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ABSTRACT
The Catholic Church in East Timor has undergone major transformation as a result of
the imposition of Indonesian rule. The Church's symbiotic relationship to the
Portuguese State was severed with the 1975 Indonesian invasion. Its four hundred
year presence in East Timor had been characterised by its lack of inculturation with
East Timorese society. In the twenty year period of Indonesian rule this elitism has
been replaced by a commitment to service of the East Timorese people which sees the
Church institution fmnly embedded within East Timorese society. Both the policies of
the Indonesian State and the East Timorese perception of the Church as the only
legitimate vehicle of dissent have contributed to the growth in Church membership
which now exceeds 90% of the East Timorese population.
The repressive Indonesian military presence in East Timor has created a widespread
resistance to Indonesian rule . Increasing Church opposition to Indonesian policies,
most vocally articulated by indigenous Church leaders, has exacerbated the strained
relations between the Church and State. The Church has become a focus for the
expression and maintenance of East Timorese culture and identity. The international
organisation of the Catholic Church has provided the Church in East Timor with a
degree of protection and autonomy from the Indonesian State. Sensitive to
international criticism and the toleration required by its Pancasila doctrine, the State
has been able to curtail but not suppress Church opposition, raising new challenges for
the State's ability to control dissent. In its search for justice and peace in East Timor,
the Church must also address new challenges to its role, including increasing religious
pluralism within East Timorese society and diversity of opinion within the Catholic
Church.
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Glossary
ABRI: Angkatan Bersenjata Republik Indonesia: Armed Forces of Indonesia
AITI: Associacao para Integracao de Timor na Indonesia : Association for Timorese
Inregration with Indonesia
APEC: Asia Pacific Economic Cooperation
APODETI: Associacao Popular Democratica Timorense: Popular Association for a
Democratic Timor
ASEAN: Association of South East Asian Nations
CRS: Catholic Relief Services, based in the United States.
CSIS: Centre for Strategic and International Studies, based in Jakarta.
DPR: Dewan Perwakilan Rakyat: Peoples Representative Council
F ALANTIL: Forcas Armadas de Libertacao Nacional de Timor-Leste : Armed
Forces fo r the National Liberation of East Timor
FRETILIN: Frente Revolucionaria de Timor Leste Independente: Revolutionary
Front for an Independent East Timor, formerly ASDT: Associacao Social
Democratica Timorense, Timorese Social Democratic Association
GESTAPU: Gerakan Tigapuluh September: Thirtieth of September Movement,
accused of initiating the 1965 attempted coup in Jakarta
GKTT: Gereja Kristen Timor Timur: Christian Church of East Timor (Protestant
denomination)
GOLKAR: Golongan Karya : Functional Groups or government political
organisation.
GPK: Gerakan Pengacau Keamanan: Security Disturbing Elements
ICRC: International Committee of the Red Cross
KAP-Gestapu : Kesatuan Aksi Pengganyangan Gestapu : Action Front to crush the
Thirtieth September Movement
KOPT ARI: Koperensi Pemimpin Tarekat Religius Indonesia: the Conference of the
Indonesian Religious Superiors ( formerly known as MASRl: Majelis Antar Serik.at
Religius Indonesia -the Council of Religious Congregations in Indonesia)
KORAMIL: Military District Command
KWI: Komperensi Waligereja Indonesia : The Indonesians Bishops Conference
(formerly known as Majelis Agung Waligereja Indonesia or MA WI)
MPR: Majelis Permusyawaratan Rakyat - Peoples Consultative Assembly
NAM: Non-Aligned Movement
NGO: Non-Government Organisation
NTT: Nusa Tenggara Timur, an eastern province of Indonesia which includes West
Timor, Flores, Roti and Sumba.
PDI: Partai Demokrasi Indonesia, the Indonesian Democratic party
PKI: Partai Komunis Indonesia : Communist Party of Indonesia
SARA: Suku Agama Ras Antar-Golongan - Ethnicity, Religion, Race, Inter-Group
(conflict)
UDT: Uniao Democratica Timorense: Timorese Democratic Union
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MAP OF EAST TIMOR
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INTRODUCTION

A cursory glance at contemporary situations of conflict around the world reveals that
ethnic struggles within states continue to pose one of the greatest challenges to a
peaceful world order. The violent conflicts in Rwanda, Sri Lanka, Chechnya and the
Balkans, show that the forced incorporation of smaller states and peoples into such
larger conglomerate states as the former USSR and the former Yugoslavia, could not
extinguish ethnic desires for independent statehood. Such conflicts challenge current
delineations and definitions of statehood and sovereignty. They point to the strength
of the forces that contribute to struggles for ethnic autonomy and self-determination
against those forces that would suppress such aims in the interest of national and
regional security and stability, and pose questions about alternative options of
statehood and autonomy. This conflict of interests is also present in the strategic area
of Southeast Asia as expressed by separatist movements such as those in Aceh, West
Papua, the Moro in Mindanao, and East Timor.

The case of East Timor presents a challenge to the study of international relations,
where one can generally argue that sheer might will usually get its way. Despite
significant developments in 1995, the conflict in East Timor between supporters and
opponents of Indonesian rule after twenty years appears far from being resolved.

It is a conflict involving Indonesia, the world's fourth most populous state with
around 195 million people which is also the largest nation of Muslim followers with
almost 90% of the population Muslim. Indonesia is a major trading power and a
dominant force in the Association of South East Asian Nations (ASEAN), the Asia
Pacific Economic Co-operation (APEC) and the Non- Aligned Movement (NAM).
On the other hand, the East Timorese people are a small, mostly Catholic population
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located on a half-island who, after 400 years of Portuguese and twenty years of
Indonesian rule, continue to find their political status undecided by the United
Nations. This situation invites study into the forces that have deliberately or
inadvertently kept the East Timorese struggle alive in the face of such overwhelming
power and international dismissiveness.

The focus of this study is the most identifiable popular institution in East Timor, the
Catholic Church. One of the most significant developments under Indonesian military
rule has been the unprecedented conversion of the East Timorese people to
Catholicism. There has been little opportunity to document and analyse the nature and
role of the Catholic Church in East Timor under the impact of the Indonesian regime.
Yet its growth and other significant changes in personnel, structures and its relations
with other groups in society, warrant investigation in order to understand a key player
in a society afflicted by conflict. The critical role played by the Church in relation to
the State has analogies in recent history with examples in Poland, the Philippines and
El Salvador.

While this study will focus on the role of the Catholic Church in a territory controlled
by the State of a majority Muslim population, it is not essentially about a Muslim
versus Christian struggle. Religious conflicts have occurred in various places
throughout the religiously diverse Indonesian archipelago, including a number of
incidents in eastern Indonesia in 1995 which indicate that religious sensitivities
continue to be volatile. When Indonesia invaded East Timor, however, only a
minority of East Timorese were Catholic. The emphasis in this thesis is to examine
how a local branch of the Roman Catholic Church has responded to the imposition of
a foreign power, the Indonesian State, and the implications of its responses for the
wider political situation in East Timor.
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Ever since Portuguese Catholic priests established a mission for what is now East
Timor in the sixteenth century, the Catholic Church has played an important role in
determining the political status of East Timor. The Church's involvement in the 1995
United Nations sponsored ' All Inclusive Intra-Timorese Dialogue' held in Austria
illustrates that the Church continues to play a significant role in the political sphere. It
is significant that on this occasion, the mediation exercised by Bishop Belo was
applauded by participants as instrumental to the dialogue between the East Timorese
representatives. The Burg Schlaining Declaration specifically acknowledged the
presence of Bishop Belo and the ' .. .invaluable contribution of the Catholic Church ... in
the past and at present. ..'. 1

This thesis will explore the transformation of the East Timorese Church from a statealigned minority elite-controlled Church under Portuguese rule to a maj ority-based
Church, closely aligned with people who fee l alienated by the Indonesian State. It has
been a process of growing self-identity for the local Church vis-a-vis both its
relationship with the universal Church, and the State. The Church has experienced
substantial change as a result of the policies of the New Order State and their
particular application in East Timor. It has undergone much internal change, most
substantially in the perception of its own role in society. A focus on the position of
the Church within the structures of power in East Timor and its function as a vehicle
of people's aspirations, will contribute to a better understanding of contemporary
society in East Timor including the divisions that preclude a resolution of the conflict.

An analysis of the current role of the Church also provides an understanding of the
potential and the limitations of the Church's contribution to the resolution of conflict
in East Timor.

1

Tills meeting held June 2-5, 1995 under the auspices of the United Nations, brought together thirty
East T imorese representatives of both pro and anti-integration groups. It was an historically significant
occasion bringing together East Timorese representatives of different political persuasion for the first
time since the Indonesian invasion of East Timor. The political future of East Timor was not on the
meeting agenda.

\
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Methodology:

In order to understand the Catholic Church in East Timor and the forces and

influences that have shaped, and continue to shape its role, I will examine it as a
major religious, social and political institution within East Timorese society.
Acknowledging the dynamism of interaction between social groups in society, the
changing relationship between Church and State and Church and society will be
central to my analysis of the Church. The model of Church - State, Church - society
interaction will encompass the interests and agendas of each domain, Church, State
and society, but the primary focus is the Church and the pursuit of its agendas,
whether in competition or cooperation with the other major social groups. The
internal dynamic of the Church will also be examined including its relations with the
hierarchical structures of the international Catholic Church and the East Timorese
Church's interpretation of its role and functions in the local context. The evolution of
the Church and the nature of its relations to state and society will be examined by
providing both historic and contemporary perspectives. Discussion of the framework
of this study will be expanded in Chapter One.

This study will draw on both primary and secondary evidence. The primary sources I
have used have been gathered on four visits to East Timor in September 1992, June
and October 1994 and January 1996, in which I conducted interviews with Bishop Belo
and other representatives of the East Timorese Church. Interviews were also
conducted with people in Australia who are associated with, or understand, the
Catholic Church in East Timor. Other sources based in Australia are aid and human
rights non-government organisations who monitor events in East Timor. Additional
sources include documents obtained both in East Timor and Australia, from the
Catholic Church, aid, legal and human rights representatives and United Nations and
Government bodies. These include analyses written both by East Timorese and
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foreign observers, which describe the current workings of the Catholic Church and
conditions in East Timorese society. I have also drawn from a number of books, many
articles and the internet to provide both historic and current information.

The topic and nature of this thesis are sensitive given the ongoing conflict and
division within East Timor. Aware of these divisions, and concerned not to
exacerbate them or put any party at risk, it is necessary that the confidentiality of a
number of informants to this research be respected. This includes clergy and religious
I have interviewed both in East Timor and Australia and other informants whose
positions provide them with information on East Timor but who are unable to
publicly comment because of the unresolved conflict there.

Another problem encountered is the absence of current, reliable and verifiable data for
a comprehensive study of the institution of the Catholic Church in East Timor.
Much of my information gathered on the Church was based on interviews, letters,
correspondence and Church documents. Sadly, much of the historic data that was
located in East Timor was destroyed during the invasion. Given the censorship and
lack of freedom of expression in Indonesia, which is even more pronounced in East
Timor, much weight had to be placed on the testimonies I have been able to gather
through my interviews and the material available by expatriate Timorese through
journals, newsletters and interviews in Australia. Wherever possible I have relied on
more than one source in the provision of information.

There are a number of difficulties with the available information on East Timor. One
of the major problems in the study of a territory that is characterised by division and
conflict is the conflicting propaganda and rhetoric that seek to persuade and elicit
sympathy rather than provide an objective account of the reality. The cautious and
diplomatic language of Vatican statements and the absence of an unambiguous
Vatican policy on East Timor necessitates a high degree of interpretation in analysing
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the statements and actions of Vatican personnel. The language and cultural
differences of East Timorese and Indonesian informants must also be acknowledged
and I have been cautious in my application of their testimony. Borrowing postmodernist terminology, there are a variety of discourses at work amongst the major
characters in the study, including 'Belo-speak', ' Vatican-speak' and 'Jakarta-speak',
all reflecting different agendas and worldviews. To a large degree, the way East
Timor is conceived comes out of these discourses, indeed is a collision of these
discourses.

To avoid repetition, I will often refer to the Catholic Church in East Timor as 'the
Church' and will specify other Churches accordingly. This is not to be interpreted as a
theological statement. For the same reason I will often refer to East Timorese as
"Timorese" but will refer only to the people of the East Timorese territory unless I
specify that the reference includes both West and East Timorese.

The study has been divided into five parts. The first chapter will outline the
framework in which I will pursue this analysis and defme the key actors. A model will
be presented with which to analyse the major components of influence and interaction
with the Church, including the ideological underpinnings of the Indonesian New
Order State.

The second, third and fourth chapters present a comparative study of the Church in
relation to State and society under two different regimes. Chapter Two examines the
evolution of the Church in East Timor, its impact upon the many groups that formed
indigenous society and the Church's relations with the Portuguese State. Chapter
Three describes the changes undergone by the Church in response to the Indonesian
invasion and annexation of East Timor. It contrasts Indonesian State expectations of
the Church with those of the Portuguese. In particular, it examines the factors that

attracted East Timorese society to be identified with the Church and the growmg
proximity between the institution of the Church and East Timorese

soc1e~

The fourth chapter continues the study of the Church under the lndones1an State and
focuses on the State's inability to incorporate the Church into 1ts n.at1onall st Pancasda
ideology. The chapter charts the deterioration in Church-State relatiOns and the
growing assertiveness of the Church despite its inabili ty to substantially alter the
unpopular policies of the State. Chapter Five examines the local Church as a
component ofthe international Catholic Church organisation. ln particular. 1t stud1es
the relations between the Vatican and the local bodies of the Catholi c Church
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Timor and Indonesia and how these relations have influenced the East T1morese
Church's response to the Indonesian regime. It concludes wi th a focus on the
contemporary nature of the East Timorese Church and the specific features
developed which will continue to influence its role in the future .

