94 Father Carl — Passionist

f?/pes‘of the Filipinos did not match those needed for such

for.elgners." (It is always hard to envision Carl as a
foreigner anywhere—but American genes are American
genes.)

Carl was elated, impressed by this system of blood banks,
and showed his gratitude to the Europeans who went out
of their way to help him.

The operation was a success, but Carl in the so-called in-
tensive care was in agony when he awoke. Through ges-
tures and non-verbals, he was able to show the nursing staff
th'at the bandages had been put on backwards, and he was
lytmg ina pool of pain. It ended up Carl fixed the bandages
himself. He wanted no special treatment—his cure basically
was to trust in God.

As Procurator, Robert would be sent bills—incurred for in-
stance when Carl would take his catechists to restaurants
while on the road. The Procurator was constantly amazed
at the small amounts found on the bills. Carl watched the
budget at all times. He definitely left the impression that
he wanted to be tougher than any native in his lifestyle.

CHAPTER EIGHT

BILAANS “PERCHED ON THE
MOUNTAIN SIDES””

In 1958 the first Passionists had come to Mindanao. In 1959
a group of tribal elders sought out Father George Nolan who
was then stationed at Bolul. They wanted a school and

church.

These ancient peoples, who had been self-reliant and eager
hunters for over a thousand years, were hungry and desti-
tute. More than ninety percent of their ancestral lands had
been gobbled up, seized by land grabbers and homestead-
ers. Vast tracts of the richest agricultural land had been taken
over. The tribes were ignorant of Filipino law and were help-
less before this onslaught. That is actually one of the chief
reasons the natives had come to the Passionists for help.
Ranchers mining for gold, and above all illegal logging in-
terests, threatened their lands and actually extinction as the
forest habitat would disappear.

A letter to Sister Zoe, whom Father Carl met in Japan, tells
of his assignment to the Bilaans. It is dated January 16, 1978:
" About two years ago I volunteered to work among the Cul-
tural Minority Tribes here in our Diocese. At the time, due
to personnel problems, this was not possible. However, on
the occasion of my furlough or visit back to the States, I
was informed by our Religious Superior here in the Philip-
pines that my volunteering had been accepted. I was ap-
pointed Missionary to all the Bilaan tribal people in our
Diocese, conservatively estimated at around 80,000. It is
quite a challenge, and when people look at my gray and
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balfding head I simply inform them that ‘life begins at six-
ty!” Thank God for a strong back and excellent health.

““Upon my return to the Philippines in October 1977, 1 came
up here to Assumption Mission, the mountains of Bolul
about fifteen kilometers from Marbel where our Bishop re:
sides, and about sixty or seventy kilometers from Dadian-
gas, my former assignment. The first resident Passionist
priest came here in 1959, to establish this mission among
the Bilaan mountain tribal people. Over the years he laid
a wonderful foundation and eventually contacted other
Bilaan communities in other areas . . . Brother Louie, C.P.

was sent here as Director of the Mission, with a priest com:
ing up on Sundays for Mass. Pastoral work necessarily suf-
fered and other contacts became dormant, for about five
years.

"‘Brother Louie is still Director, and I am sort of parish priest
!:)ased here, but with the entire Diocese as my far-flung pari
ish. Right now we are trying to pull things together pas-
torally, and at the same time I am endeavoring to get a
working knowledge of the Bilaan dialect. I am somewhat
grounded due to a lack of a vehicle. We have a down-
payment on a second hand Toyota four-wheel-drive Jeep,
but still need $2,000.00 to close the deal. We are hoping and
praying that MIVA (Missionary Vehicle Association, Inc.)
will eventually grant our request for that amount of money.
Then I will get on the road.

"“Our Bilaan people are scattered throughout the mountains
of our Diocese. Ordinarily they do not live in villages but
perched on the mountainside in the midst of the few acres
t1_1ey try to farm. They plant mostly corn and some upland
rice, often in fields that only they and mountain goats can
traverse. Many are illiterate, although good advances have
been made through our mission elementary school. We have
fabout 250 Bilaan children in school here, and another forty
In an extension of our first and second grades farther up
in the mountains, a two-and-one-half hour hike from here.
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We also support twenty-five high school students down in
the valley, and five or six students in college. These are the

future hope of their people.”

Father Harold Reusch, C.P., former Passionist Superior in
the Philippines, and now General Consultor in Rome, has
sent the following background material for understanding
Carl’s work in the mission to the Bilaans.

