INARAWAN PASTORAL AREA      

HISTORY

Most of Mindoro island was once dense tropical rain forest.  The few towns were built by the sea and could for the most part be reached only by boat.  In the 1930s the American administration built an eighty mile highway from the provincial capital and port of Calapan in the north to the south of the island with the intention of opening up the interior.  This led to mass immigration from other islands, with the native tribes being pushed into the mountains, deforestation on a large scale, the conversion of the land into rice fields and the growth along the highway of certain villages which, because of their accessibility, eventually became more important municipalities than some of the older seaside towns.  One new village far into the interior was named Inarawan (bathed in sunshine) because, with the removal of the trees, the sun now shone there for the first time.  The name is rather ironic because the rainfall there is almost the highest in Mindoro.
  	
The then Blessed Arnold Janssen parish of Inarawan was founded on January 15, 1993, the feast day of the patron who had founded the Divine Word Missionaries.  The pastoral communities to make up the new parish were taken from the neighbouring parishes of Holy Spirit, Barcenaga, and Our Lady of the Pilar, Communal.  Father Lloyd Fiedler SVD, an American missionary who had previously been parish priest of Holy Spirit parish, became Inarawan’s founder and first parish priest.  Two religious sisters served in the parish, along with catechists and lay helpers.  The village chapel became the new parish church, a former one-room village health centre was enlarged to make a parish house, and a house of palm leaf and thatch was built for the sisters.  A Catholic high school was opened for the many young people who otherwise would not be educated beyond primary school because their parents couldn’t afford to send them to live and study away from home.

The following December the province of Oriental Mindoro was devastated by three severe typhoons.  Twelve bridges were washed away on the highway, almost two hundred people were drowned throughout the province, and many homes were destroyed or badly damaged. 

The Inarawan area was the worst affected.  During the final typhoon, two days after Christmas, floodwater rose briefly in the parish house to a height of more than six feet.  According to tradition, Father Fiedler climbed up onto the roof, earning for himself the unwelcome nickname of Fiedler on the Roof.  (Actually, he and the sisters held hands, slowly making their way through the water which was by then waist high, braving the strong current, and took refuge in a house with an upstairs room. They were stranded there for four days, with very little food, until the water around them went down sufficiently for them to leave the area.)  	

Eight people drowned in Inarawan village, many were evacuated by helicopter and a large number left the area, some for good.  A few houses still lie abandoned even today, reminiscent of the ruins from the highland clearances in Scotland.  Father Fiedler and the sisters were transferred, the school was abandoned and the pupils either moved to distant schools or else gave up their studies.  The pastoral communities were returned to their respective former parishes.  

A year later the residents were beginning to come back and a young priest was sent to live in the parish.  When he left after a year he was not replaced, and the parish was once again served from the two neighboring parishes, with two community organizers in residence.  

A second parish priest, Father Alan Meechan SVD, was appointed in April 1997 and served in Inarawan until he was transferred in June 2000.  He tried to re-establish the parish, visiting the people, choosing a new parish council, and setting up a filing system. He prepared a space under the roof where the parish files and canonical books were stowed whenever the water began to rise.  He also demolished the rotting walls of the sisters’ house and re-roofed it, in order to make it into a small, wall-less parish hall and formation centre. At the time he left, the abandoned parish high school was reopened by the Church, but later given to the Department of Education who have since enlarged it and now run it with a roll of more than six hundred pupils drawn from Inarawan and the surrounding villages.  

The next parish priest, Father Ramon Falcunitin, a local diocesan priest, raised the church roof and planned to do the same with the floor so that the building would not be so prone to flooding.  However, he was transferred suddenly in 2003 to fill a vacancy left by a priest who had become a bishop, and was not replaced.  Blessed Arnold Janssen parish, which had by then come to be seen as not viable due to the low parish income and regular heavy flooding, was now closed.  The complete area was given over to Holy Spirit parish, and was now served by priests resident in Barcenaga.  There was no longer a resident priest in Inarawan.  Mass was celebrated once a month in each community, including Inarawan itself, but sometimes the priest was unable to go into the area due to distance and flooding.  Two Eucharistic ministers and two catechists, however, still lived and served in the area.

In 2006 it was felt that there should again be a resident priest in Inarawan, and Father Alan Meechan (the former parish priest from 1997 till 2000) was brought back, this time as assistant priest of Holy Spirit parish, where he helps out several times a week, while living in Inarawan.  Since October 2008 two members of the Philippine Catholic Lay Missionary Association also have been active in what is now known as Inarawan Pastoral area.  With their help the number of Eucharistic ministers serving in the area has now risen to six, though one of them is now relatively inactive since his recent election as a village headman, with its many responsibilites.


THE PRESENT SITUATION


At present Inarawan pastoral area is made up of thirteen pastoral communities (including two recent creations), taken from eight village administrative units and spread over an area of perhaps 18 miles by 2-3 miles, constricted by rivers on two sides.  There are a total of 1,099 Catholic families in the thirteen communities.  Pastoral administration of the area, within the structures of the parent parish, is centred on Inarawan itself, the largest village.  