It

has

East

Chapter 1

A Framework For Studying The Church In East Timor

This thesis seeks to examine the transformation of the Catholic Church in East Timor
in order to define its contemporary role in society under the Indonesian State. This
requires an examination of the Church and its institutional features that determine
and shape its relations with the other major groups within society. Also central to this
thesis are the particular social and political factors that influence the Church's
perception of its mission in the world and the pursuit of its interests in relation to the
interests of other identifiable groups in society. Such an approach draws from a
Weberian methodology which views the social world in terms of competing group
interests and accepts that the dynamic of social change arises out of the exercise of
power by dominant group interests, whether class, status or party, over others.'

The major focus is the Church's relationship with the State of Indonesia which has
imposed a military-dominated, hegemonic power structure over East Timorese
society. This power structure has been widely resisted by all but a small minority of
East Timorese people, thus establishing a convergence of group interests, unified in
their opposi~ion to the Indonesian State. Traditional social cleavages and divisions
which characterise East Tirnorese society have been reduced or overshadowed by the
people's stronger identification with those who oppose Indonesian rule. This coalition
includes the many ethnic and linguistic sub-groups that form indigenous East
Timorese society, and those of mestizo (mixed Timorese and Portuguese) and
'Cuff, E. C . and Payne, G.C.F. eds. 'Structuralism as a Perspective II'. Perspectives In Sociology. (2nd
edn.) Sydney: Allen and Unwin, 1984. p.99
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Chinese (commonly referred to as Hakka) origins. This has produced a highly
polarised social context, in which the agents of the State are perceived as adversaries,
rather than representatives, of East Timorese society. Acknowledging that inherent, if
sometimes less visible, divisions amongst the East Timorese people continue, they
nonetheless define themselves by their opposition to Indonesian rule in East Timor.
For the purposes of this thesis, the constituency formed by this convergence of
groups will form the basis of my references to East Timorese 'society'. The relations
of the Church with this society form the other important focus of this study.

The construction of a model which focuses on Church-State and Church-society
relations understates the overlapping bases of support in each domain. Many people
who identify themselves as opponents of the State must continue to interact with,
even represent, the State. Church membership includes representatives ofboth State
and society. However, this model serves to locate the Church within the structures of
power in East Timor and helps to identify the social and political influences that
determine the role of the Church in East Timor. The framework of this thesis limits
itself to the particular evolution of, and circumstances experienced by, the Church in
East Timor. Therefore while it contributes insights into similarities with the local
bodies of the Church in other places, it does not offer a theoretical model to study the
temporal interaction of the Roman Catholic Church as a whole.

The Catholic Church in East Timor is a local body of the international Roman
Catholic Church, one of the world's largest religious organisations with some nine
hundred million followers. The local Church adheres to the ecclesial, spiritual and
doctrinal leadership of the international body, led by the Pope and Vatican. However,
the universal Church cannot be considered a unified political entity. Local Churches
have the autonomy to operate according to the social context in which they are placed
with respect to local culture, traditions and language as long as these do not conflict
with the doctrinal requirements of the Vatican. This enables a significant degree of
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interpretation of Catholic doctrine and a wide variety of contextualisation in the
pratice of the Catholic faith. It also permits different types of political accommodation
between the local bodies of the Church and the States under which they operate.

An example of this autonomy is the relationship between the New Order State and the

Catholic Church of East Timor and the Catholic Church of Indonesia. Both belong to
the Roman Catholic Church, but maintain different relationships with the Indonesian
State. The East Timorese Church's relations with the international Catholic Church
are another dynamic which must be considered in analysing its role vis-a-vis the State
and society in East Timor. An understanding of issues affecting the local Church
requires an examination of the attitudes and actions of key representatives within the
Roman Catholic hierarchy regarding the particular issues. One clear example is the
effect upon the local Church of the Vatican's non-recognition of Indonesian
sovereignty in East Timor. This places the Church in East Timor in a unique position,
operating under the Indonesian State while its own hierarchy, the Vatican, continues
to withhold recognition of the legality of Indonesian rule there. On this basis it does
not belong to the national Indonesian Catholic episcopacy.

While the population in large parts of East Timor eluded Indonesian control and were
in fact led by the Fretilin 'government' until 1979, the Indonesian State has been the
primary controller of life in East Timor since its 1975 invasion and 1976 annexation.
However, the Indonesian occupation of East Timor continues to be denied legitimacy
by the United Nations and many states and international agencies. Indonesian rule in
East Timor has been a stronger military variant than that in the rest of the
archipelago. 2 The Indonesian presence has instigated a new social order, premised
upon key ideological formulations, the basis of the New Order State of Indonesia.
Even the military heavy-handedness in East Timor compared to most other places in
2

Aceh and Irian Jaya are two other exceptions where the military have played a stronger role than in the
other provinces of the lndonesian Republic in response to separatist movements in these provinc~ .
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Indonesia, draws its legitimacy from notions of the functions of the military in
Indonesia. The Catholic Church in East Timor has had to operate in a radically
different context to that to which it had been conditioned under the Portuguese
regime. Its actions have been partly shaped by the very illegitimacy attributed to the
Indonesian presence in East Timor.

As the emphasis of this study is the effect of Indonesian rule on the contemporary role
of the Church in East Timor, this chapter will examine the major features of the New
Order State, in particular the asswnptions held by its rulers and subscribers, regarding
the role of religion and the Churches in society. The chapter will also briefly examine
the evolution of the Catholic Church in Indonesia and its position in relation to the
State. This will provide a model upon which to contrast the historical evolution of the
Catholic Church in East Timor under the Portuguese State and the factors which
contributed to the Church's perception of its role in that period, and its relationship
with the Indonesian State which will be detailed in the following two chapters. Thus,
the analytical framework will provide a comparative analysis of relations between the
East Timorese Church and two different States, Portugal and Indonesia, and a
comparative parallel case-study of relations between the Catholic Church and State in
Indonesia.

The current Indonesian State is widely referred to as the 'New Order' State. The term
is often used to depict the period of rule under President Suharto, its sole leader since
its birth in 1965-1966. 'New Order' also describes the organisation and application of
power, and the policies pursued by Suharto's ruling elite. The emphases of the New
Order State policies, including domestic stability, socio-economic growth and
national integration, are in contrast to the 'Old Order' of Guided Democracy under the
leadership of President Sukarno. The latter period is depicted by Indonesian analysts
and the current Indonesian regime as a time of civil strife, economic chaos and
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antagonistic foreign relations .3 The following outline of the key ideological
assumptions which form the basis of the New Order State will provide a context in
which to examine the impact of the Indonesian State upon the Church and society in
East Timor. As an institution in East Timorese society, the Church found the
expectations of its role under the Portuguese regime largely unacceptable to the
ideological foundations of the New Order State which in turn showed little inclination
to accommodate such differences.

Three major features of the New Order State are the strength and concentration of
State power, the degree of personal authority of President Suharto and the political
dominance of the Armed Forces. Parallel to these are the weakness of political parties
and other society-based groups. 4 Instead, citizens are expected to play their part in a
corporate nationalism, which promotes the state as '... an Organic Integralistic ... State
where all sections of community are functionally regulated to support economic
development' .5

The rulers of the New Order State have established an hegemonic power structure
with the presidency as the pivotal institution for political activity, decision-making
and policy formulation. Around the President, power is confined to the upper
echelons of the civil and military bureaucracy. President Suharto draws legitimacy for
this regime by promoting its role as the caretaker of order, stability and national
security at the same time stressing the: ' ... inherent dangers within the body politic
and civil society ... ' .6 Any questioning of, or dissent from these assumptions is
considered to be subversive of the interests of the corporate State. The regime readily

3

Van Langenberg, M. 'The New Order State: Language, Ideology, Hegemony' Budiman, A. ed. State
and Civil Society In Indonesia, Monash Papers on Southeast Asia No.22, Clayton, Victoria: Centre of
Southeast Asian Studies, Monash University, 1990 ppl 26- 127
Mackie, J. & Macintyre, A. 'Politics' Hill, Hal. ed. Indonesia's New Order. St Leonards: Allen &
Unwin, 1994. pp.2-3
4
Mackie & Macintyre, pp.3-4
5
Van Langenberg, p. l 23
6
ibid. p.122
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uses images of the 1965/66 Gestapu affair and subsequent mass killings to warn the
population of communist subversion and any other 'deviations' from the national
interest. lbis is used to justify a systematic denial of civil rights and liberties to
dissidents of all kinds.7

The co-option of key groups in Indonesian society into the power structure at every
level and the marginalisation of those who dissent has seen a parallel process of
widening state power and the curtailment of society-based interest groups. • The State
has been driven by the doctrine of 'pembangw1an ' or development, with
modernization and material progress underpinning its rationale. Intrinsic to the
ideological prescription for pembangw1an is order, stability, security and economic
development through the program of development linked to five-year plans. Guinness
notes that while development has brought a rise in living standards, it also was the
means for Jakarta's expanding control over many areas of people's lives and a way to
introduce material and cultural uniformities throughout the diverse archipelago.9

Although the rulers of the State base their legitimacy upon a constitution, general
elections and judicial processes, in practice these are used by the ruling elite as means
of further social control and are used alternatively with repressive practices. As
Mackie and Macintyre point out, Suharto's real power base is not the constitutional
authority of the presidency but his ability to exert control over the armed forces. 10
Both People's Assemblies, the Dewan Perwakilan Rakyat (DPR), People's
Representative Council, and Majelis Permusyawaratan Rakyat (MPR), People's
Consultative Assembly, designated by the constitution as the ultimate authority of the
nation, have been dominated by Presidential power, rendering them ineffective as
vehicles of popular expression. General elections do occur but are tightly controlled
7

ibid. pp.126- 127
Mackie & Macintyre, p.3
9
Guinness, P. 'Local Society and Culture' Hill, H. ed. Indonesia's New Order. St Leonards: Allen &
Unwin, 1994. p.269
1
~ackie & Macintyre, pp. l9-20
1
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and manipulated, as is the parliamentary process. The major tool of control over the
electoral and parliamentary process bas been the establishment of GOLKAR. a
conglomerate of functional groups representing the New Order which compels the
electoral support of all civil servants, the armed forces and other groups." The Ne"
Order regime has been able to contain the development of interest and political groups
by designating them under the umbrella of GOLKAR. 12 The political institutions are :
'...part of a consciously known and understood ritual with a predictable outcome·.u
The judiciary is not an independent entity, functioning instead as an arm of the
government so that it assists the exercise of state power rather than being its
watchdog. Legal process serves to constrain and delegitimize dissenters.

The major ideological foundations upon which the New Order State draws and
promotes its legitimacy are the doctrines of Pancasila, dwifungsi ABRJ , Bhinneka
Tunggal Ika and Wawasan Nusantara which I will briefl y examine in the followmg
pages. In East Timor these have been pursued with rather more vigour in the pursuit
of State control over the population.

Negara Pancasila deftnes the state literally as a Pancasila state. The five pillars of
Pancasila can be described as the uniting ideology of a culturally diverse nation. 1•
They are:

( 1) a belief in God
(2) national unity
(3) just and civilised humanity
(4) sovereignty of the people
(5) social justice for all

11

ibid., p. l 2
ibid., p.2 1
13
Van Langenberg, p.131
1
•Guinness, p.27 1
12
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Under the rule of President Sukamo, Pancasila was a vehicle which allowed the
expression of a diversity of beliefs and opinions and contributed to the revolutionary
character of this period. The New Order State continues to emphasise the centrality
of Pancasila but has reformulated it as a conservative ideology and a mechanism of
State control over society-based interests. By asswning authority for its definition and
practice, the State has established a Pancasila orthodoxy from which any deviation is
perceived as seditious, even heretical. 15 Through the non-denominational 'keTuhanan'
or 'belief in God', Indonesia's founding fathers acknowledged that religious
comminnent was a basic feature of the Indonesian people and attempted to create a
consensus out of a diversity of religious expression. 16 Religious freedom is also
guaranteed by the Indonesian Constitution in Article 29 (2) which states 'The state
shall guarantee the freedom of every inhabitant to adhere to his own religion and
make observance in accordance with such religion and belief.' However, Howell
describes 'ke Tuhanan' and articles of the constitution which guarantee religious
freedom as: '... purposefully ambiguous compromises between groups with widely
differing conceptions of religion, religious freedom and religion-state relationships.' 17
The State has delineated the range of religious choice under Pancasila and in so doing

bas imposed an extraordinary influence upon the practice of religious belief. 18 The
State has also used Pancasila to deny the freedom to reject a religion and has used this
effectively throughout the nation to combat communism which is equated with not
identifying with a nominated religion.

Pancasila protects the right to religious belief for the major religions of Islam,
Catholicism, Protestantism, Hinduism and Buddhism. Guinness argues that the
monotheistic religions, for example Islam or Christianity, are associated with
progress, literacy, power, wealth and sophistication in contrast to 'traditional' religions
15

Van Langenberg, p. l32
~owell, J. 'Indonesia : Searching for Consensus' Caldarola, Carlo, Religion and Societies: Asia and
the Middle East, Berlin, Mouton Publishers, 1982. pp.499-500
17
ibid. p.500
11
Guinness, p.295
1
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which are often seen by the regime as pagan and thereby censored .
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The State,

however, has given recognition to a number of local religions or traditional beliefs
such as the Buda Buda ofTengger, the Toraj as pratice of Aluk to dolo and Javanese

kebatinan mysticism . 20 In what Guinness describes as the "'government
dismemberment' of Islamic political parties,

21

Pancasila has also been used to

effectively deny Islam predominant status in Indonesia, thus curtailing the power of
the largest national Islamic grouping in the world. This has been based on the fear of
the demands from some Muslim groups that Indonesia become a Muslim State as has
occurred in Malaysia, Pakistan and Iran. Since 1985, all political and social
organisations, including Islamic groups, have been legally required to enshrine
Pancasila as their sole philosophical base, to accept it as the 'azas tunggal' or unifying
principle of the state. 22 This requirement, and the movement from politics to more
religious and social welfare activities of the major Islamic organisation, the Nahdatul
Ulama (NU), have been effective in diluting Islamic political activity. Although Islam
continues to be a potentially powerful force, Islamic leaders and organisations have
tended to accept their co-option within the State structures rather than face
marginalisation. 23

The invocation of Pancasila as the true national ideology is used as the basis of State
control over social movements and a means of delegitirnising alternative ideologies. 24
The application of Pancasila has tended to support such government priorities as
economic development and social cohesion and worked against the protection of
human rights.l.S Keen to control its interpretation, the State conducts Pancasila
indoctrination sessions which are compulsory for all civil servants and many other
19
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groups in society. Curriculwn at all levels, whether state or private, must include
Pancasila education. 26 While Pancasila has been used as a method of social control
throughout Indonesia and East Timor, it has helped some unexpected developments
through its application in East Timor. Its provision of keTuhanan, has led many

animists to nominate Catholicism as their religion, providing the impetus for an
extraordinary growth in that religion, which will be discussed in Chapter Three.

