evangelization began only with the coming in 1565, 44 
years later, of Miguel Lopez de Legazpi and Fray Andres de Urdaneta 
and other Augustinian friars.14 The Augustinians were followed by 
other missionary orders—the Franciscans (1578),15 the Jesuits 
(1581),16 the Dominicans (1587),17 and the Augustinian Recollects 
(1606)18 from both Spain and Mexico. Thus began the establishment 
and development of the Catholic Church in the Philippines. Manila be-
came a bishopric in 1579 and an archbishopric in 1595. And so, a veri-
table local church was established before the close of the 16th century. 

The 4th centennial of the systematic evangelization of the Philip-
pines was celebrated in 1965. By then, a full-blown and dynamic and 
vibrant local church was already in existence in the country. A sign of 
the Philippine Church’s maturity was the establishment of the “Mis-
sion Society of the Philippines” in 1965, precisely on the occasion of the 
4th centennial of evangelization of the Philippines. This was, as it were, 
the response of the Philippine Church to the gift of the Christian faith 
received 400 years earlier. This was a recognition by the Philippine 
Church that she had, indeed, been “gifted to give.” The principal agents 
of this giving are the following: 

(1) Philippine Mission Societies. The Mission Society of the 
Philippines (MSP) is the national mission society of the Philippines. 
Its objective is to send Filipino missionaries abroad. To date, several of 
its members are working as missionaries in Asia and other parts of the 
world. The Society continues to grow, attracting new members from 
among the youth. Aside from the MSP, the Lorenzo Ruiz Mission Soci-
ety (LRMS) was established by Jaime Cardinal Sin in 1987 for the pur-
pose of serving the Chinese both in the Philippines and abroad. 

(2) Religious Congregations in the Philippines. Religious con-
gregations in the Philippines, both of men and of women, and both in-
ternational and locally-based, have also been sending Filipino mis-

                                                           
14  See Pedro G. Galende, OSA, The Augustinians in the Philippines 1565–

1890: Boletín Eclesiástico de Filipinas, Vol. XXXIX, January-February, No. 
435 (1965) 35-78. 

15  See Apolinar Pastrana, OFM, The Franciscans and the Evangelization of 
the Philippines (1578–1900): ibid., 80-115. 

16  See Horacio de la Costa, SJ, The Jesuits in the Philippines (1581–1900): 
ibid., 116-136. 

17  See Pablo Fernandez, OP, Dominican Apostolate in the Philippines: ibid., 
148-181. 

18  See Pedro Herce, ORSA, The Recollects in the Philippines: ibid., 220-253. 
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sionaries abroad. In fact, even before the establishment of the MSP, 
several Filipino missionaries had already been sent to the foreign mis-
sions. Arguably, the very first Filipino missionaries to be sent abroad 
were two SVD missionaries who left for Indonesia in 1951, Fr. Manuel 
Villaruz and Fr. Fernando de Pedro. By mid-2000, Catholic Filipino 
missionaries abroad numbered over 1,500—to be precise, 1,329 women 
and 206 men from 69 religious congregations serving in some 80 coun-
tries.19 

(3) Local Dioceses. Aside from the religious congregations, sev-
eral dioceses are also participating in missio ad gentes through the 
Fidei Donum program. 

(4) Lay Missionaries. The Filipino laity are also participating in 
this missionary undertaking through autonomous lay mission socie-
ties, like the Philippine Catholic Lay Mission (PCLM), founded by 
Maryknoll; lay mission partners of religious congregations; and the 
new “lay movements,” like the El Shaddai and Couples for Christ. 

(5) Overseas Filipinos. Finally, we cannot fail to mention the im-
mense number of Filipino migrant workers, as well as other Filipino 
immigrants abroad. Today there are about 10 million overseas Filipi-
nos. They may not be doing missionary work in the traditional sense 
of the word, but certainly in many countries they constitute a dynamic 
presence in the local churches of the places where they live or work. 