The district is primarily a rice-growing area, though there are also sweet corn, mangoes and other fruits.  Inarawan village itself lies some seven miles by rough road from the north-south asphalt provincial highway, and eleven miles from the village of Barcenaga where the parish church is.  

The area is flat and low-lying, situated between two large rivers which come down from a watershed in the mountains about twenty miles south.  Indiscriminate felling of trees in the mountains during the past sixty or so years, which is still continuing, though now illegal, means that water which previously would have been absorbed by the roots of the trees, now flows down the denuded mountainside and often causes serious flooding.  This is made worse by regular heavy rain, which is a characteristic of the area.  Sometimes we do not see the sun for a couple of months and after three days’ continuous rain we can expect widespread flooding.  Frequently the road to the highway is washed away or flooded, and the whole area isolated from the outside world.  Boats or hastily built rafts often have to be brought into use.  Then, often the only way to travel between the villages, or go to the town or the parish church, is by bicycle, which can easily be loaded on a boat or a raft or buffalo cart, or simply carried through the floodwater.  Villages are sometimes cut off from each other for prolonged periods. Very fertile land is often washed away, sometimes leaving behind a stony desert, streams are silted up, rice and other crops are destroyed.  

Land carried off by floodwater from villages upriver is often deposited beside the church (A farmer once complained, “Father, you’ve got all my land!”) and the level of the land around the church and parish house has risen by more than two feet during the past ten years.  

The floor of the original parish house  is now well below the level of the ground outside, which now reaches almost to the window sills, allowing easy entry to the occasional snake.  Due to the regular flooding, often to a depth of more than three feet, the wood in the building is rotting.  However, a small, wooden parish house on concrete stilts has recently been built by the people from the different communities.  The parish hall and formation centre, on slightly higher ground, has been enlarged, and now incorporates a house for the lay missionaries. 

The church in Inarawan is a typical concrete village chapel building which was doubled in length in 1997, with a porch added recently.  In 2001 the roof was raised by three feet, but the plan to raise the floor accordingly to avoid flooding has not yet been implemented. As with the old parish house, the floor is below ground level and the building has been nicknamed the underground church.  The thresholds of the doors of the church have been banked up recently in an attempt to prevent the entry of water from lesser flooding, and people have to jump down when they enter the building.  Thankfully there has been no serious flooding during the past year.


THE CORE PROGRAMME OF THE 
 APOSTOLIC VICARIATE OF CALAPAN

The all-encompassing programme of the Apostolic Vicariate of Calapan in Oriental Mindoro is what is called the Mindoro Family Table.  All other programmes fostered by the Church must flow from and to this. The local Church sees her mission as encompassing three tables: the Table of the Meal, responding to the material and temporal needs of the people of Mindoro, the Table of the Eucharist, responding to the spiritual needs of the people of Mindoro, and the Table of the Word of God.  Although this last also responds to the people’s spiritual needs, it was thought best to make it a separate table in order to stress the importance of the Word for the achievement of the core programme.

The Word of God is the primary tool in the implementation of the programme.  It is the Word of God in Holy Scripture that helps us to know Jesus who is behind all our efforts.  Our actions are rooted in the Word of God, and the Word of God will purify our motives and strengthen our resolve.  It is the Word of God that opens the door to us for service, to respond to the temporal needs of our neighbour so that families and neighbours may join in the Table of the Meal.  The Word of God lends vitality to the celebration of life, the summit of which is the celebration of Holy Mass and our coming together at the table of the Eucharist.

The idea of the Family is central to the implementation of the core programme, because of the importance of the family in the life and growth of every person.  It is within the family that the response to material and spiritual needs will first be felt.  The whole family is involved in the accomplishing of the programme, although it is recognised that each person has a different role in its implementation, depending on his or her particular situation, ability and willingness.  The core programme is therefore centred on the family.
	
This programme is hopefully being accomplished through what is defined as integral evangelization towards the establishing of small Christian neighbourhood communities.  	
		
Evangelization means the proclamation of the Good News.  This was the original command of Jesus to his disciples, passed on to the Church and every one of her members.
  		
Integral means that the whole Good News is proclaimed, including even what is hard for the people to accept.  It also means that the Good News applies to the whole human person, i.e. it means both the salvation of the soul and the good of the body.  A third level of integrality is that we show concern for the person in his or her individual situation as well as his or her being part of the community. 	

Communities are people living in one particular locality, perhaps a kind of extended family, sharing certain common characteristics, in this case our common religious ethic and ideal.  These communities must be small in the sense that everyone knows each other and that personal relationships are nurtured within the group. Our attitude towards these communities should mirror the maxim voiced at the last Philippine National Pastoral Congress: There are none so poor that they have nothing to give, and there are none so rich that they have nothing to receive.
Christian means that the spirit of Christ must motivate the group in all things. 