Angkatan Bersenjata Republik Indonesia (ABRI), the armed forces of Indonesia, play
a central role within the structures of the New Order State and have played an even
stronger role in East Timor. ABRI support has been the key factor in installing, and
maintaining, Suharto in power. Much of the political influence wielded by ABRI
rests on the doctrine of 'dwifungsi ', another key ideological formulation of the New
Order State which defines the dual functions, both military and civilian, of the armed
forces. A clear dichotomy between civilian and military domains in the state-system is
absent allowing a strong military penetration of civilian institutions and business
enterprises.

Suharto, a former General, has always identified closely with ABRI. The mutual
dependency of the President and ABRI has served to preserve the relationship.
Dwifungsi has been utilised to develop a military apparatus that is both highly
bureaucratised and politically pliant. Dwifungsi is strengthened by ABRI's strong
representation in the national parliament where 100 of the 500 seats in the DPR are
reserved for military appointees.27 There is also a strong representation of senior
ABRI officers in the bureaucracy and state enterprises. 28 With the growth of state and
private enterprise and the corresponding need for technical and bureaucratic expertise,
the national influence of ABRI has somewhat declined, although ABRI officers at
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local level still wield great power. 29 The armed forces see themselves as the guardians
of national security and principle defenders ofthe Pancasila State. 3°Fear, and the need
for order, are perceptions enthusiastically promoted by ABRI who readily resurrect
the communist threat and potential subversion in their justification of having to save
the nation.31 The mass killing of communists and suspected communists in 1965 when
hundreds of thousands of people died, underlies the fear associated with this
perception of communism. ABRI justified its invasion of East Timor with the fear of
an external communist threat and a source of instability on the Indonesian nation's
doorstep.

As part of their dual role, ABRJ exercises wide powers of supervision and control

over local officials and social organisations right to village level. At almost any level
of civil administration, there is a parallel military commander. 32 One of the major
international criticisms of the Indonesian presence in East Timor is the military's
dominance in the region and their suppression of any dissent. 33 In taking the oath of
allegiance, the Sapta Marga, 3'ABRI personnel have proven themselves to be more
loyal to their institution and its powerful role than any religious or ethnic loyalties. In
recent years there has been a stronger integration of security and development, giving
further prominence to the role of territorial guidance by the military. The military in
East Timor draw on the legitimacy of the 'dwifungsi' role which allows the military a
strong political role throughout Indonesia. However in East Timor, the military have
an even more dominating role. From the 1975 invasion, up to the present, ABRI has
exercised primary control of all activities in the territory.
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'Bhinneka Tunggal Ika', or Unity In Diversity is the slogan that defines the culturally
diverse nature of the state. Rulers of the state system have sought to define the State
as a culturally diverse but nationally unified entity. The process of cultural
production in the New Order State since the late 1960's has seen an increasing
emphasis on the values, political style and traditions of the elite stratum of ethnic
Javanese society known as 'kejawen'. Diversity that cannot be contained within the
aforementioned premises of the State is not tolerated. 'Wawasan Nusantara' or the
archipelagic unity of the nation-state stresses again the unity of the many and
geographically dispersed islands of Indonesia. In the context of the state-system it
places centre -regional relations in a context of national defence and security,
stressing the importance of unity above decentralisation.35

There have been significant changes in the late eighties and early nineties. An
increase in entrepreneurial activity reflects a new articulate middle class with
technical and professional skills demanding greater devolution of control from the
ruling oligarchy. Despite this, very few areas of private or public life in Indonesia
remain in any sense autonomous of the continual interaction between state-system and
civil society. Most private and group experiences are embedded in that interaction,
and few, if any Indonesians live beyond the consequences of Pancasila and dwifungsi

ABRI.36

The Catholic Church in the New Order State

The role of the Christian Churches in the New Order State has been characterised by
compliance and the caution of a 'minority complex'. The crucial factor in the
development of the Catholic Church in Indonesia is its continued political
accommodation by the State both prior to, and during, the New Order period. Not
)$ibid. p. l24
ibid. p. l38

36
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only is the Catholic Church keenly aware of its delicate place amongst a largely
Muslim population, it also remembers its virtual banishment by the Dutch ( 1600 1800) and its cruel treatment by the Japanese between 1942 -45 when some 300
priests or religious were executed or died in concentration camps. 37

The right of Christians to worship in Indonesia is safeguarded by Pancasila and the
Indonesian constitution. Such worship is even recognised as an important factor in
nation- building.38 To some degree, Christians and members of other religions owe
their right to practise their faith to the secular nationalist leaders who defeated
attempts by Muslim leaders to make Islam the basis of the constitution.

39

Pancasila

was the result of an agreement between these Indonesian leaders during a series of
preparatory meetings for independence in 1945. Historically, Catholics supported,
and sought to be identified with, the independence movement. As early as 1923 , the
Javanese Catholics had established their own Catholic political party led by I.J.
Kasimo. Catholics took an active role in the independence movement with prominent
Catholics openly supporting the Indonesian Republic against the Dutch. 40

The establishment of the Catholic and Protestant bureaux in the Ministry of Religion
showed an acceptance of Christianity from the early days of the republic. 41 Attempts
by Islamic leaders and organisations to obtain more political prominence and
representation have served to remind the Christian churches of their minority status
and the necessity of State support for Pancasila. Although Christians and Muslims
coexist in relative hannony in Indonesia, there is a persistent fear among Christians of
Islamisation of the State, as happened in neighbouring Malaysia.42 This fear was part
37

Walsh, P. The pope rides the Indonesian rapid without rocking the boat', National Outlook. January,
1990. p.13
31
Ka'bah, R. Christian Presence In Indonesia: A View OfChristian-Muslim Relations. Study Paper No.
4, Leicester, UK: The Islamic Foundation, 1985. p.5
39
ibid. p.54
•<>oocumentation -information Department, Office of Indonesian Bishops' Conference. The Catholic
Church In Indonesia. Jakarta, 1989. p.84
41
Howell, p.529
42
Walsh, p. l4

21

ofthe rationale behind the Catholic Party which was formed to represent Catholics in
politics. Catholic activists promoted images of themselves as true nationalists and
defenders of Pancasila and the nation. 43 The Catholic Party, led by Harry Tjan
Silalahi, took a prominent role in the formation of anti-Conummist parties and
organisations to crush the Thirtieth of September Movement, known as KAPGestapu. 44 When, in 1971, the Indonesian government reduced the number of
political parties to eight, the Catholic Party was allowed to continue at least until 1973
when the Catholic Party was merged into the Partai Demokrasi Indonesia (PDI).45
Catholics are well represented among the political, economic and civil elite of the
New Order State. Some prominent leaders include former defence minister, General
Benny Murdani and former fmance minister, Frans Seda.

Pancasila guaranteed the Catholic Church a home under the New Order State. This
enabled a Catholic ecclesiastical hierarchy, the Majelis Agung Waligereja Indonesia

(MAWI) to be established in Indonesia by Pope John XXIll in 1961 . This is currently
known as Koperensi Waligereja Indonesia (KWI). A strong process of indigenisation
of Church personnel has since been occurring throughout Indonesia and the number
and influence of foreign missionaries is continually decreasing. 46 The Church
hierarchy now consists of 34 dioceses under seven Church provinces and its
membership has grown from 3% of the population in 1980 47 to about 3.5% of the
current population which translates to about five million Indonesian Catholics. 48 Most
of these Catholics are concentrated in the eastern part of the archipelago, most notably
in the province ofNusa Tenggara Timur (NIT) which includes West Timor, Flores,
Roti and Sumba. East Timor, considered by the Republic to be its 27th province, is
adjacent to NIT.
3

Ka'bah, p.53
Crouch, H. The Army And Politics In Indonesia. Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1978. p.14 1
•s Documentation -Information Department, Office of Indonesian Bishops' Conference, p.85
~owell, p.528
7
• Ka'bah, p. l2
•• Documentation -Information Department, Office of Indonesian Bishops' Conference, p.5
•

44

22

There are a number of factors which have influenced the growth and role of Catholics
in Indonesia. One of the main factors in the rise of Christianity in Indonesia was the

central philosophy of Pancasila and how it was used by the government to deter
communism. Many people declared themselves members of a particular faith for fear
of being branded a communist and this increased the number of Catholics in
Indonesia!9 Christianity was also encouraged to combine with other forces as a
balance to the influence of the Islamic religion in government. so The Catholic Church
is involved in numerous welfare, health and educational activites, displaying its
penetration into the daily life of Indonesian society. The Catholic education system is
highly respected and includes ten universities and there are hundreds of Church- run
hospitals and clinics.

Catholics, as with other denominations have their religious activities tied to the State
through the Ministry of Religious Affairs. The Ministry serves to regulate Church
activities. Examples include such decrees as Numbers 70 and 77 issued in 1978
which sought to regulate the propagation of religion and foreign assistance to
religious institutions. 51 The State has acted to restrict foreign private support of the
Christian churches and in 1979 prohibited missionary work to convert people who
already have a recognised religion. 52

The vigour with which Catholic activists publicly pursued their anti-communist
campaign in alliance with the emerging New Order State forces from 1965, is
matched by the caution displayed by the Church in any potential conflict of interest
with the State. Walsh notes that the Catholic Church in Indonesia has carefully
avoided conflict with the Indonesian government even on such 'Catholic' issues as
9
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50
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artificial contraception and the denial of visas to missionaries. 53 An article by
Archbishop Leo Sukoto of Jakarta highlights the deference of the Church to the State
when he claims that the State should only support a religion that has positive value for
the State's interests. 'If...a religion should oppress people, damage or ruin morality,
upset security, such a religion should be forbi dden within its territory'. In stating that
the State should not offer privileged status to any one religion he further adds that: 'It
is sufficient for the State to treat and assist them all in accordance with their
contribution to the interests of the State'. 54 There is an inherent belief that the Catholic
Church should be able to spread the faith freely and see the faithful fulfil their
religious duties, within the framework of the institutions set up by the State. ss

An important consideration in the State's treatment of the Christian Churches is their

international structures. The relationship of the Indonesian Catholic Church with the
Vatican has influenced the relations between the State and Catholic Church in
Indonesia, particularly on the issue of East Timor. The Indonesian State and the
Vatican share a strong commitment to oppose communism. Although the major
religions in Indonesia are accorded equal status, the Suharto regime has dealt with the
Catholic Church more leniently than other religions in its enforcement of the Social
Organisations Act, known as Ormas. In 1985 this Act was passed by the Parliament
and required all significant Indonesian organisations to adopt Pancasila as their sole
ideological basis. The Catholic Church opposed being classified under the law and
subsequently has not been required to comply. The Secretary-General of the
Indonesian Bishops Conference, Mgr. Sukoto, argued that the Catholic Church
affirmed values of Pancasila and a willingness to work for their realisation, but there
were a number of reasons why the Catholic Church should not be classified as a
social organisation under the Act. First, the Catholic Church was not a voluntary
53
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association as people were called into it by God. Secondly, the Church had not been
formed by Indonesia or even Rome, but by Jesus Christ. Also there was only one
universal Church so the Indonesian Church did not stand alone and could not alter its
basis unilaterally. In contrast, the Protestant Churches have had to comply with
Onnas.56

Conclusion

The New Order Regime, sensitive to the ethnic, cultural and religious diversity of the
Indonesian archipelago, effectively uses Pancasila to determine and manipulate
religious practice and expression. The evolution and development of the Christian
Churches in Indonesia have established them safely within the current ideological
parameters of the New Order State. While restricted by the New Order State's
application of Pancasila through the controls of the Ministry of Religion, the Catholic
Church recognises that to a large extent, its existence in Indonesia is also safeguarded
by Pancasila and Pancasila has in fact served to increase the number of Catholics in
Indonesia. As a minority religion in a country whose population is mainly Muslim,
the Catholic Church is characterised by caution and Indonesian Catholic leaders
happy to declare their Church's role in the nationalist struggle and anti-communist
purges that have led to the formation of the New Order State. The Catholic Church in
Indonesia is not publicly critical of the State and has shown itself willing to work
within the framework of dwifungsi, Pancasila and the other ideological foundations
that form the basis of State power. The evolution of the Indonesian Catholic Church
and its relations with the New Order State is by no means a universal model. The
experience of the Catholic Church in East Timor offers another model of Church State relations; a model which the New Order State is disinclined to accommodate.
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Chapter 2

The Historical Role of the Church

The next three chapters will offer a comparative study of the role of the Catholic
Church of East Timor prior to, and after, Indonesian annexation. This chapter wi_ll
examine the evolution of the Catholic Church presence in East Timor, providing an
interpretation of the Church's historical character by examining the role it played in
the Portuguese colonisation of East Timor and its interaction with the wider society.
These historical perspectives will offer a context within which to examine the nature
and direction of change in the role of the contemporary Church and its impact on
relations with the New Order State.