“In 1958, when Father George went up to Bolul as the first
Passionist missionary to reach this ‘original’ people, he
found the people had a tribal custom of CHILD (OR IN-
FANT) MARRIAGE. The parents made all the arrangements
for the marriage of their children. The primary considera-
tion was some kind of financial gain or at least some kind
of strengthening of family ties that would bring financial
gain. (Sometimes, these arrangements were made even BE-
FORE a child was born!). The parents, with their consul-
tants, spent long hours arguing over the BRIDE PRICE, etc.
Bride prices were usually set in terms of brass gongs, beaded
necklaces, special metal tools or weapons, etc., etc., since
these things usually constituted the ““wealth”” of a man or
his family. There was no need to speak of horses or land,
etc., since a horse was always considered more valuable
than a wife! The same goes, even more so, for a piece of
land or a house. Before the marriage was agreed upon, there
had to be an exchange of a rather complicated list of these
“‘Bride Prices.”” The Bride Price was very important for the
stability of the marriage. The Bilaans had no problem allow-
ing divorces. A man and his wife could normally separate
at any time; any time, that is, that they were prepared to
RETURN the exact Bride Price. It had to be the SAME in-
struments that had originally been given before the mar-
riage. So, quite a number of divorces were prevented
because the original ‘“‘Bride Price’” had been sold, or lost
or stolen or given away, etc.

Another custom which interfered with the evangelization
of this tribe was the practice of polygamy. A man was usu-
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ally allowed to have as many wives as he could support.
I remember one old chief telling me he had had ten wives.
Some of them had died, some of them he had sent back
home. He was then living with only four survivors. (He was
about eighty at the time. Later, I heard he had acquired a
nice new wife. She was just about sixteen years of age.) The
system of polygamy seems to have worked reasonably well
among the Bilaans. The wives would all live in the same
house and take turns with the husband. There was always
the Number One Wife who made all the arrangements and
who decided which wife would sleep with the husband on
which night, etc. Apparently, this did not disturb the
women that much. I remember George telling me years ago
that the best arrangement (for peace in the house) was for
a man to have THREE wives. One was was just not enough
since she could not do all the household chores, cooking,
etc., and also take care of plowing the fields, etc. Two was
just hopeless. They were simply fighting all the time. Three
wives brought peace since the wives could spend a good
part of the day complaining: A to B; B to C; and C to A!

"“If a man with many wives wanted to become a Christian,
there were obvious problems. The Code says that the man
is to give up all but one wife. But, what will happen when
he throws the other wives out of his house? They will have
no house or land or work and no way to survive. Most often,
their own family will not take them back unless the hus-
band gives back the “Bride Price,”” etc. The Code says again
that if the discarded wives have no way to support them-

wonder who figured out that one!)

“0.K., how to evangelize a people with such desperate cus-
toms such as these? From the beginning, the Passionist
sought the solution to the problem in Education. An elemen-
tary school was set up at Bolul in the early days. Previously,
the Bilaans had no education whatsoever. It was not easy
to get the children to come to school in the beginning (even
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now, not too easy!). It was also necessary to try to convince
the parents not to marry off their children until they were
older. Our missionaries, Father Carl very much included,
must have done their work of persuasion quite well since
there was a gradual, slow but sure, change in these prac-
tices. Once the children got into the habit of going to school
they grew to like school. With more education, they saw
the foolishness of the old system of child marriage. After
finishing elementary school, those who were willing to go
to high school realized that they should put marriage off
until they had completed their schooling. Some few Bilaans
have also gone through college and have also waited to
marry until they have finished this level of education. So,
the problem of child marriages has been somewhat eradi-
cated through this process of educating the children.

““The problem of polygamy? All we can say is it has been
greatly curtailed through the same education process. The
situation is certainly changed from what it was just thirty-
two years ago. I think we can call that rather good progress!
You have probably heard that the total population of the
Bilaan Tribe which Carl worked with is around 80,000 per-
sons? It's quite difficult to arrive at a truly accurate figure.
Anything from 60,000-100,000 or more seems to be possi-
ble. Well, if we take 80,000 as the total population, it must
be kept in mind that only about 20,000 maximum have been
converted so far. Again, I'm using an estimated figure here.
I think we can say that about sixty to seventy-five percent
of the Bilaans are still waiting to be evangelized. This means,
that among these non-Christian Bilaans you will still find
those who retain the negative customs which I've men-
tioned here. In other words, a lot of work remains just to
reach these unevangelized Bilaans. It also means that our
Christian Bilaans must be carefully nourished so that they
will not be wrongly influenced by the unevangelized and
slip back into the ancient practices.”
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Carl has written an interesting account of his introduction
to ministry at Bolul and to the Bilaans.