At the Mass celebrated at St. Peter’s Basilica on March 14, 2021 
and presided over by Pope Francis to mark the 500 years of Christian-
ity in the Philippines, the Pope paid special tribute to these overseas 
Filipinos, particularly the Filipino migrant workers. In his homily, he 
said: 

Five hundred years have passed since the Christian mes-
sage first arrived in the Philippines. You received the joy 
of the Gospel: the good news that God so loved us that he 
gave his Son for us. And this joy is evident in your people. 
We see it in your eyes, on your faces, in your songs and in 
your prayers—in the joy with which you bring your faith 
to other lands. I have often said that here in Rome Filipino 
women are “smugglers” of the faith! Because wherever 
they go to work, they sow the faith. It is part of your genes, 
a blessed “infectiousness” that I urge you to preserve. 
Keep bringing the faith, the good news you received 500 
years ago, to others. I want to thank you, then, for the joy 

                                                           
19  See James H. Kroeger, “A Beautiful Journey of Faith: Five Centuries of 

Philippine Catholicism,” unpublished manuscript, 2021 (meanwhile pub-
lished: SEDOS Bulletin 53 [1-2.2021] 2-16). 
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you bring to the whole world and to our Christian commu-
nities.20 

2.  The SVD in the Philippines—“Gifted because It Gives” 

In the context of the 500 years of Christianity in the Philippines, 
the SVD is a latecomer. The Society came to the Philippines only in 
1909, eleven years after the end of Spanish rule in the country in 1898. 
But its coming was precisely connected with the departure from the 
Philippines of the Spaniards and of most of their missionaries.21 

The long-standing disillusionment among many Filipinos towards 
the Spanish colonial government, fueled by a growing sense of nation-
alism, came to a head with the outbreak of the Philippine Revolution 
toward the end of the 19th century, leading to the declaration of Phil-
ippine independence in June 1898. At the same time, the Spanish-
American War broke out in April 1898. With the defeat of Spain by the 
Americans, the Philippines was ceded by Spain to the United States of 
America in the Treaty of Paris in December 1898. The ensuing situa-
tion was chaotic, to say the least, with two groups claiming the right 
to govern the Philippines—the Filipino revolutionaries who claimed 
victory over the Spanish colonial government and the American mili-
tary which claimed to have defeated the Spanish forces. This led to the 
Philippine-American war which erupted in February 1899. 

With the end of Spanish rule in the country, the church in the Phil-
ippines was faced with several major challenges. First, many of the 
Spanish missionaries either returned to Spain or were captured and 
imprisoned. This was a major challenge in view of the scarcity of Fili-
pino priests until then. Second, with the eventual establishment of 
American rule in the country, the American public-school system was 
introduced. This became a doorway for the coming and spread of Prot-
estantism in the country, as most of the public-school teachers sent 
from America were Protestants. Third, as an off-shoot of the Philippine 
Revolution, an independent national church was established in 1902, 
the Iglesia Filipina Independiente (IFI), headed by a Filipino priest, 
Gregorio Aglipay, as obispo maximo. This came to be popularly known 
as the Aglipayan Church, which eventually broke away from the 

                                                           
20  See https://www.rappler.com/nation/full-text-pope-francis-homily-500th-

year-christianity-philippines (accessed March 30, 2021). 
21  For the socio-political and religious situation in the Philippines at the turn 

of the century, see Michael G. Layugan, SVD, From Mission Church to Mis-
sionary Church: Divine Word Missionaries in the Philippines 1909–1957, 
Manila: Logos Publications 2014, 21-47. 

https://www.rappler.com/nation/full-text-pope-francis-homily-500th-year-christianity-philippines
https://www.rappler.com/nation/full-text-pope-francis-homily-500th-year-christianity-philippines
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Roman Catholic Church. The confluence of these three factors led to a 
situation where instead of “fighting each other, the Aglipayans and the 
Protestants ‘joined forces, and thus the Catholic Church was put on 
the defensive, fighting against an alliance of Aglipayans, Protestants, 
and a government that seemed to favor anything as long as it was not 
the Catholic Church.’”22 

This situation forced the bishops of the Philippines, who were by 
now mostly Americans, to request the Holy See for help from mission-
ary congregations of men and women from Europe, America, and Aus-
tralia. Several missionary congregations responded and sent mission-
aries to the Philippines.23 Among these was the Society of the Divine 
Word which came in 1909. 