I will present a chronological history of the Church, dividing its four hundred year
presence in East Timor into four major periods:
( 1) the foundation period from the early 16th century which saw the arrival
and establishment of the Church in the Timor region until the decisive battle
ofPenfui in 1749 which established the Portuguese in the territory now
comprising East Timor;
(2) the period of consolidation of Portuguese rule in East Timor from 17 49
until 1940;
(3) the Concordat period which saw a formal relationship established between
the Church and the Portuguese State and included the Second World War and
the period of post-war reconstruction;
( 4) the 1974-7 5 period of transition which saw the beginning of Portuguese
decolonisation and the escalation of Indonesian involvement in East Timor.
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This historical period is significant in revealing the Church's preference to attach itself
to elites within Timorese society in the pursuit of Church interests. During the 400
year period, the Church was characterised by its association with dominant powerholders in Timorese society including indigenous rulers, T opasse leaders and
representatives of the Portuguese crown. It was a Church that was mostly foreign in
its leadership and institution, a transplant of an institutionalised European Church
which showed little signs of inculturation into Timorese society or ownership by the
East Timorese people.1

The Foundation Period.

Catholicism is the oldest form of Christianity in Indonesia. Roman Catholic
missionary activity began in the Moluccas in the late fifteenth and early sixteenth
century. 2 The arrival of Portuguese priests coincided with that of the Portuguese
merchants and signalled the beginning of Portuguese colonialism in the region.

Before the onset of colonial influence, the traditional political structure of Timor was
not that of a unified political entity, but rather one of many small kingdoms reflecting
a diversity of tribes, each ruled by a king known as a 'Liurai'. Boxer describes the
eastern 'Bellos' portion as comprising forty-six tribes and the western 'Serviao' portion
comprising sixteen tribes. He also describes a pattern of revolt due to the '... anarchical
and tribal state of society'.3 There is evidence that a number of the tribal kingdoms

1

Williams, K. 'The Vatican missionary policy In Asia,' David, Dr.M.D. ed. Western Colonialism In
Asia And Christianity. Bombay: Himalaya Publishing House, 1988. p.68
2
Cooley, F. L.Jndonesia Church And Society. New York : Friendship Press, 1968. p.43
Boavida, J. The Fusion of Religion and Nationalism in East Tim or : A Culture in the Making. M.A.
Thesis (unpublished), Department of Anthropology, Oxford, 1993.
Fernandez SVD, Fr. C. Church Growth and Development In Tim or and Its Implication To Campus
Ministry In The City Of Kupang. Darwin, 1990. p.2
Cooley claims missionary activity began in the Moluccas in the 1530's however Fernandez claims the
Portuguese carne to Indonesia on June 7th 1494.
3
Boxer, C.R. Fidalgos In The Far East I 550 -1770. London : Oxford University Press, 1968. pp. 192193; Daus, R. Portuguese Eurasian Communities In Southeast Asia, Singapore, lnstirute of Southeast
Asian Studies, 1989. p.41 Daus cites 62 heads of small locaJ states.

27

came together under a larger, more unified political system under Belunese control at
Wehale: occupying a fertile region on the south coast of central Timor.'

The Catholic Church played a central role in the establishment of a European
presence in Timor and the neighbouring islands of So lor and Flores. There was often
a close alignment between the Portuguese State and Church in the colonisation
process. There were also periodic break-downs in the alliance, not only caused by
local disputes in East Timor but also reflecting the shifting relations between the
Catholic Church and State within Portugal. At times the Church supported elite
groups in East Timor against the Portuguese State and on a number of occasions the
ascendant State punished the Church through its expulsion from East Timor. The
fluidi ty of the Church's alliances illustrates that the Church was not always an
unquestioning ann of Portugal, and that it periodically perceived its interests as
divergent from those of the Portuguese Crown.

Three major features which influenced the work of the Church during the foundation
period can be identified. These are:
(1) the convergence of trade, mission and temporal power;

(2) the competition between colonial powers;
(3) the fear of Islamic expansion;

Historical accounts of the Catholic Church during the foundation period in what is
modern day East Timor highlight a strong convergence of motives that drove
colonialism forward in the 16th and 17th centuries. These included the expansion of
trade, the search for natural resources, the conversion of souls and a belief in the
'Nicol, B. Timor : The Stillborn Nation. Victoria: Visa (Widescope International Publishers). 1978.
p.5
5
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civilising mission of the metropole.6 The first missionaries arrived at a time of
colonial expansionism which encompassed the acquisition of trading routes, Christian
souls and land. This period saw fluctuations in the relations between Church and State
and a gradual weakening of Church power in relation to the State culminating in
periodic Church expulsion.

Situated close to the Ombai and Wetar straits, a strategic route for the spice trade,
East Timor attracted foreign traders both for its location and its resources. Its most
sought-after natural resources were sandalwood and slaves. Chinese traders appear to
be the first outsiders to conduct continuous contact with Timor as early as the seventh
century.' In the early sixteenth and seventeenth century it was a region fiercely
contested by both Portuguese and Dutch forces and various Islamic leaders of
neighbouring kingdoms.8 Although Timor was an important port of call, it took many
years before a settlement was established or Christianity made a foothold. Two
possible reasons for this are, first, the Timorese resisted conversion and colonisation,
adhering to their own well-developed political systems and religious beliefs. The
geographic diversity and the division of Timor into many ethnic groups and languages
inhibited the process of conversion. Life in the mountainous interior of Timor was
more unaffected by foreign priests and traders than in coastal areas. That the Timorese
did not allow permanent foreign settlements but permitted the conduct of trade reveals
an organised strength in their dealings with foreigners.9
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Second, colonisation was delayed because of the predominance of trade as the
imperative of foreigners for their contact with Timor. The primary efforts of the
Portuguese and Dutch appeared more directed at gaining control over trading routes,
than actual colonisation. The Church at this time was strongly influenced by the
Portuguese Church patronage or 'Pad.roado' concessions which were the rights of
patronage granted by the Holy See to the Crown of Portugal in matters of
evangelisation and ecclesiastical administration including the right of the Portuguese
Crown to nominate or confirm all appointments to vacant Bishoprics in Asia. 10 This
also gave the Portuguese crown ' ... an exclusive control over its eastern discoveries
with the assurance that other nationalities would not seek a share in the colonial booty
under the guise of missionary interest.' 11

The Catholic priests' vigorous involvement in trade highlights the blurred distinction
between trade and missionary objectives. 'Priests and friars accompanied every
Portuguese fleet and formed an essential complement of every factory-fort complex.' 12
Their readiness to make alliances with merchants, soldiers, Topasses (the offspring of
intermarriage between Portuguese traders or soldiers and indigenous inhabitants, also
known as 'mestizos' or 'Black Portuguese' 13) and indigenous leaders showed the
Church to be a pragmatic actor in the drive for colonial expansion. The cooption of
indigenous elites was the most favoured strategy for the control of Timor by the
Church and State. The Portuguese strategy was to befriend and then baptise the King
and his family. 14 Such was the case with the native ruler of Lifao who was one of Friar
Jacinto's enthusiastic converts, thereby assisting the settlement of this area. 15
10
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Church perceptions of its integral role with the interests of State were reinforced by
the Church leadership's active involvement in temporal politics. The first missionaries
came inspired by Pope Alexander VI's papal Bull : Bulla Inter Caetera, issued on May
4th, 1493 which indicated the demarcation lines of the Spanish and Portuguese
territories. 16 The spread of the Church can be traced along the route of trade, fo llowing
the 'shoe-string empire' of the Portuguese which consisted of ' .. .scattered, fortified
settlements linked to each other by a seaborne fleet. 11 7

From Malacca, Albuquerque sent three ships under Captain Antonio de Abreu to
explore the regions in the south. The fleet called at Solor, just north of Timor and
established a trading post and mission there. 18 Abreu discovered Timor between 1511
and 1515.

19

ln 1546 the Jesuit priest Francis Xavier spent much of the year in

Malacca preparing the foundations for the works of the Franciscan, Jesuit, Dominican
and other missionary orders in the region. The plan of Alfonso de Albuquerque, who
had left Portugal in 1506 and founded a naval base at Malacca, was to '... throw a vital
cut in the Islamic societies, ensuring at the same time the survival of the spices
route'.20

During the foundation period there was intense competition between Portugal and
Holland for control over trade routes. The alignment between trade, territorial and
religious ambitions saw the Protestant Dutch in competition with the Catholic
Portuguese. The location of Catholic or Protestant communities in the region reflected
16
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these colonial rivalries. For the Church in East Timor, two of the most significant
influences were the formal demarcation of religious territories, and the strong
identification of the Church with the Portuguese State.

The Church developed a strong presence on Solor and the Solor, and later Larantuka,
mission settlements were important bases for both Portuguese trade and missionising
in Timor. 21

The competition and conflict between the Dutch and the Portuguese contributed to the
low level of converts on Timor as any missionary activity was exposed to the threat of
rival attacks. The successful number of conversions, up to 5000, by Fr. Antonio
Taveira in 1550 did not continue because of this reason. 22

Around 1657 the Timor- Flores - Sumba Agreement between Portugal and Holland
was signed. This Agreement divided the islands among the missionaries, both
Protestants and Catholics, giving each jurisdiction for ministry. It decreed Flores,
North Central Timor, Belu and East Timor as belonging to the Catholic missionaries
and other areas belonging to the Protestant missionaries.

23

Another significant influence upon the Church during the foundation period was its
fear of Islam. The Church keenly felt a vulnerability to Islam which was strongly
rooted in the region. There was strong opposition to Christian intrusion from Islamic
forces in Aceh and the Moluccas which resulted in the fust Christian martyrs in
Indonesia before 1600. 24 The Church was not averse to physical confrontation with
Islamic forces and many of the early settlements are characterised by the building of
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forts to guard against invaders which included Muslim, 'heathen' or the Dutch.25
Under the leadership of Fr Antonio da Cruz, the Dominicans built a fort, known as
Lohoyong fort, around the church and homes on Solor to defend the growing
settlement from Dutch and Muslim attack. 26

Christian attacks on Muslims also occurred and victories against Muslim attacks were
imbued with religious significance as described in a letter from Fr. Lourenco Peres to
Malacca,
There is in those lands a monk by the name ofAntonio fda Cruz] together
with a few companions, he is a zealous man who appears through his
perseverance to await to reap some reward for his patience. And this did
happen. More than 200 Javanese moors went there to destroy the mission.
There were only eight Portuguese including the priests, but they resisted the
Javanese .. .. The Javanese then told them that if they surrendered the priests
they would withdraw. Our Portuguese replied that they would not even give
them a dog, but the sword. .. When the Christians and pagans saw such a big
victory, they understood that God was on the side of the Portuguese and so
those whom we converted were confirmed in their faith and many thousands
ofpagans asked to be baptised. And not only these but also the people ofthe
neighbouring islands, hearing the victory asked to be baptised and thus a
great door for Christianity was opened there. 27

The presence of the Catholic Church in East Timor was consolidated through the
priests' alliances with the Topasses and indigenous Timorese rulers. Though formal
government did not exist, the missionary priests and T opasse leaders could be
described as prime agents of civil power in Timor. The Topasses played a dominant
role on Timor and their Catholic heritage provided the Church with a ready alliance to
pursue its own interests there. The founder of the first actual fort settlement on Timor

in 1613 was a merchant, Costa, a mestizo from Solor. He and other Topasses began
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the transmission of Portuguese culture and language in present day Oecusse, an area
then known as Lifau. 28 Although Lifau and the surrounding areas of West Timor were
their stronghold, with Portuguese help they spread into Eastern Timor forming
alliances and marriages with Liurai families. By 1650 the Topasses were in control of
the trading ports of Lifau and Larantuka. From 1673 until their power was broken by
the Dutch in a battle at Penfui in 1749, the Topasses dominated Timor's
development. 29

The Church's priorities in Timor were evident in the work of Dominican friar,
Antonio de Sao Jacinto who was '.. .the first missionary to obtain lasting results on
Timor' after converting some of the '... petty, pagan chiefs .. .' during the years 16401645!0 The concentration of religious conversions among the elites identified
Catholicism early as a symbol of power and status in Timorese society. According to
Da Silva Rego, by 1703 twenty-five Timorese Liurais (twenty-one in the province of
Belos and four in Serviao) had formally acknowledged authority of the Portuguese
crown over their kingdom. 31

Timor belonged to the 'Islands of Solor', an outreach of the diocese of Malacca which
supplied priests from Dominican religious communities in India. They converted
thousands of inhabitants on the islands of Flores, Timor, Alor, Lombok and Roti. The
Catholic Church became well-established with Churches built on several of the
islands and a seminary established on So lor. Letters held in the Goa archives include
details of the loyalty of the Timorese to Portugal largely through the missionary
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activities of the Dominican friars. 32 Until 1782 a Catholic bishop was periodically
appointed to Timor. 33

The convergence of civil and religious authority was evident in the area of trade
which at times appears to have dominated the activities of the Catholic priests.
Dominican priests and T opasse traders controlled the trading networks between
Solor, Larantuka and Timor, particularly in sandalwood. 34 Dominican friars profitted
from the gold-dust trade between Macassar and Macau. 35 The optimism of one
Dominican friar was expressed in his prediction that the conquest of the Zambesi
River valley and the occupation of Timor '... would yield sufficient wealth to make his
Majesty the most powerful monarch in all Europe .. .'. 36

The convergence of trade and evangelisation was not without its tension, which Daus
describes between the missionaries and traders who wanted to use the influence of
each other for their own ends. 37 The tension focussed on the power each exercised
over the Timorese. The missionaries wanted the traders to be their 'apostolic troops'
but the traders wanted the missionaries to christianize some groups, while leaving
other groups untouched, depending on the trade opportunities. The quarrel between
the two groups caused a flood of letters of complaint to Goa, then the administrative
base for Solor and Timor.
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Although the Church's involvement in trade was accepted by local leaders and the
Topasse and Portuguese traders, the extent of their involvement often drew criticism.
Churchmen were accused of allowing the trade imperative and the exercise of civil
authority to overtake their role as Church evangelists. Boxer describes the ' ...moral
laxity, religious indifference and pecuniary greed of the bulk of Dominican friars .. .'
and their '.. credulousness, carelessness and at times downright shameless
mendacity .. .'. 38 This indicates that at times the Church preoccupation with trade may
have been at the expense of evangelisation and religious considerations. Trade
interests also encouraged the Church to focus its attention on the indigenous elites
rather than their economically powerless subjects.