HOW THE PASTORAL AREA IS IMPLEMENTING THIS PROGRAMME	

Every community in the area has its own chapel building, usually made in the past of wood and bamboo, with a thatched roof, though more recently most chapels are being built of cement blocks with a corrugated iron roof.  Each community has its own coordinator and pastoral council, and ideally its own Eucharistic minister, to look after the community and chapel affairs.  An area coordinators’ meeting is held every month in Inarawan at which decisions from the parish council meetings and information from the vicariate is re-echoed.  Individual pastoral com-munity meetings also take place roughly once a month.  

Formation by the lay missionaries is conducted in the formation centre in Inarawan.  Regular formation is given also by the lay missionaries in the chapel building in different communities on a weekly or monthly basis.  Formation normally takes the following form:  After an opening hymn which is related to the theme of the day (for example, Jesus, the Good Shepherd), a relevant passage from Scripture is read twice.  This is followed by group sharing based on the text, usually with one or two guiding questions, then the leader gives prepared input on the theme of the text. The session ends with prayer and suggested  individual and communal projects before the next meeting.  
	
A lectors and commentators guild for readers at Mass is now being developed, first in Inarawan village and perhaps later in other communities also.  There is also formation for altar servers every month.

Youth formation has been conducted on a regular weekly basis by the lay missionaries for the past two years.  Regular overnight fellowship meetings take place in he different villages as well as week-end youth encounters in the home parish.  Every year a summer youth camp is held nearby, sometimes in a school, sometimes in the mountains or by the river, during which the youth have the opportunity to consider their lives as young Christians, get to know each other away from their school or family and enjoy themselves. There is now a permanent committee made up entirely of young people, which helps facilitate regular high school and parish recollections, fellowships and meetings.  

House-to-house visiting by the lay missionaries and, to a lesser extent by the priest, in company with members of the local pastoral council, has been very fruitful in promoting growth of the community as the people of God and in increasing the attendance at Mass and Sunday devotion. 

Every Sunday, Mass is celebrated in Inarawan and three other communities.  The remaining nine communities are each provided with a weekly service of the Word, complete with sermon and commentary on the readings.  Previously this had been led by the community coordinator or someone else designated, but in many villages this task is being taken over by the recently trained and commissioned Eucharistic ministers.  Every community also has Mass once a month, as well as more frequent visits. 

Schools (seven elementary and one high) are each visited at least once a month by the priest for Mass, and much more frequently by the catechists.  Mass in the high school is usually in English.  Each elementary school has its own first communion every year, as well as a post-communion for the upper grades, at which children who have already made their first communion have the opportunity to make at least an annual confession, followed by Mass.  Preparation and pre-communion recollections for the children and their parents are conducted by the catechists.  A high school campus ministry is now being developed.

There is also an ongoing programme for the visiting of all homes in the area.  In the future, when the community pastoral councils are better organized, there will hopefully be regular visiting within each village community.  Visits to the sick are done by the priest, for the most part, on request, but a system of regular visits by the new Eucharistic ministers and by the community leaders is in preparation. Novenas are held house-to-house in each community prior to the village fiesta.  Bereaved families are visited by the priest, the lay missionaries, Eucharistic ministers and pastoral committee members, between the death and the funeral, and, as far as possible, afterwards also.  Baptisms and marriages are celebrated after appropriate preparation or instruction.  Confirmation is normally celebrated, after preparation and recollection, when the bishop visits the area.  Ideally each person confirmed is drawn into the community and assigned a particular responsibility or apostolate, but so far we cannot yet say that this is the norm.  Rfegretably, it has been difficult to find a time for regular celebration of the sacrament of reconciliation in the different villages, apart from at Christmas and Easter, but different ways are being tried out.  

Training and seminars are given also on secular issues, often making use of resources from the vicariate or outside, for example, organic farming, alternative medicine, dealing with prevalent diseases such as dengue or malaria.  

Education sessions about the local dangers from irresponsible mining, unrestricted illegal logging and overproduction of charcoal, and responsible voting at election time, are also conducted regularly in the different communities.  The Church, at local as well as national level, is encouraged to take a stance on these.

All these activities should together form one cohesive whole in line with the thrust of the Vicariate.


OUR MAIN PASTORAL PROBLEM

The principal need of the Inarawan area is that of education or formation towards this goal and the lack of resources with which to do it. 
How do we foster growth in the vast numbers of inactive Christians in our village communities?  How do we bring the people together to be a believing community that can relate both to Christ and neighbour?  How can we be faithful to the ideal of the programme of our vicariate?  	

Much has been achieved during the past few years, but growth in our local Church cannot effectively be fostered by one priest with regular duties elsewhere (who may not be replaced when he is transferred probably in May 2012), two lay missionaries (who will leave in May 2011), two catechists and a few Eucharistic ministers and committed lay leaders (who must also plant and harvest).  

We must prepare more lay leaders and find a way of fostering their continuing commitment by always being present to them.  We can take advantage of resources offered by the vicariate, but the people there have many calls on them from the other parishes. Ideally we should employ a fulltime formator, who would continue the work of the lay missionaries after they have gone and who could possibly be shared with the home parish.      	                        