2.1.  Beginnings of SVD Presence in the Philippines 

The “Philippine SVD Mission” holds the distinction of being the last 
mission accepted and organized by the Founder, St. Arnold Janssen. 
The idea of an SVD mission in the Philippines was first broached in 
1903 by Fr. Eberhard Limbrock, Prefect Apostolic of German New Gui-
nea, after one of his visits to the country.24 The first request for mis-
sionaries came from Archbishop Jeremiah Harty, the archbishop of 
Manila. This, however, was rejected by the Founder, presumably be-
cause the request was limited to work in parishes. The second request 
came from Bishop Dennis Joseph Dougherty of the Diocese of Nueva 

                                                           
22  Layugan, ibid., 33, quoting Pedro De Achútegui/Miguel Bernad, The Life 

and Church of Gregorio Aglipay, 1860–1960, Vol. 1 of Religious Revolution 
in the Philippines, Manila: Ateneo de Manila 1960, 248. 

23  See Layugan, ibid., 44: “… the sisters of St. Paul of Chartres (1904), the 
Redemptorists (1906), the Benedictine sisters of Tutzing (1906), the Mill 
Hill missionaries (1906), the Scheut missionaries (1907), the missionaries 
of the Sacred Heart of Jesus (1908), the Divine Word missionaries (1909), 
the missionary Canonesses of St. Augustine (1910), the Brothers of the 
Christian Schools (1911), the Holy Spirit sisters (1912), the Franciscan 
Missionaries of Mary (1912), the sisters of the Good Shepherd (1912), the 
Oblates of St. Joseph (1915), the sisters of the Holy Spirit of Perpetual Ad-
oration (1923), the Maryknoll fathers and brothers (1924), and the Colum-
bans (1928).” 

24  See Fritz Bornemann, Arnold Janssen: Founder of Three Missionary Con-
gregations, 1837–1909, A Biography, trans. by John Vogelgesang, Manila: 
Arnoldus Press 1975, 484; also Josef Alt, Journey of Faith: The Missionary 
Life of Arnold Janssen, trans. by Frank Mansfield and Jacqueline Mul-
berge (Studia Instituti Missiologici Societatis Verbi Divini 78), Nettetal: Steyler 
Verlag 2002, 895. 
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Segovia in Vigan, citing the danger of the Catholic faithful being lured 
away by the Aglipayan schismatics and the Protestant missionaries.25 

In 1906, the Society had accepted the mission in Japan and in 1907 
had sent the first three missionaries there. This mission in non-Chris-
tian Japan emboldened the Founder to try to convince his council, 
which was intent on preserving the primary purpose of the Society, 
that is, the proclamation of the Gospel to non-Christians, to agree to a 
mission in the Catholic country of the Philippines.26 

By mid-1907, the Founder had already obtained the consent of the 
general council, received the blessings of the Propaganda Fide, and 
appointed the first two missionaries for the new mission. Thus, he 
wrote to Bishop Dennis Dougherty of Vigan that the first two mission-
aries would be arriving in November of that year. Due to some difficul-
ties, actually the first two missionaries, different from the ones ap-
pointed by the Founder, arrived in Manila only on August 15, 1909, 
exactly seven months after the death of the Founder. It fell on his suc-
cessor, Fr. Nicholas Blum, to choose the first two missionaries and 
send them to the Philippines—Fr. Ludwig Beckert, a missionary in 
China, and Fr. Johann Scheiermann, newly ordained at St. Gabriel in 
Vienna.27 

(1) Abra. The mission entrusted to the SVD by Bishop Dougherty 
was work among both Christians and non-Christians in the province 
of Abra, which was then part of the Diocese of Vigan (Nueva Segovia). 
Like every beginning, the first years of the Society in the Philippines 
were difficult years. Only five months after their arrival, Johann Schei-
ermann died of typhoid fever in January 1910. Ludwig Beckert was 
left alone to carry on the work in very trying conditions. Later that 
year, however, the first reinforcements came from Steyl with the arri-
val of four other missionaries. In 1912 five more came, two of whom 
were SVD Brothers. In this same year, the first four SSpS sisters came 
to join the mission. The first seven years exacted a high toll on the 
young mission. Between 1909 and 1916, five SVD missionaries died, 
one by drowning in the Abra river and the others due to fatal ail-
ments.28 

As early as May-June 1912, a general visitation was conducted of 
the mission by Fr. Johann Weig, nephew of Bishop John Anzer of South 
                                                           