““BANDIT’” BILAAN &
CHRISTIAN SETTLER PROBLEM

“In September 1978, our Most Rev. Bishop, at the request
of Father Zosimo Fale, parish priest of Tupi, asked me to
see what I could do for peace in the mountains behind Tam-
pakan. My assistance was sought as officially designated
missionary to all the Bilaans in the Prelature of Marbel.

As I later discovered, this was a very complex, wide-spread,
and long-enduring problem. It comprised the entire area
surrounding Mt. Matutum, and extended from Colombio
and Liberty in the north to Malandag and Malungon in the
south, from Tampakan, Tupi, Kablon and Landan in the
central part of South Cotabato to Davao del Sur to the east.
Around 10,000 Bilaans were either directly or indirectly
deeply affected, and two or three times that number of
Visayan or Christian settlers. Our suspicions in the begin-
ning gradually proved to be a reality, at least up until the
%m{)midiate past. That is, the direct influence of the MNLF
rebels.’

SEARCH FOR FACTS

"’Hours upon hours of travel were necessary to visit directly
affected areas. Hours upon hours were spent in long discus-
sions, trying to unravel truth and fact from fiction and
greatly exaggerated rumors. The general facts always even-
tually surfaced: ambushes, killings, stealings; military
search-and-destroy forays, massacres, lootings; blatant in-
justices against the Bilaans, thousands uprooted, men
grabbed, disappearing, and never returning (a common say-
ing at the time: “‘Bilaan? Worth P20.00). Fields long ne-
glected on both sides, but then scooped up by land-grabbers
without regard to the hapless and undefended Bilaans. Fear
among the settlers in the immediate areas; and an all per-
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vading fear among all Bilaans, near and far. As one very
influential and very knowledgeable high-ranking govern-
ment official expressed it: ‘“There have been serious mistakes
on both sides!” "’

** As time went on areas directly affected shifted. Painstak-
ingly we began to close in on the present epicenter of the
conflict. Needless to say, the roots of the problem are land
problems, which is one of those obvious things. Apparently
some of the Bilaans in those affected areas did the unfor-
giveable thing; they elected to fight back. Apparently the
MNLF welcomed this and provided them with occasional
weapons and ammunition; while, as is only natural, the
military was most lavish in providing the latest weapons
and ammunition to the other side.

““We pin-pointed the immediate seething-hot area, and went
to work. Again, hours and hours of travel, hiking around
in the mountains, dialoguing and discussing the problem
with leading people on both sides. With these results at
hand we approached the proper military authority, Lt. Col.
Wilfred Cruz, the over-all Commanding Officer of the P.C.
in South Cotabato. The outcome of this meeting was to agree
upon our mutual endeavors to get the leading protagonists
to a mutually beneficial dialogue under the chairmanship
of the above Military Commander. Easier said than done.
I volunteered, together with two of my male Catechists
(Bilaans), to try to contact the so-called ““Bandit Chiefs,"”
although I prefer to call them Chiefs of those Bilaan groups
among whom there are lawless elements.

““Word went out that the Catholic Priest in charge of all the
Bilaans in South Cotabato, the representative of the Bishop
—the Datu of all Catholic Christians in the Prelature of
Marbel, wanted to speak with the above chiefs. Of course,
for months they knew of my existence and my deep con-
cern to be of assistance. Word travels fast in the mountains.
Along the line we had informed PANAMIN officials of what
we were doing, although the majority of the Bilaans with
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whom we were working did not fall under their direct
control.

SHUTTLE DIPLOMACY—BY FOOT

“February 1, 1979, was the date set for the above Big
Meeting. The location would be the Colonel’s Office at the
P.C. Barracks in Dadiangas. A request was made for a guar-
antee of safe-passage for the Bilaan Chiefs, which was read-
ily granted. As an added precaution I let word out that I
would personally accompany them every inch of the way
to and frum Dadiangas. A site was agreed upon for our ac-
tual contact with these Chiefs. In our work among the
Bilaans we do very much hiking in the mountains, but this
chosen site proved to be the grand-daddy of all previous
hikes. For obvious reasons, these people live in inaccessi-
ble and isolated mountains areas.