Despite the differences and conflicts between traders and clergy, the presence of the
Church was useful to legitimize Portuguese trade motives. In the mid-17th century,
Portuguese forces invaded Timor to extend their influence beyond the coast to control
the island's internal trade. They justified their attack by the need to defend recently
Christened coastal rulers. 39 There is no evidence of a parallel campaign of
evangelisation throughout the newly conquered territory. Most Timorese inhabitants
remained untouched by the Catholic religion and the Church remained a foreign
institution in Timor.

It was generally accepted that priests assumed civil authority in areas under their
control. The extent of the Church's civil power is best illustrated when it came into
conflict with the Portuguese State. Although Timor carne under the control of the
Viceroys of Goa, Portuguese attempts to consolidate their presence on Timor, were
occasionally hindered by the clergy. Acting in alliance with the Topasses, clergy acted
31
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to prevent Portuguese Governors of whom they did not approve, establishing their
authority.40 Governors became increasingly impatient with the missionaries, who
frequently aligned themselves with Topasse or indigenous leaders who opposed
Portuguese authority.

Evidence of the weakness of the East Timorese Church as an instirution in its own
right was revealed when the convergence of interests between Church and State broke
down. The reasons for the deterioration in Church-State relations often lay beyond
Timor. The 17th century saw the decline in the political power of Spain and Portugal
and a gradual process of distancing between the Church and the Portuguese State
based on the deterioration in relations between Portugal and the Vatican. Realising
that Portuguese and Spanish royal patronage of the missions was becoming
ineffective, the Vatican set up the Sacra Congregatio de Propaganda Fide in 1622.
This was a central agency established to directly control the work of the missions and
dismantle the system of royal patronage with the aim that the work of the missions
would not serve the interests of colonial and commercial powers. 41 Not only was this
to break the authority of Portugal, which opposed the plan, but it was to establish an
indigenous clergy!2 However, attempts in this area were' ... hampered by a mentality
which suspected the moral and intellecrual competence of the indigenous people.'
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The authority of the Portuguese bishops based on Padroado concessions became
increasingly ineffecrual with the decline of Portuguese State influence and the
distance of the bishops from the boundaries of their dioceses. For example, since the
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Flores ... The Vatican began to replace them using its Vicars Apostolic. 45 These
actions by Rome were to ensure the unity of the Church by complete submission of its
bishops to the See of Rome which was alert to schism- a danger especially in far away
places!6 These developments which led to an erosion in the relationship between the
Catholic Church and State in Portugal contributed to a decline in relations between
the Church and State in distant East Timor.

The Portuguese State control of East Timor was consolidated by the Battle at Penfui
in 1749 which laid down the territorial division of Timor with the Dutch in the west
and the Portuguese in the east. That the T opasses had been forced to request
Portuguese help in this battle, had strengthened Portuguese power at the expense of
the Topasses. This marked the decline of Topasse power in East Timor and the
ascendance of the Portuguese State as the major power-holder in the territory.

Period of Portuguese Consolidation in East Timor 1749 -1940

This period can be characterised as a strengthening of the power of the State at the
expense of the Church. Portugal now concentrated on ruling East Timor as a political
entity. Without the patronage ofthe State, the Church showed itself to be a weak
institution and its presence in East Timor was tied more to developments in Lisbon
than those occurring in East Timor. While the flrst indigenous priest bad been
ordained in the 19th century,•' there continued to be few indigenous clergy, reflecting
the lack of inculturation of the Church and its continuing superior attitudes towards
the majority of East Timorese people .
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Although the 1851 Treaty of Lisbon had further consolidated the Penfui division of
Timor into West Timor under the Dutch and East Timor under the Portuguese. the
Portuguese hold on the island was tenuous until 191 2. This was partly because of
continued Dutch harassment and partly from various indigenous Timorese rebellions.
some lasting as long as thirty years!' The last major rebellion was put down in 191 2
with the use of extreme force, troop reinforcements having to be shipped in from
other Portuguese colonies!9 The many small Timorese kingdoms were gradually
incorporated into a system of districts with a colonial administrative apparatus led by
a Portuguese official in each district. The Portuguese continued indirect rule through
Liurais, playing on ethnic diversity to keep the people divided and easier to control.

The 18th and 19th centuries saw further erosion of Church - State relations reflecting
a growing anti-clericalism by the Portuguese State and a decline in missionary activi ty
worldwide. so That Islam was so well established throughout most of the strategic
maritime locations is another reason for the later decline in missionary activity.5 1
Attempts at Christianisation were confmed to the eastern parts of the archipelago
where Christians had gained an early foothold. 52

There continued to be constant bickering amongst Church authorities and Portuguese
governors ofTimor. 53 At times relations between the Church and State completely
broke down. In 1833, with the promulgation of anti-clericallegislation of a
Portuguese government which wanted the complete division of church and State /~ the
Church was expelled from the colony and did not return until 1874. Twelve years
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later the administration of the Portuguese missions was transferred from Goa to the
Bishop of Macao.

Dunn describes the modem period of the Church's development as beginning after
191 2, although Religious orders suffered expulsion from the colony and relations
with civil authorities were not good.

ss

In 1910 with the declaration of the anti-

Catholic Republic in Lisbon, the Jesuits and the Canossians were expelled from
Soibada and Manatuto and other missionaries were also driven out.56 The Canossians
returned in 1923 but the Jesuits did not return until 1958. The Salesians were
withdrawn in 1929 and did not return until 1948. 5 7

The expulsion of the major Catholic Orders highlighted the ability of the Portuguese
State to limit the work of the Church. A few secular priests tried to maintain some of
the educational institutions of the Orders during their expulsion despite considerable
opposition from civilian authorities. They were confmed to their schools, could only
practise teaching and could not travel without permission.51

The Church's role in education provided the Church with status and influence
amongst elites in East Timorese society despite its tenuous relations with the State.
Church education efforts were confined to indigenous elites and were used as a
vehicle to spread the Catholic faith and Portuguese culture. By confining itself to the
education of the elite, Church strategy parallelled that of the Portuguese and Topasse
rulers who, during the seventeenth, eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, did not
attempt to extend their influence beyond the kingdom level, leaving Timorese society
relatively fre.e from incursion and disruption. Confining education to the elite
55
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confirmed the status of those associated with the Church and also left the mass of
Tirnorese people unaffected by the Church and, by Portuguese standards, illiterate.

Forbes mentions the powerful influence of the Dominicans amongst the Liurais he
met on his travels who spoke Portuguese and practised both Lulik (animism ) and
Catholicism. Their constituents however, neither spoke Portuguese nor practised
Catholicism. 59 Widespread or forced conversions by the Catholic missionaries were
not the modus operandi of the Church. 60 The people of the eastern part of the territory
were more resistant to conversion to the Catholic faith. The first Christians among the
people ofTutuala were baptised by the Salesian missionaries as late as January 31st
1948 61 compared to the first baptism amongst the Bunaq people in the western part of
East Timor which took place on 19th July 1875. 62

Not only was religion used to exert control over indigenous leaders and their
constituents, it was also used by these leaders to consolidate and extend their own
power bases. In this way the Catholic religion was a tool used both by the Portuguese
and indigenous leaders .to increase their secular power, inevitably leading to power
struggles and periodic conflict between the Portuguese administrators and Tirnorese
Liurais. In the 1779 war against Governor Correia, there is an account of the
destruction of churches and chapels. 63 Boavida claims such resistance was directed at
the political and economic power of Portuguese missionaries rather than opposition to
Catholicism per se.
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Even amongst the converts of this period, animist beliefs and ancestral cults
continued to be an important part of the peoples' lives. 65 Historical accounts illustrate
the syncretic nature of 'converts'. By the early eighteenth century, with the seat of
Portuguese government now established on Timor, many elites had converted to
Catholicism although Dwm quotes Boxer's observation '.. their attendance at the
mission churches alternated with ... animistic sacrifices and orgiastic war-dances'.66
Boxer mentions an Episcopal Pastoral of 1752 which describes the prevalent practice
of human sacrifice amongst so-called Christian tribes on occasions of ritual
significance. 67Daus also describes how Christian Liurais continued with traditional
rites such as sacrificing animals before battle and drinking the blood of white dogs.68

With the ascendancy of the State over the Church in the 19th and 20th centuries, the
Church's position and effectiveness in Timor were strongly determined by the
Portuguese State. The Church was isolated from the majority of the East Timorese
population, confining its attention and services to the elite. Evangelisation was limited
by its lack of outreach into the wider society and its own disinclination to mass
conversiOn.

The Concordat Period: Second World War and Post-War Reconstruction

During this period the Church in East Timor became clearly identified with the
Portuguese State and the interests and objectives of the Portuguese colonial
administration. During the post-war years there was a gradual increase in converts,
which included Timorese at village level. However, Catholicism largely remained the
religion of a minority elite and did not have a profound effect on the mass of
Timorese people with the highest estimate claiming only 25% of the population to be
65
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Catholic. 69 There continued to be few examples of inculturation of the Church in East
Timor. 70

In Portugal, the ascension to power of Portuguese leader, Antonio Salazar, who

remained in office from 1926 to 1968, heralded an era of State support for the
Catholic Church. In the late thirties, with the backing of the ultra-conservative
Portuguese govenunent the Church renewed its efforts to assert itself in Portuguese
Timor." The signing of the Concordat and Missionary Agreement between the
Vatican and the Salazar regime in 1940 laid the foundation for an alliance between
State and Church. The Catholic missions were charged with implementing
govenunent policies and were the official agency for the education of indigenous
peoples. The religious activities in the overseas provinces of Portugal were regulated
and an income for the Church from the Portuguese government was secured. This
improved conditions for the Church to pursue its work, particularly in education. The
State saw the Church as giving moral legitimacy to the Portuguese regime and to its
'civilising' mission to the Timorese people. These agreements strongly determined the
nature of the Church for the next thirty-five years. In September 1940 East Timor
became a diocese of the Catholic Church. A cathedral was erected in Dili. At this time
there were twenty-one priests and twenty nuns ministering to an indeterminate
nwnber of Catholics estimated to be between twelve and thirty thousand, or less than
10% of the colony.72
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As an overseas province of neutral Portugal, East Timor remained apart from the
theatre of war until 1941, when it was drawn unwillingly into the war with
devastating results for the East Timorese population. In December 1941 , Australian
soldiers together with Netherlands East Indies troops landed in defiance of the
protests of the Portuguese governor. The Portuguese continued to administer the
island until February 1942 when 20 000 Japanese soldiers invaded Timor and
occupied the island until the end of hostilities in 194 5.

The East Timorese actively supported the outnumbered Australian troops in a
guerilla war against the large troop presence of the Japanese until the Australians
were evacuated in February 1943. The Japanese retaliated against those who
supported the Allies by exacting a large loss of life and property. An estimated
40,000 Tirnorese died between 1941 and 1945. 73

While in West Timor European missionaries were interned in camps in Southern
Sulawesi,74 many of the clergy in East Timor, including the leader of the Church, Fr.
Jaime Garcia Goulart, were evacuated to Australia. 75 A small number of priests,
including Portuguese and indigenous clergy, maintained a Church presence in East
Timor. 76 The main tasks of the clergy during this time was to administer sacramental
ministry, aid and solace to the suffering population. In the absence of Portuguese
administrative control, the Church aligned itself with the people suffering under
Japanese occupation.
13
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Observing the Church's close identification and interaction with the East Timorese
people, the Japanese regime treated the Catholic Church much the same as the wider
society. At least four priests were killed and others had to flee for their lives in the
face of Japanese advances.n Most of the Church buildings were also destroyed
including the cathedral, many churches and schools.

78

Although official Portuguese policy was that of neutrality, like many of the
indigenous Timorese, Catholic priests assisted Australian soldiers with information,
food and supplies. 79 Examples of the Church's identification with, and support of,
Portuguese interests include the active assistance to Portuguese officials by Catholic
clergy in maintaining law and order in the face of Japanese practices of stirring antiPortuguese sentiment and rebellion amongst the Timorese. 80

After the war, in contrast to the nationalist war against the Dutch going on in
neighbouring Indonesia, the defeat of the Japanese saw the unchallenged return of the
Portuguese in East Timor. Portugal embarked upon reconstruction of the economic
infrastructure in East Timor exacting a harsh toll on the people through its use of
forced labour and taxation. When many of the Catholic clergy and religious returned
after the war, they worked closely with the Portuguese administration in the immense
task of reconstruction and the Church was seen as an active partner in a relationship
that could be seen as one of mutual reinforcement. 81 The Church's resources were
channelled into the construction of churches and schools.
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While the East Timorese Church now had the status of a separate official diocese, this
was not reflected in the inculturation of the Church with the local people. The
language, leadership, practices and even architecture of the Church continued to be
Portuguese.12 Boavida lists the Church's use of Portuguese language as an important
reason for the low rate of conversion among Timorese. Even more significant were
the Timorese attempts to avoid the harsh poll tax as conversion meant adoption of a
Portuguese name and an identity card which qualified the convert as a tax-payer.
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During this period, as in earlier times when Church and State interests converged, the
role of the priest was not exclusively a religious one. He was frequently the only
European representative in the remote areas and assumed administrative tasks in the
absence of Portuguese administrators. He was also in charge of any educational
facilities. As an outsider, the priest was a symbol of wider authority and a
representative and transmitter of Portuguese ideas and ways. 84 Church ownership of
land and access to other sources of income gave the priest status in the eyes of the
indigenous people.