25  See Layugan, From Mission Church to Missionary Church, 48-54. 
26  See Bornemann, Arnold Janssen, 484-485. 
27  See Bornemann, ibid., 484-488; Alt, Journey of Faith, 894-900. 
28  See PHC (Philippine Central Province) Website, “Milestones in the History 

of the Philippine SVD. The Philippine SVD Centennial.” PHC Website, 
http://www.svdphc.org/centennial.html (accessed April 2009). 
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Shantung and one of the pioneers of the mission in Japan. Among other 
things, this visitation led to the establishment of a Procure in the cap-
ital city of Manila in 1913.29 This eventually developed into the Catho-
lic Trade School, which served as a printing press and a training 
ground for candidates to the Brotherhood. The next general visitation 
was carried out from December 1921 to January 1922 by the superior 
general himself, Fr. Wilhelm Gier, who had been elected superior gen-
eral only the year before in September 1920. This second visitation led 
to the engagement of the Society in the training of the native diocesan 
clergy and the eventual establishment of an SVD seminary for the for-
mation of Filipino SVD priests and brothers.30 

(2) Christ the King Mission Seminary. Fr. Theodore Butten-
bruch, one of the pioneers who came in 1912 with the third batch of 
missionaries from Steyl and was appointed Regional Superior in 1927, 
spearheaded the project of the construction of Christ the King Mission 
Seminary in the area of the capital then known as “New Manila.” Scar-
city of financial means caused the delay of the project and untold anx-
ieties in the man who envisioned it. But he was determined to bring 
the project to completion. And his determination was based in no small 
measure on the prayerful support of the Adoration Sisters (SSpSAP), 
the first ten of whom had arrived in the country in 1923. A generous 
sum was loaned for the project by Bishop Constance Jurgens, CICM, 
of the Diocese of Tuguegarao. In exchange, the Society had to send mis-
sionaries to work in the bishop’s diocese in the province of Cagayan in 
northern Philippines. 

In 1934 the SVD mission seminary finally opened its doors to its 
first 16 students—eight in first year high school and eight in fifth year 
or junior college.31 Of these last eight, five were ordained SVD priests 
in 1943.32 These five, however, were not the first Filipino SVDs. Even 
before the start of the construction of Christ the King Seminary, a few 
candidates were sent to Techny in the USA for their novitiate and the-
ological studies. A total of eight were sent between the years 1928 and 

                                                           
29  See Johann Weig, “Protocol of the General Visitation 1912,” trans. by Her-

bert Scholz. 
30  See Manfred Mueller, The Founding of Christ the King Mission Seminary 

in New Manila, Rome, 1978, 5-6; also Enrique Buerschen, “Heralds of the 
Word,” in: The Kingdom of the Word. Philippine SVD Festschrift, Manila: 
Arnoldus Press 1975, 50. 

31  See Mueller, The Founding of Christ the King Mission Seminary, 14-42. 
32  See Mueller, ibid., 46, footnote 148; also Vicente Braganza, “O Pioneers!” 

in: The Kingdom of the Word. Philippine SVD Festschrift, 73. 
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1933.33 Of these, seven were ordained priests, the very first one in 1936 
at the newly opened Christ the King Mission Seminary.34 

(3) Further Development.35 In 1951, the first Filipino SVDs re-
ceived appointment to the foreign missions—two priests to Indonesia 
(Fr. Manuel Villaruz and Fr. Fernando de Pedro) and two Brothers in 
temporal vows to New Guinea. The Brothers, however, were unable to 
leave due to the refusal of the Australian government to grant them a 
visa.36 In 1952 the first Filipino SVD Brother professed final vows. This 
led to more Brother candidates joining the Society in the 1960s. 

2.2.  “Gifted” 

In 1907, in the context of the negotiations between the Founder and 
Bishop Dougherty, the Apostolic Delegate to the Philippines, Arch-
bishop Ambrogio Agius, OSB, spoke to Fr. Eberhard Limbrock and 
wrote to the Founder in these words: “I feel that God wants you here. 
Your mission in the Philippines will be a success and will call down 
many blessings on your Society.”37 

Indeed, from its small and humble beginnings, the Society in the 
Philippines has grown and developed into three provinces spread out 
over the entire country. The Philippine SVD counts a total of some 460 
members—easily the largest male religious congregation in the coun-
try today—engaged in a variety of apostolates and ministries, such as 
parishes and missions; schools and universities; formation houses and 
retreat centers; biblical and communication apostolates; ministry with 
indigenous peoples, street children, urban poor, and the Filipino-Chi-
nese community. Today, Filipino SVDs number about 500, constituting 
the third largest national group in the Society.38 

While vocations to the Society have dwindled somewhat, following 
the general trend of the decrease in religious vocations in the country, 
young men continue to join the Society and commit themselves to its 

                                                           
33  See Braganza, “O Pioneers!” 68-71. 
34  See Mueller, The Founding of Christ the King Mission Seminary, 42-43. 
35  For a fuller account of the development of SVD Mission in the Philippines 

until 1957, see Layugan, From Mission Church to Missionary Church, 563-
577. 