“Up we went with some guides and an influential and
highly respected Bilaan Chief. It took two and one-half hours
of a most grueling climb to reach the designated spot. No-
body there, except a couple women and children, although
we realized we had been under constant surveillance for
at least the final two kilometers, such being the terrain of
their dwellings. We had to cool our heels for three hours,
during which time the women sent messages by the ‘agong’
(brass gong) that we were harmless, and during which time
they generously prepared rice for us. We arrived soaking
wet, having been caught in a two-hour long torrential
downpour, at 9:00 a.m., and we shivered on top of that
mountain until 12:00 noon when the men finally arrived,
and when, too, the sun broke through the clouds. They
were very respectful and most surprised to see an elderly
foreigner making the big sacrifice to come to meet with
them. As usual, a long conference ensued. We finally suc-
ceeded in brushing aside the many “‘eye for an eye and tooth
for a tooth” discussions, and impressed upon them the fact
that we came for the purpose of discussing peace, mutual
understanding, reconciliation, human development, etc.
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This touched their own innermost yearnings, and we the.n
made positive progress. They agreed to attend the 1?1g
Meeting at the P.C. Barracks, so long as I would be with
them. :

“*We also informed other influential Christian settlers of the
meeting, as well as other Bilaan chiefs. All, thanks be,
showed up at the P.C. Barracks on Thursday, Febltuary L
On the previous afternoon we had again gone back into the
mountains and spent most of the evening and night prepar-
ing for the next day’s meeting. It was agreed upon that past
grievances and accusations be forgotten, and defupte
endeavors be made for peace. I had insisted that the chiefs
who would come with us to the meeting be strong enough
to influence all the Bilaans in that wide-spread area of moun-
tains that seemed to be the sanctuary of the so-called “‘Ban-
dit’” Bilaans. We succeeded, I feel.

PROMISES TO BE KEPT

““All in all, about twenty-five attended the Meeting, in-
cluding the Military, PANAMIN officials, various affected
Brgy. Captains and Bilaans. Naturally there were some
rough spots during the following discussions and‘dialogues.
The eventual success of the meeting, we are convinced, was
due to the extremely diplomatic, gentlemanly and master-
ful manner in which Lt. Col. Wilfredo Cruz, P.C., chaired
it. We, the Bilaans and I, and most of the Christians,
unanimously attribute this to the Colonel, beyond any
doubt. A follow-up meeting was set for March 1, 1979.

““Our Bilaan people promised to do all in their power to
bring an end to all ambushes, shootings, killings, steal1ng,
etc., and to sever any connections with the MNLF. Their
word is their bond; they do not wear two faces. Their re-
quests were the requests that good parents throughout the
world would make: the opportunity to raise their children
in peace, the opportunity to farm their lands without fear
and without having their lands taken away from them, as-
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sistance from the government to develop their lands, a
carabao trail at least to link them with the outside world,
education for their children, basic medical assistance, etc.
In other words, as our President and the First Lady con-
stantly reiterate, Human Development for the little people.
As we all know, our Muslim and non-Muslim Tribal Fili-
pinos are the littlest of the little people in our midst.

“In the wee hours of the early morning of February 1, in
the midst of the mountain splendor and these Bilaan Chiefs,
we offered the Holy Sacrifice of the Mass, to beg the Bless-
ings of the Prince of Peace. The Bilaans were most impressed
at this the first Mass they had ever attended. They said that
all their lives they had longed to see ‘“Ma mi talangit’’ (Our
Father in Heaven). They saw Him, they added, that morn-
ing in the Mass! Definitely peace in these troubled areas
is in the air. Let us pray for the grace of its constant and
persevering implementation; and for understanding, recon-
ciliation, love, equality and mutual respect among the Chris-
tians and the Tribal Filipinos, the Theme of our January
Tribal Month Movement. Thousands upon thousands will
greatly benefit.”’

X X X X X

Father Harold Reusch in the chain of command was the one
who was Carl’s actual superior. He is the one who acceded
to Carl’s desire to go to the mountains of Mindanao al-
though there was not exactly a line-up demanding the post.

To Harold, Carl was another Paul of Tarsus. He is not the
first to see Carl in that role. Carl was so determined in his
goal—he withstood the enemies of his peoples’ well-being
to their face. He had a tremendous drive.

The Bilaans were very disposed to become Christian. In their
original state religion was that of animism, the worship of
the forces of nature—gods in trees, in the storm, in the
mountains. These tribes were looked down on by the sur-
rounding Christians—Protestant and Catholic—as well as
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by the Moslems. Actually in times past the Moslems had
used them as slaves. Their lands had been stolen by many
of these Christians. In a definite sense they saw that the
religion of the white man had many advantages—to their
family life, to their life in terms of work and land.

Some were too eager—they wanted baptism immediately.
In no way was Carl to accede to their wishes in that regard.
Carl trained his catechists, educated them. He supported
them financially in his great involvement with the laity in
building up the church.