Taylor claims that the narrowing gap between colonial urban and rural elites
characteristic of post-war developments had largely bypassed the Catholic Church.
The division between the parish priests working in the villages and the hierarchy in
Dili remained marked. 15 The inaugural Bishop of the diocese ofDili, Bishop Jaime
Garcia Goulart from the Azore Islands (1940 -1958), and his successor, Portuguese
Bishop Ribeiro (1958- 1976),16 were appointed as the Bishops ofDili and were strong
12
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reinforcements of Portuguese rule in the colony. Despite the aloofness of many
priests, they were widely respected and there were no anti-Catholic movements as
such in East Timor. Interventions by priests on behalf of many Timorese, for whom
they often took up grievances against local officials, generated respect. Church
personnel spent longer periods of time in East Timor than Portuguese official's tour of
duty.

The Church's lack of inculturation was seen in its tendency to rely on European or
Goan missionaries rather than actively encouraging the development of indigenous
clergy. Of the thirty-four missionaries guiding the Church in 1952, only one was not
Portuguese. 1 7 The Portuguese nature of the Church was unchallenged by the few
indigenous priests and there is no evidence of tension in the relations between them
and the majority of foreign priests. The anti-Spanish clericalism that was evident
amongst the Filipino priests of the 18th and 19th centuries does not seem to have a
parallel in East Timor, where overt signs of tension or antagonism seem to have been
absent."

In 1969 the Church included about one hundred European priests and nuns of various

orders. Among them were sixty-two Portuguese, twenty Italians and twelve Spaniards.
There were nine Timorese priests, most of them mestizos. 89 Most priests were located
in Dili and the Salesians were located at the two agricultural schools. In 1972 there
were 47 priests on the island, only nine of whom were Timorese. By 1975 only twelve
indigenous priests had been ordained.
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had only a visiting priest who would come once or twice a month and regular
attendance of Church services by most Timorese converts was rare.92 The scarcity of
priests meant that there were long periods of time between Church services which
were often filled in with a continuation of traditional ceremonies. However, in the
absence of any other religious influences, the Church's interaction with indigenous
society still made it the most significant agent of change.93

There were indicators that some elements of the Church had begun to identify more
with East Timorese society including a slight increase in conversions and the training
and ordination of a few indigenous clergy. To an extent which varied from area to
area and priest to priest, the Catholic Church incorporated the local culture into
Catholic rituals which made Catholicism less alien to the people. Although
Portuguese was the language of the Church, a Tetum catechism had been produced
and the main prayers were recited in Tetum by some Catholics in the rural interior. 94
A number of priests such as Fathers Teixeira and Duarte, applied their keen interest in
aspects of East Timorese culture, language and anthropological studies and wrote
some of the few books on these areas of Timorese life. The Church was not, however,
a vehicle of national identity before the Indonesian invasion.

Education, which was the major responsibility of the Church, was an important tool
of Portuguese colonisation. Through education, the Church continued the dual
function of christianising and 'civilising' performed by the missionaries in previous
centuries. Institutionally, the Church was still viewed by Timorese as the place where
they were to become 'civilised' through education, even though this entailed a gradual
loss of traditional culture. Although education became more accessible to non-elite
East Timorese, it was viewed by many Timorese as a method of improving their
social and economic conditions and acquiring social prestige rather than solely the
92
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pursuit of leaming.95 This educative role was a vital factor in claiming the numbers
of Catholic conversions.96 Thirty-three out of thirty-nine primary schools were run by
missionaries in 1952. In 1964, they were responsible for about sixty per cent of
primary school children.97 In 1974 the Church was running fifty-seven primary
schools, one intermediate school and two seminaries which offered religious studies
in addition to secondary education.

A requirement of enrolling in a Catholic school was a baptismal certificate, a practice
which by the 1960's, all schools had adopted.98 To be baptised, a Timorese had to
have a Portuguese name which was seen as a Christian name compared to the
indigenous or 'pagan' names. This was another step in distancing the Timorese from
their traditional culture. 99

That the Catholic church had a presence in both rural and urban areas is a significant
factor in its influence beyond urban centres. 100 Through education, the Church enabled
a partial shift of Catholicism from its association with the privileged class to involve
rural commoners. The Church brought together students from various parts of the
country through their educational institutions. Education helped to broaden the
outlook of youth and enabled them to discover ideas and knowledge beyond the
borders of their community. For the non-elite it was a way of gaining an education
and to compensate for a lack of social prestige. A significant consequence of the
Church's role in education was the development of a small number of Timorese who
were later to form the core of an educated elite which would lead the political parties
in the seventies. 101
95
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The Concordat and Missionary Agreement contributed to a Church whose officials
were undynamic and bureaucratic. Most Church officials accepted uncritically the
goals of the Portuguese regime and had little scope for independent action. The clergy
had formal political status in the Portuguese administration of East Timor. The
Legislative Council established in 1964 under the Portuguese constitution of 1963
consisted of 14 members, eleven of whom were elected. The priests and teachers
combined were able to elect one of these members. Timor also 'elected' one delegate
to the Portuguese National Assembly in Lisbon. In 1969 the representative was a
mestizo priest, Fr. Jorge Barros Duarte.

102

A later representative was Fr. Martinho da

Costa Lopes, later to become the leader of the Church in East Timor. The Bishop
acted as an official adviser to the governor. 103 A 1969 Australian Consulate Report
states that a new Consul would be met by a party of local dignitaries which included
the Bishop and advised that a new Consul should formally call on the Governor, the
Chief Justice and the Bishop. 104

There was little religious pluralism under Portuguese rule allowing the Church to
operate in a near monopoly environment. A small minority of Timorese, mainly of
Arab descent, was Muslim.

•os Many

of the small Protestant population were located

on Atauro Island. 106 Members of the Chinese population of Dili were free to profess
and practise their Confucian beliefs. 107
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Despite the introduction of Christianity in East Timor, the social and religious animist
beliefs of the majority of the population remained intact. Based on his consular
experience in the sixties and later visits, Dunn observes that many Christian villages
continued to preserve and revere sacred objects in their animist belief system, known
as ' luliks'. Animist and Christian belief influenced each other with animists
sometimes ascribing supernatural powers to mission priests. 108Christian and animist
beliefs and practices co-existed quite harmoniously and although Christianity can be
identified as the religion of the elite and educated, many of these people also held on
to their traditional beliefs.

A stronger current of reform in the Church became evident during the late sixties and
early seventies, when a questioning of Church-State relations and other forms of
nationalist sentiment began to emerge. The influence of the Seminary ofNossa
Senhora de Fatima at Dare was an important factor in the changing role of the
Church, particularly influencing the number of indigenous clergy. Some of the Jesuit
priests teaching at Dare were said to be critical of the colonial system and the social
conditions in the province. They taught about nationalist movements occurring
elsewhere and about more progressive development approaches that should be
adopted in the province. 109 The seminary environment was less conformist and
conservative than other schools and no doubt contributed to a Timorese consciousness
and a stronger nationalist political awareness. Dare produced a relatively large
number of individuals who acquired status as a result of their missionary educations
and emerged as leaders able to articulate the demands of their society. 110 In the early
and mid seventies, the educated Timorese from Dare led the growth and articulation
of indigenous political ideals and organisation in a society that was 90% illiterate.
From the seminary emerged a generation of nationalist leaders including religious,
army and civil service leaders.
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In the late sixties and early seventies, the Catholic newspaper 'Seara' became a focus
for the expression of dissent in Timor. As a Church publication it stood outside the
normal censorship rules and its articles included those on Timorese life. tradition and
language. Occasional articles indirectly critical of the colonial system began to appear
in the publication, some of whose main contributors were Dare graduates including
such political leaders as Xavier do Amaral, Manuel Carrascalao, Domingos de
Oliveira and the nationalist poet, Bmja da Costa. The Portuguese administration,
intolerant of criticism particularly in a Church publication, closed down the paper in
1973 through its security force known as Policia International e de Defensa do Estado,
(International Police for State Defence) or PIDE. 111 While the seeds of nationalism
became apparent in this period, they had only a minor impact upon the strong
foundation of the Church-State alliance. The challenge to the Portuguese
administration by these emerging voices of nationalism was soon overtaken by the
dramatic events in Portugal which inspired State-initiated de-colonisation in East
Timor.

The Transition years and the role of the Church in Decolonisation

The transition years of 1974-75 were characterised by political turmoil and
uncertainty about the future. Portuguese decolonisation gave rise to unprecedented
political activity by East Tirnorese people. The erosion of colonial power, reflecting
the political changes in Portugal had direct consequences for the Church. The alliance
between the Church and State was now challenged by the State's initiation of the
devolution of its power. The position of the Church was ambiguous and its lack of
strong direction reflected its failure to address itself to the implications of
decolonisation. This exposed the Church's dependence on the State and its di stance
from the mass of East Timorese society. The social prestige and authority the Church
111
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enjoyed under the Salazar regime had begun to be challenged by people who
questioned the Church's role in the colonial power struct\.lre.' 12 However. the
significant role played by the Church in education and civil affairs contmued to gJ\ e
East Timor a strong Catholic cultural identity.

On April 25th, 1974, a military coup led by the Portuguese Movimento das Forcas
Armadas (Armed Forces Movement) (MFA) in Lisbon overthrew the fasc1st Caetano
regime in what was to be known as the Flower Revolution . The strong soc1allst
character of the MFA influenced the reforms instigated under GeneraJ Antoru o
Spinola's new government. Portugal affirmed its UN obligations to o ffer sel fdetermination and independence to all its territories. 113 The new Portuguese
government instigated decolonisation procedures for her colonies and aJiowed the
formation of political parties. At this time the East Tirnorese people had little sense of
their collective identity or sense of their own 'nationhood'. Even their allegiance to
Portugal was less important than their stronger identification with their clan.
Traditional Liurais still commanded a great deal of respect and obedience.
Decolonisation led, however, to the rapid formation of two major, and a number of
smaller, political parties. The two largest parties were the Timorese Democratic
Union (UDT) and the Timorese Social Democratic Association (ASDT) whi ch later
became the Revolutionary Front for an Independent East Timor (FRETlLIN ). 114 L' DT
comprised conservative elements aligned '"tith the Portuguese admiru strati on wtu ch
supported self-determination through a federation with Portugal. Fretilin's members
comprised the growing number of nationalists including those of a civil service and
military background who rejected colonialism and advocated independence. A thud
party. the Popular Association for a Democratic Timor (APODETI) advocated
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integration with Indonesia but attracted only minimal support. 1u A number of other
small parties had little support or impact upon the de-colonisation process.

Wary of tunnoil on its border, Indonesia had already instigated a campaign to further
destabilise the situation in East Timor and prepare the way for future Indonesian
control of the territory in an operation known as Operasi Komodo . Part of the
Indonesian strategy was to manipulate existing divisions between the parties. 11 6 ln an
uncertain and volatile environment which saw alliances between the parties made and
broken, tensions erupted into a brief civil war between Fretilin and UDT supporters in
August and September 1975 . This precipitated the departure of the Portuguese
governor and most of his administration to the nearby island of Atauro. Fretilin
assumed power and unilaterally declared East Timor an independent state on
November 28th. Many UDT and APODETI followers fled across the border to West
Timor. Their leaders responded to the Fretilin announcement by announcing a
declaration of integration with Indonesia the following day.

Elements of the Catholic Church were involved in the political arena from the
beginning of decolonisation. The leadership ofUDT, APODETI and Fretilin were
predominantly Catholic and mostly graduates of the Dare seminary. Many of these
Catholics could be described as members of the elite, having been educated by
missionaries and the majority being educated more to the ways of the metro pole than
in their indigenous culture. Many of these elite had also gained positions of pri vilege
under the Portuguese regime with employment in the army or civil service.

Reactions to the process of decolonisation were mixed amongst the clergy. The view
of indigenous priests to a large degree was conditioned by family ties; therefore there
were those who supported the ideas of independence advocated by Fretilin, those who
115
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supported a continuing association with Portugal as promoted by UDT. and those who
supported integration with Indonesia.

11 7

After the Proclamation of Pol itical Freedom

on 8th May 1974, some East Timorese priests who had links with the neighbounng
Catholic communities in Indonesia, were present at the formation meeting of
APODETI which was then known as Associacao para Integracao de Timor na
Indonesia, (Association for Timorese Integration with Indonesia) or AJTI. 111 The nonindigenous priests in Timor were drawn from Portugal, Spain, Italy, India and Macau.
They were mainly supportive ofUDT except for the priests from India who supported
APODETI. 11 9 This support for integration with Indonesia by Indian clergy may have
been influenced by the earlier Indian incorporation of the Portuguese colony of Goa.

UDT, with its links to the Portuguese administration, was unofficially identified \.vith
the established Catholic Church and did not see the need to articulate a policy on
religion. In contrast Fretilin, whose upper Party echelons were dominated by
Catholics, was more critical of the Church involvement in colonialism and
specifically proposed the complete separation of church and state. Their concern for
land reform was expressed in the sentiment illustrated in Jose Ramos Horta's quote ,
'When the Portuguese arrived 400 years ago, they had the Bible and we had the land.
Today, we have the Bible and they have the land'. 120

The leader of Fretilin, Xavier do Amaral, was an ordained Jesuit priest in Macao
before leaving the priesthood under Portuguese pressure after remarks he made over a
1959 Timorese uprising in Uatolari. Both Amaral and his deputy, Nicalao Lobato,
were strong believers in the Catholic Church and, although critical of their Church's
colonial role, wanted to make an independent East Timor '.. a Catholic nation'.