36  See Braganza, “O Pioneers!” 74-75. 
37  See Alt, Journey of Faith, 896; Layugan, From Mission Church to Mission-

ary Church, 53. 
38  See Catalogus Solidalium Societatis Verbi Divini 2021, Romae: Apud Cu-

riam Generalitiam. 
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missionary ideal. Every year an average of seven candidates profess 
final vows in the Society. 

2.3.  “Because It Gives” 

The many blessings on the Society in the Philippines, foreseen by 
Archbishop Agius, have come about mainly because it has always en-
deavored to be itself a blessing to the Philippine Church in particular 
and the Filipino people in general. And perhaps its greatest gift to the 
Philippine Church, in fidelity to the vision of its Founder, is its mis-
sionary charism. In a certain but real sense, the Society, in no small 
measure, has contributed and continues to contribute to the promotion 
of the mission awareness of the Philippine Church and of the Filipino 
people. Indeed, mission animation has always been and continues to 
be a characteristic feature of its many apostolates and ministries. The 
following considerations may be seen as expressions of the Society’s 
missionary charism or spirit of giving. 

(1) The Thrust to the Peripheries. From the beginning of its 
mission in the Philippines, the Society has always sought to be present 
in the peripheries rather than at the center. Abra, the location of its 
first mission, lies in the far north of the country. While it needed to 
establish a Procure in the capital city of Manila, its subsequent mis-
sions were in Mindoro, Zambales, and Cagayan. Likewise, when it be-
gan its school apostolate, schools were built not in Manila but in pro-
vincial towns like Bangued (Abra), Laoag (Ilocos Norte), Vigan (IIocos 
Sur), Calapan (Oriental Mindoro), San Jose (Occidental Mindoro), Tag-
bilaran (Bohol), and Legazpi (Albay). More recently, when the places 
of its first missions had progressed and developed, the Society sought 
out other peripheries like Palawan in the SVD Central Province (PHC); 
Surigao, Agusan del Sur, and Ipil in the SVD Southern Province (PHS); 
and Kalinga, Apayao, and the Mountain Province in the SVD Northern 
Province (PHN). This thrust to the peripheries can also be seen in its 
apostolate among the indigenous peoples like the Tingguians of Abra, 
the Mangyans of Mindoro, the Kalingas of Kalinga, and the Manobos 
of Agusan del Sur, as well as in its ministry to street children and 
homeless people in the cities and the urban poor in general. 

(2) Engagement with the “New Areopagi.” The first mission of 
the Society in the Philippines was engagement in pastoral work in par-
ishes. This was necessitated, as mentioned above, by the severe lack of 
priests with the departure of the Spanish missionaries at the end of 
the 19th century. With the growth of the Filipino clergy over the years, 
many of the parishes under the care of the SVD missionaries had to be 
handed over to the local diocesan clergy. This led to the Society’s 
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engagement in the so-called “specialized apostolates” or what Pope 
John Paul II called, in his encyclical Redemptoris missio (RM), the 
“modern equivalents of the Areopagus” (see RM 36-37)—particularly, 
the communication apostolate (print media, radio, TV, social media), 
the JPIC apostolate, and the biblical apostolate. 

(3) Mission Ad Gentes. The first two Filipino SVDs sent to the 
foreign missions in 1951 were followed, in subsequent years, by other 
Filipino SVD missionaries. While the years after 1951 saw only a spo-
radic sending of missionaries abroad, this practice became more regu-
lar starting in the 1970s with the strengthening of the mission orien-
tation of the SVD formation program at the Divine Word Seminary in 
Tagaytay. To date, around 120 Filipino SVD missionaries work outside 
the Philippines in some 40 countries. This group could possibly be the 
biggest among the more than 1,500 Filipino religious-missionaries 
working abroad. Counting those who have returned and those who 
have died, the total number of Filipino SVD missionaries sent abroad 
since the beginning of SVD presence in the country could easily reach 
200. 