The Bilaans were attracted to external ceremonies and loved
the liturgy which gave them such a sense of dignity and
self-worth. As a result of Carl’s efforts, they were able to
be seen as equals by the Catholics. Congresses were held
three, four times a year in the Diocese. They could last for
days. The Bilaans quickly took their rightful place in these
congresses which gave them a greater sense of worth as
Catholics. Yet at the same time Carl strove to let them keep
their culture.

Carl, like Paul of Tarsus, was a Greek to the Greeks, a Jew
to the Jews, a Filipino to the Filipinos.

One of Carl’s problems was the proximity of members of
the NPA—the military arm of the Communists. "It is
estimated that of 25,000 in the Philippines, as many as fifty
percent were on the Island of Mindanao, were up in the
isolated mountains. ““The rebels are up here also and were
bound to come in contact with each other. But the NPA are
afraid of me, afraid that I'll try to talk them into surrender.
I did not fear the NPA as did most.

““The men who help me are afraid to go into these areas
(NPA territory). But if I go with them they lose their fear.
They tell me they respect and revere Almighty God—who
they can’t see, and their American priest who they can see.”
It is estimated that he persuaded more than forty Commu-
nists to surrender to the local authorities. He then persuaded
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the authorities to grant them amnesty and watched to guar-
antee that those who surrendered were not tortured or im-
prisoned.

During the twenty-year reign of Marcos, rich and power-
ful land barons grabbed the land from the Bilaan. They fore-
closed on mortgages, manipulated leases, circumvented
protective laws—anything to get the peasants’ land. Carl
was ahead of his time in practicing land distribution.

Carl was a one-man health, education and welfare depart-
ment. He was foremost in their care of their health, school-
ing and physical safety. For himself, he was content with
very little. His rectory was austere, his menu the same as
his flock and his clothing often borrowed.

Father Henry Kavanagh was in the Philippines until 1983
and came to know Carl. He saw him as a man who would
think nothing of walking for two days when his Jeep found
the roads impassible. When appointed to the Bilaans, Carl
was overjoyed and yet at the same time it was not a post
that was eagerly sought after by others. Just to get there
involved rivers, streams that were formidable barriers to
travel. Yet Henry found Carl always gung-ho, a plugger,
loving adventure. He was one who wouldn’t take care of
himself. The punishing trips he would take in stride.

Carl delighted in his vehicle—kind of a weapons carrier—
that was a combination cab and truck. With this he carried
grain, supplies and served as a bus driver to the delighted
natives who hung on from all angles. This weapons carrier
was from World War II and had seen better days.

While many of the missionaries took to heart warnings con-
cerning the water, Carl shrugged it off. The natives had built
up an immunity to the water which could result in ameobic
dysentery to the newcomer. San Miguel beer was the sub-
stitute for water, but Carl would have none of that—maybe
two beers when he would visit the missionary compound.
As a result, he often had dysentery.
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Father Carl mentioned his problem with drinking water in
a letter of July 8, 1980, to his cousin, Bill Harte, of Oak Park,
Illinois.

The same thing in regard to water. A lot of alarmist think-
ing in this regard, which I know has a lot of merit. But what
am I supposed to do? balance a case of beer or cokes on
my head, or a five gallon drum of water? I did go through
a six month bout with amoebic dysentery that literally
brought me down to skin and bones. However, 1 finally
went to a doctor in September of last year, 1979, and he
succeeded in knocking it out. Since then, the Lord so Will-
ing, I seem to have built up an immunity, and haven't been
bothered. When you are almost completely dehydrated
you'll drink anything, at least when the germs and bacteria
are not visible to the naked eye. Some say, well, boil it first.
Ha! Seriously, we do try to take all the precautions we can,
but we don’t have a gang of Sherpa porters following us
around, and I'm not going to saddle my catechists with a
lot of extra burdens. We work as a team and, for the most
part, share and share alike. They do take turns carrying the
Mass Kit, plus their own packs, and refuse to let me do this.
And they do stay at my side and give me a supporting
shoulder to hang on to when crossing flood-swollen and
swift current rivers, and be patient with me when I have
to inch my way down steep precipitous descents. A great
bunch of guys and we usually have a ball when out in the
isolated mountains together. We stretch out together on the
bare floor of some Bilaan hut to sleep. I envy them the way
they are able to curl up and sleep soundly. I sleep, but fit-
fully, since my bones are still not accustomed to only hard
strips of bamboo. At home I have a thin (one-half inch thick)
mat on a rattan bed. This at least gives distance and out-
last most all of them. Never ceases to amaze them. Don't
brag! my Mother would say, but knock on wood. I have
no intention of bragging but am just so grateful to Almighty
God that He has given me a strong constitution.”