12 1
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were challenged by other Fretilin activists including Rogue Rodrigues and Antonio
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Carvarino who condemned the role ofthe Church in aiding Portuguese colonialism in
East Timor. In their eyes there was to be no place for a privileged Church in a Fretilin
led democracy. There were about 50-60 Catholics who were active in Fretilin
leadership compared to about seven communists. 122 This Catholic majority ensured
that communist influence in the Party was minimized.

During the period of decolonisation and the rise of political parties, there was a
marked division between the Bishop and Church hierarchy and some of the
progressive parish priests and educated Catholic laity. The Church hierarchy had
shown an indifference, even hostility, to the parties expressing nationalist sentiment
prior to the Indonesian invasion due largely to a strong allegiance to Portugal and
their antipathy towards communism which they believed had infiltrated the nationali st
movement. Boavida draws attention to Fretilin's programs of bringing about social
transformation through intensive campaigns in rural areas which no doubt caused
some tension with some members of the Catholic clergy who foWld themselves
sharing their domain with other influences. Fretilin's ideas for land reform threatened
the Church which had control over large tracts of the land. Churches, schools and
monasteries were surrounded by rice fields and plantations to feed the parish and
school communities. By the end of the Portuguese era, Aditjond.ro describes the
Catholic Church as probably the largest land-owning institution in East Timor. tu

Bishop Ribeiro regarded Fretilin as communist and claimed that the Church forbade
c;::atholics to vote for communists or socialists. His criticism ofF retilin was expressed
in a Pastoral Letter on 'The new situation in East Timor' issued in January, 1975
which warned against '...atheistic communism and socialistic Marxism.' 124 In his
sermons, the Bishop alluded to the existence of certain people who wanted to
122
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discredit the work of Catholic priests. 125 Boavida claims that Fretilin's nationalist
aspirations stood to oppose the interests of the clergy who were still a privileged
minority and in control of the social fabric. 126 Aditjond.ro states there is evidence that
the hierarchy of the Church went even further in supporting a merger with Indonesia,

.. . the hierarchy ofthe Catholic Church in Portuguese Timor conveyed their
formal support for Apodeti through an announcement by the Bishop of Dili,
along with the Bishops of Kupang and Atambua in Indonesian Timor, which
gave support to the idea ofthe integration of East Timor with Indonesia. 127
The Vatican position during 1974 and 197 5, prior to the Indonesian invasion was
aligned to the status quo as illustrated by the comments and pastoral letter of the
Bishop ofDili. During the period of civil war, with many refugees moving across the
border to West Timor, Pope Paul's emissary in Indonesia, Ambassador Vincenso
Fareno, sent his best wishes to the refugees in Atarnbua and promised to visit them
there in October 1975. 128 ln Darwin in 1975, Jose Ramos Horta reported that he had
cabled Pope Paul to use his good offices to mediate in the situation. 129 However no
such mediation was forthcoming.

The divergent range of views within the Church regarding links with Portugal and
Indonesia in 1974-75 mirror the political forces prevailing at this time and reveal
Church divisions on the political status of East Timor well before the Indonesian
invasion. The Church leadership was prepared to criticise elements of the emerging
nationalist parties but offered little direction or leadership to people confronted for the
first time with making decisions about their political future. During the civil war the
Church did not feature in any significant mediating role. Indeed, despite the changes
instigated by the State, the Church appeared reluctant to address its own future role in
East Timor.
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Conclusion

The four hundred years of Church presence in East Timor has been characterised by a
history of elitism, authority in secular and religious affairs and a near monopoly in
religious proselytisation. The tensions that arose between Church and Portuguese
State usually reflected the political situation in Portugal with the Church missionaries
even being expelled for periods in the present and last century. However the Church
was more often an administrative and propaganda tool of the Portuguese rulers with
early Portuguese trade interests often converging with Church efforts at
evangelisation. The fluctuations in the relations between the Church and the
Portuguese State culminated in the close relationship formalised in official
agreements.

The Church focus on educating the elite, rather than evangelising the mass of the
population also meant that the Church often had little impact on the lives of the
majority of East Timorese. At the time of the Indonesian invasion only a minority of
the population was Catholic and for many of these their Catholicism co-habited with
anumsm.

The establishment of the seminary at Dare in 1958 was significant as it nurtured an
attitude that questioned the colonial presence in East Timor and also gave impetus to
a slowly increasing number of East Timorese clergy and Religious and lay leaders.
Despite the emergence of nationalist feeling within Dare and other sections of the
Church prior to the Indonesian invasion, the East Timorese Church was generally a
conservative and elitist institution.
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The legacy of the Catholic Church in the face of a prospective new administering
power and an upheaval of society was an institution that was tied and dependent to the
Portuguese government and showing little sign of addressing its own role in the future
of East Timor in the absence of the Portuguese State.

Chapter 3

Church and State in East Timor Post 1975

The Indonesian invasion of East Timor on December 7th, 1975 marked the
establishment of the Indonesian New Order State in the territory. This chapter will
begin to examine the impact of the Indonesian annexation of East Timor on the
Catholic Church and how the Church has responded to the policies and methods of
Indonesian State control, including the changes effected within the Church, and the
influence of the Church's responses on the wider society.

The imposition of the new state : Indonesian Invasion

Despite Indonesian intolerance of any foreign media coverage of the Indonesian
incursions and subsequent invasion that occurred on December 7th, 1975, refugee and
other accounts provide a body of evidence of what occurred. 1

The invasion is described by many commentators as clumsy, prolonged and intensely
violent. 2 The inability of the Indonesian armed forces to conquer the territory quickly,
contributed to the drawn-out suffering of the people. Taylor claims Indonesian
soldiers were told they were fighting a Jihad, or Holy War, against communism. 3
1
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Many accounts describe a pattern of widespread human rights abuses, a high death
ratio, indiscriminate killings and undisciplined behavior by the invading forces. The
invasion was resisted by Fretilin forces who were later joined by other resisters. That
the new regime was imposed upon East Timorese society by violent invasion rather
than popular election, or even a less violent annexation, prompted resistance by many
other East Timorese who had been sympathetic to, or non-committal about,
Indonesian rule.

Indonesia claimed that it was invited to control the situation in East Timor by
representatives of both the UDT and APODETI parties. There is a body of evidence
however, that reveals Indonesia's intent to invade East Timor long before such an
invitation was issued.• In a number of General Assembly and Security Council
resolutions the invasion was condemned by the United Nations which continued to
regard Portugal as the administering power in East Timor. 5 UN non-acceptance
contributed to the impetus for a prolonged resistance to Indonesian control. However,
Indonesia annexed the territory on July 17th 1976, making it the 27th province of the
Republic of Indonesia 6and Indonesian rule in East Timor has continued to be a reality
with little international intervention to alter the fact. East Timor is therefore subject to
the authority and laws of the Indonesian New Order State.

• Two of the six signatories to the 'Balibo Declaration' which called for integration with Indonesia, have
since repudiated the declaration and claimed coercion by BAKIN, the Indonesian Intelligence
Coordinating Agency. Matsuno, A. 'The Balibo Declaration', Paper presented at 'Peacemaking
ln.itiatives for East Timor' Conferenc.e on East Timor at Australian National University I 0 -12 July
1995. See also Taylor, pp.46- 65 ; McDonald, H. Suharto's Indonesia. Blackburn, Victoria: Fontana
Books, 1981. pp.189- 211
$ Un.ited Nations General Assembly Resolutions 3485 (XXX) 12th December 1975,31/ 53 1st
December, 1976, 32/34 28th November 1977, 33/39 13th December 1978, 34/40 21st November 1979,
35/27 1980, 36/50 24th November 1981 , 37/30 23rd November 1982, and United Nations Security
Council Resolutions 384 ( 1975), 389 (1976) cited in John, C. ed. 'East Timor: Prospects For PeaceReports and Papers of an Ecumenical Consultation', Background Information No.I , 1995, Un.it on
Justice, Peace and Creation, World Council of Churches, Geneva 1995. pp.l 05 - 124
~aylor details the Provisional Government's convening of a Regional Peoples Assembly in a former
sports hall in Dili on May 31st 1976 which issued an Act of Integration. Taylor, pp.73 - 74
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Key western nations including the United States of America, Great Britain and
Australia showed a readiness to accommodate the Suharto regime despite its actions
in East Timor. They were attracted by such features of the New Order State as the
strong anti-communist stance, its openness to foreign investment and trade and its
growing status as a key actor in the potentially huge markets of Southeast Asia. The
ability of the Suharto regime to suppress domestic dissent provided a more secure
economic environment which western nations found attractive. 7

ABRI forces pursued the mandate given it by Suharto's regime to establish Indonesian
control over the territory well after its official annexation in 1976 and the military has
effectively controlled the territory since the invasion. Until 1989 as a closed territory,
and even to the present day, East Timor has been subjected to even more restrictions
than other parts of Indonesia. Only a select number of visitors were permitted entry
under highly controlled supervision. The high number of troops and military
dominance in all spheres of East Timorese society were accepted by the Jakarta
government as an extension of ABRI's dwifungsi role in the maintenance of stability
in the Republic's youngest province. It is accepted by most writers that the Regional
People's Assembly and position of Governor in East Timor is subservient to the
power of the military, a not uncommon feature of the New Order State. The current
and previous East Timorese governors acknowledge that the provincial government
exercises little power in comparison with the military.8

The dominance of ABRI was the first and strongest element of the New Order State
the East Timorese had to confront. The years between the invasion and 1979 were
dominated by military campaigns to crush the armed resistance offered by East
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Timorese fighters in an effective guerilla-style war. 9 The anned resistance was
decimated by 1979, although a smaller anned resistance under the leadership ofKonis
Santana, known as the Forcas Armadas de Libertacao Nacional de Timor-Leste
(Armed Forces for the National Liberation of East Timor) or FALANTIL, continues
today. The foremost concern for the inhabitants of East Timor during this period was
physical survival in what was effectively a state of war in many parts of the territory.
Although precise figures are hard to establish and the opposing parties claim widely
divergent quotas, academics agree that mortality was extremely high. A number of
authors and organisations attribute credibility to the figure of 200, 000 people who
died as a result of the war, disease, starvation or execution in the 1975 - 1980 period.
This represents 29 % of East Timor's population in 1974.10 This figure is disputed by
the Indonesian government which claims that around 30 000 have died and attributed
many more deaths to the civil war between Fretilin and UDT that occurred prior to the
invasion. 11

The high death rate and extensive destruction of people's traditional lifestyles, broke
down many of the traditional ethnic, geographic, social and political cleavages present

in East Timorese society. The common experience of surviving the war situation,
brought Catholics and non- Catholics much closer together. Those clergy who had
not fled the civil war, acted to support the local population and protect them from the
Indonesian military. Many churches and convents were used as a haven from the
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fighting. Very few people were able to escape after the invasion which left a high
proportion of opponents to Indonesian rule in the territory.

11

The invasion caused the organisational structures of the Church to immediately alter.
The Vatican decided not to take a stand in the conflict and assumed direct
responsibility for the East Timor Church. This signalled a neutral position by the
Vatican which reflected its concern for the interests of the Catholic Church in
Indonesia, Portugal and East Timor. Reflecting the Vatican position, the local Church
publicly remained neutral. Bishop Ribeiro did not engage in open criticism of the
Indonesian actions. Neither did the Church publicly support the Indonesian
occupation. The Bishop offered practical assistance by opening his house in Dili to
those seeking protection from Indonesian soldiers and intervening on their behalf,
although his requests to the military to cease the abuses of human rights had little
effect.

The Bishop talked to us about people being killed and raped. He went out
looking for many who had been lost... The Bishop intervened on behalf of
Timorese people and went to the highest ranking officer to seek an end to the
rape and killings .. 13
Walsh describes the situation as the Church having little control over what was
happening and being ill-equipped to cope. 14

Relations between the Church and the State were dramatically altered. The Church no
longer enjoyed a privileged position in alliance with the state, but was viewed with
suspicion by an Indonesian invading force comprising mainly Muslim troops. This
suspicion was based on a number of factors which were exacerbated by differences in
language and culture. Although the Church hierarchy had been critical of Fretilin and
other nationalist sentiments prior to the invasion, they were closely aligned with the
12
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Portuguese government and the Timorese elite, whose social order Indonesia was now
dismantling. Some Church elements had been aligned with Fretilin. Even the Church's
position of neutrality was irritating to ABRI forces, whose campaigns to conquer the
territory were based on a polarised view of society as either pro or anti integration.
The military were further annoyed by the Church's abi lity to provide a trickle of
information internationally despite military closure of the territory. For instance, in
November 1976, Catholic clergy estimated over 60 000 people bad been killed. 15 At
least six priests had retreated with their villagers during 1976 and lived in Fretilin
controlled areas.16 The Church's actions to provide a buffer between the people and
the military, were often perceived by the military, unaccustomed to Church
intervention in the New Order State, as subversive to their cause.

A study conducted by Indonesian sociologists of the Gadjah Mada University
concluded that Church antipathy towards the Indonesian government arose out of the
State's competition for status as the new patron of East Tirnorese society.

The major problem is the competition between the Indonesian government and
the Catholic Church. As a patron, the Church has got the numbers bul lacks
financial resources, the government has got huge resources and coercive
means but lacks the support of the population. 17
However, while the Church's position in society was challenged by the new State,
there were more significant reasons behind Church opposition to Indonesian rule.