3.  Conclusion 

Receiving a gift ennobles one’s dignity. To receive a gift is to be no-
ticed, to be recognized, to be appreciated, to be valued. A true gift is 
never deserved. But a gift genuinely given makes the recipient feel 
that he or she is “deserving” enough to receive a gift. Likewise, having 
received from God the gift of the Christian faith, Filipinos feel enno-
bled, and therefore immensely grateful for having been noticed, recog-
nized, appreciated, and valued by a most gracious God. The SVD in the 
Philippines shares in this gift and is cognizant as well of the many 
other gifts received by it as a religious-missionary congregation in the 
country. The Society in the Philippines, therefore, joins the Philippine 
Church and the entire Filipino nation in celebrating this milestone in 
their history and in thanking God for this tremendous gift. 

But for the gift to remain a gift, it needs to be shared with others. 
A gift that is kept for oneself becomes one’s possession and ceases to 
be a gift.39 Indeed, to be gifted is to give. Thus, the fifth centennial of 
the coming of Christianity to the Philippines is not just a time of grate-
ful celebration but also a call to renewal of the commitment to mission. 
The SVD in the Philippines also joins the Philippine Church in this 
                                                           
39  See Luis Antonio Cardinal Tagle, https://cbcpnews.net/cbcpnews/full-text-

cardinal-tagles-message-to-pope-francis-after-mass-for-ph-500-years-of-
christianity/ (accessed March 30, 2021). 
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renewal of commitment to mission. Indeed, for the Society, this com-
mitment is essential as it constitutes its very charism and identity. 
And it is this commitment to mission that has brought down upon itself 
innumerable blessings. Indeed, if the SVD in the Philippines wishes to 
continue to be gifted by God, it must continue, and strengthen even 
more, its giving. For, in the words attributed to St. Francis of Assisi, 
“it is in giving that we receive.” 

 

ABSTRACTS 

Vor 500 Jahren wurden die Philippinen für Europa und das Christentum 
„entdeckt“. Der erste Kontakt bedeutete koloniale Unterwerfung und führte 
zu einer Bekehrung zum Christentum ohne Evangelisierung. Der Beitrag 
zeigt, wie die Philippinen trotzdem dabei von Gott beschenkt wurden und wie 
jetzt die Philippinen selber an der Reihe sind, ihren Glauben weiterzugeben. 
Die Geschichte zeigt auch die Entwicklung von einer Kirche, die missioniert 
wurde, zu einer missionarischen Kirche. Die Steyler Missionare kamen erst 
1909 dort an und haben sich durch ihre missionarischen Beiträge und Per-
spektive zu einer wichtigen Kongregation der Philippinen und ihres Missions-
engagements entwickelt. 

Hace cinco siglos, se “descubrieron” las Filipinas para Europa y el cris-
tianismo. El primer contacto implicó la sumisión colonial y llevó a una con-
versión al cristianismo sin evangelización. El artículo muestra cómo las Fili-
pinas, a pesar de todo, han sido bendecidas por Dios y cómo ahora ha llegado 
el turno a las Filipinas a compartir su fe. La historia también muestra el des-
arrollo de una iglesia receptora de misión a una iglesia misionera. Los Misio-
neros del Verbo Divino llegaron solo en 1909 y se han tornado una con-
gregación importante particularmente por su aporte y perspectiva misioneros 
en las Filipinas y su compromiso misionero. 

Il y a 500 ans, les Philippines furent « découvertes » par l’Europe et la chré-
tienté. Le premier contact a eu pour conséquence la soumission coloniale et a 
entraîné une conversion au christianisme sans évangélisation. L’article 
montre comment les Philippines ont cependant été bénies de Dieu et comment, 
pour les Philippins, le tour est maintenant venu de partager leur foi. L’histoire 
montre aussi le passage d’une Église bénéficiaire de la mission à une Église 
missionnaire. Les missionnaires du Verbe Divin n’arrivèrent qu’en 1909 et 
sont devenus une congrégation importante particulièrement pour leur contri-
bution et leur perspective missionnaire aux Philippines et pour l’engagement 
missionnaire du pays. 
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