15

Aditjondro, p.l l cites Liddle. R. W. [ 1992:22]
~oavida, p.89
One of these priests was Fr Leoneto Rego, a Portuguese priest, who lived in Fretilin areas until his
surrender and subsequent deportation. Taylor, J . The Jndones1an Occupation Of East T1mor 1974 I 989: A Chronology. London: Catholic Institute for International Relations, 1990. p.22
One old priest, Father Carlos, visited villages by horse or foot. When be ran out of hosts, a local
Fretilin Commander would organise more, so that he could continue to travel in the mountains and say
Mass for the villagers. Turner, p.95
17
Mubyarto, Soetrisno, L. et.al., East Timor : The Impact of Integration .· An Jndones1an
Anthropological Study, Yogyalcarta, The Gadjab Mada University Research Centre for Village and
Regional Development, 1990. (Translated & published by the Indonesia Resource & Information
Program, 1991 ).p.6
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The trauma of the invasion left Church leaders opposed to the practices of the
Indonesian military. Any initial relief the Bishop may have felt that a communist
option was eliminated, 18 was quickly dispelled by the brutality he witnessed around
hirn. 19 Despite the assaults on Church personnel and property, the Church was not, as

an institution, targetted by the military. Pancasila guaranteed the Church the right to
continue its work. The state of war did, however, cause the Church extreme
dislocation and its treatment by the military pushed the Church towards a closer
identification with the majority ofTimorese society. Military objectives to subdue
and control the people did not always recognise the previously elite position of the
clergy. Many Church personnel, including priests, nuns and catechists were not spared
the intimidation and physical abuse experienced by the rest of the population. For
example, soon after Indonesian troops landed at Baucau, the Salesian priests at
Fatumaca College were taken prisoner, stripped naked and made to sit under the sun
for many hours, expecting execution, until an Indonesian military officer ordered their
release.20

Many Church buildings such as the Dare seminary were destroyed 21 and others were
used by the Indonesian military for their own purposes. The bombing of the Dare
seminary was not so much an attack on the Church as a strong Indonesian message
against East Timorese nationalism. Many of the Catholic mission stations and
boarding schools, including Fatumaca, Fuiloro and Ossu, were made into military
headquarters, a powerful symbol to the surrounding population that ABRl expected
the Church to be, as with the rest of society, subservient and non-critical of the State.

11

Boavid.a claims that the initial reaction of the Bishop was ' .. one of outright joy... ' as the invasion
rescued East Timor from communism. Boavid.a, pp.88-89
19
A distraught Bishop Ribeiro requested retirement in 1977. Taylor, Indonesia's Forgotten War. p. l53
2
° Fr. D .B ., interview with author. June, 1994.
21
0n 13 December 1975 the seminary complex ofNossa Senhora de Fatima was almost totally
destroyed by bombardment from sea and land. This destruction was reported in 1979 by Indonesian
Jesuit, Alex Dixtra in the Jesuitjournallnter-Nos cited in Aditjondro, p. IO See also Boavida, p.89
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The Church had to confront a new State authority which had a different perception of
the role of the Church in society. 22 A fundamental premise of the New Order State is
the clear separation between religious and secular affairs and it quickly dismantled the
close alignment of Church and State characteristic of the previous regime. No longer
was the Bishop an official adviser to the governor or accorded the privileged status he
had enjoyed under Portuguese rule. ABRJ expected all institutions in East Timor,
including the local People's Assembly, the Catholic Church and civil service to
acquiesce to its rule. The relative aloofness of Portuguese rule, particularly at subdistrict and village level was replaced by the tightly controlled administrative and
military structures down to village level characteristic of the New Order State. The
Gadjah Mada study claimed the priests, who had been unrivalled patrons among the
Timorese people, found it difficult to accept the political authority of the Indonesian
government apparatus including the Camat (Sub-District Head), the Koramil (Military
Sub-District Command) and the Babinsa (Village Guidance Officer). 23

Despite the separation of Church and State, some of the priests cooperated with the
new regime. When the interim government of East Timor was formed, two priests
held positions - a Fr. Apolinario became head of the Department of Spiritual Matters
and Fr. Jose Antonio da Costa became head of the Department of Education and
Culture.24 At least one resident Indian priest publicly spoke on behalf of Indonesia; Fr.
Eduardo Brito argued the case for integration with Indonesia. 25

However, there are only a few examples of such active collaboration. The Church was
overwhelmingly opposed to the actions of the Indonesian military. Ironically, military
policies against the people pushed them towards the Church which gave it a far more

22

Mubyarto, Soetrisno, L. et.al., p.5
ibid.
24
Aditjondro, p.4
25
ibid. p.3 cites 'The Church And Politics In East Timor' Editor. Nov. 30, I 99 I . p. IS
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significant political role ; this time, however. that of opposition and cntlc . rather than
ally, of the state.

Apart from the internal structural changes in the administration of the Church
introduced by the Vatican, the local Church underwent significant transformatiOn as a
result of certain policies of the new State and the Church's closer 1dent1 ficauon

~'lth

the experiences of Timorese people. The major features of this period have been the
rapid growth of Catholicism accompanied by a movement within the Church awa~
from a body of elite membership to a close identification and strong relationshlp "'lth
the majority of indigenous East Timorese. Another significant feature has been the
deterioration in the relationship between Church and the mi litary regtme wh1ch
represented the New Order State in East Timor. Lncreasingly evident has been a
growing divergence between the New Order State objectives in East Timor and those
of the Catholic Church or what the Church referred to as its 'mission' in East Timor.

One ofthe most significant developments within the Church has been the mfluence of
its two East Timorese leaders, first Monsignor Costa Lopes and then Bishop Belo In
the hierarchical structures of the Roman Catholic Church, the leadership play a
dominant role in Church policies and direction. Under the leadership of the Pope. the
bishop oversees the Church's work in each diocese and is in charge of ensUfln g that
the practice of Catholic faith is in accordance with the directives of the Vatican The
diocesan priests are responsible to the bishop. Priests belonging to Religious Orders
are responsible to the Superiors of that Order and to the local bishop.
Ecclesiastical jurisdiction of the Catholic Church is determined by the Vatican's
Congregation for the Propagation of Faith. After the lndonesian invasion and
annexation, East Timor did not become part of the lndonesian Catholic Bishops
Conference and continues to be administered as a separate ecclesiastical provmce
The Vatican appointed an Apostolic Administrator who administers the
directly responsible to the Vatican. By not appointing a bishop to the

d!oce~

dioce~

and 1s

of Dll1.
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the Vatican adopted a wait and see approach and avoided offending the con.fl1cung
parties. The Apostolic Administrator is the effective leader of the Church and
oversees the work conducted by the priests, sisters and laity. As there is onl y one
bishop for the whole diocese of East Timor, the directions taken by the Church are
strongly influenced by the individual in this position.

Like its counterparts anywhere in the world, the Catholic Church has a diversity of
political, theological and liturgical beliefs and outlook. Although internal divi sions
make the Church sometimes appear contradictory, the hierarchical nature of Church
organisation means that it is to the leadership of the Church we must look to
determine its position regarding the situation in East Timor and its demands for
change. While the official position of the Church in East Timor bas been one of
neutrality, the actions, statements, appointments of personnel and priorities of certain
ministries provide indications of where the Church chooses to position itself in regard
to the conflicting parties.

Although the Indonesian State dismissed a formal relationship of power with the
Bishop, he continues to hold powerful status in the eyes of Timorese people. That hi s
authority stems from the Vatican, a source other than the Indonesian state, gives hi s
position further weight. Any actions against the Bishop, or specificall y against the
Church, would raise alarm in the Vatican, itself a powerful and influential body
internationally.

The Church has been the only officially tolerated institution within East Timor that
has provided criticism of Indonesian policies and this has been done through its
leadership. Since 1981 , the Church bas become increasingly vocal in its call for an
end to military abuses and for more anention to human rights. The public critJcism
along with a stronger pastoral emphasis and support of East Timorese identity has led
to a rise in the popularity of the Church leader within the -wider indigenous society.
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Since 1977, the Church has been led by East Timorese clergy. Mgr. Costa Lopes was
Apostolic Administrator from 1977 to 1983. Bishop Carlos Belo has held this
position since 1983 .. Both men have been strongly aligned with East Tirnorese clergy
and religious, who have been strong critics of the military regime in East Timor. This
has led to a pattern of further antagonism between Church and State. The leadership
of the Church has shown marked stability with the leadership of the Church changing
only twice in a twenty year period. Bishop Belo has led the Church for more than
twelve years. This is in contrast to the frequent changes in military commanders of
East Timor.

During the invasion and until 1977, Bishop Ribeiro, a Portuguese national, did not
make public condemnations. Upon his retirement in 1977, he was succeeded by his
deputy, Monsignor Martinho da Costa Lopes, an East Timorese priest. 26 The initial
caution of Mgr. Costa Lopes was replaced by a stronger tendency towards public
criticism and calls for reform. Mgr. Costa Lopes had formerly served as an East
Timorese representative on the National Assembly in Lisbon. This background as
civic representative and a Church leader under the Portuguese regime, made it
difficult for Costa Lopes to confme himself to State expectations of a purely religious
ministry amidst the suffering of his fellow Timorese. For almost four years he carried
on the practice of his predecessor, that of quiet intervention and attempts to dialogue
with Indonesian military officers about the situation. 27 However on October 13th
1981 , six years after the invasion, at a religious rally in honour of Our Lady, Lopes
spoke out publicly against the Indonesian authorities. Lopes explained his actions

For us of the Church it was terrible, there was no-one the people could go to
for help except us, and we could do so little. Each time I went to the
(military) commander and complained; for years I did this. Maybe it helped
for a short while, but really nothing, the military treated us with contempt,

26

The courtesy title of monsignor is a level above that of priest in the hierarchy of the Church.
Taylor, Indonesia's Forgotten War. p.l53 cites 'East Timor has a Voice' Asia Bureau Ausrralia
Newsletter, Oct. 1983. p3 .
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so after five years I started to speak out. I spoke in the Church against the
military... / spoke out against all the bad behaviour of the war.... 28

This and subsequent public condemnations of military actions caused relations
between the Church and the military to deteriorate rapidly. Boavida points out that as
the leader of the Church in East Timor, Lopes' public criticism of the Indonesian
regime resulted in the perception that the Church had a 'position' and this position was
one of dissatisfaction with the Indonesian regime.29

Mgr. Lopes' public criticisms earned him the ire of Indonesian authorities and he was
subjected to a campaign of discreditation, not only within East Timor. 30 His
resignation in May 1983 is widely thought to be a result of Indonesian pressure on the
Vatican for his removal.

31

His post was assumed by a young East Timorese priest,

Carlos Felipe Ximenes Belo. Born in the village ofVemasse, Baucau on 3rd February
1948, Belo was one of six children and had a background of fanning before he
attended mission schools in Baucau and Ossu. The academic skills he displayed at
Dare seminary led him to further study in Portugal and Rome. His strong commitment
to the ministry of youth, led him to be ordained a priest in the Salesian order. Having
studied abroad for many years, Belo had missed a first-hand experience of the
invasion and early years of military control. His initial statements of cooperation with
the Indonesian authorities and his willingness to allow Indonesian clergy into East
Timor caused disquiet amongst East Timorese clergy who considered him too
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Indonesia's Forgotten War. p.l53
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Monsignor Costa Lopes' resignation. Taylor, Indonesia's Forgotten War. p. l53
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accommodating of the Indonesian regime. A number of East Timorese clergy did not
attend Belo's inauguration for these reasons. 32

Belo too, began a quiet interventionist approach to the military but he was
increasingly antagonised by their actions. His experiences of the less isolated Catholic
Church in Italy and Portugal and his broad theological studies in the wake of the
Vatican ll Council contributed to the difficulty he felt in accepting the military
expectations of Church acquiescence to their conduct in East Timor. In a homily only
five months after his inauguration, he criticised military actions associated with
Operasi Persatuan.33 Belo's criticism of the military increased and tension between the
Church and military grew with Belo being placed under constant surveillance and
priests and their congregations intimidated.

34

In a letter dated July 7th 1985, as

Apostolic Administrator, Belo instructed all priests and religious in East Timor to
boycott government run courses in Indonesian state ideology, Pancasila. This was
triggered by the brutal beating of the parish priest, Fr. Walter van Wouwe SDB, of
Lospalos-Lautem on June 27th by two members of ABRl. 35

Under Belo, the Church became increasingly identified by its opposition to
Indonesian policies in East Timor. In the eighties, Bishop Belo increasingly drew
attention to human rights abuses by the Indonesian military. In 1986, Belo also issued
a Pastoral letter criticising birth-control programs promoted by the Indonesian
regime. 36 Increasingly, the Church became the conduit of information criticising the
internal situation in East Timor. Bishop Belo's communications alerted sections of the
n lbid. pp. l53 - 154 See also Raffaele, P. 'Hero For A Forgotten People', Readers Digest. March, 1996.
p. l9
33
Taylor, Indonesia's Forgotten War. p. l54 Operasi Persaruan (Operation Unity) was the name of a
military offensive which commenced in January, 1983.
34
Jbid. Taylor also reports a letter by Monsignor Belo in May, 1984 which reported disappearances,
sununary executions and the presence of 10 000 Indonesian troops in the territory. Belo dispatched a
list of people killed in the Kraras massacre and issued a pastoral letter criticising Indonesia's birthcontrol programs.
3
' Christian Conference of Asia, 'East Timor Church to boycott Pancasila seminar', IMPACT., Vol.22,
No.3, March l987.p.7
3
~aylor, Indonesia's Forgotten War. p. l54
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international Church about the abuses perpetrated in East Timor and drew responses
from the Catholic Churches in Europe and the United States, particularly from the
Portuguese Catholic hierarchy.

Some of Belo's statements show his attempts to accommodate the Indonesian regime
in East Timor. In June 1988, Belo was ordained a titular bishop of Lori urn. At the
consecration ceremony which was attended by many Indonesian civilian and military
officials and was broadcast throughout Indonesia by state television, Belo claimed
that he was ' ... willing to cooperate with all concerned in developing the East Timor
region as part of Indonesian territory'.

37

However, continued abuses by the military

prompted Bishop Belo in 1989 to write a letter to the Secretary-General of the United
Nations, Javier Perez de Cuellar calling for ' ... a genuine and democratic process of
decolonisation in East Timor to be realised through a referendum.' He refuted
Indonesia's claims that East Timorese had chosen integration by stating:
The people of Timor ought to be heard through a plebiscite on their future.
Until now they have not been consulted It is Indonesia which says that the
people of East Timor have chosen integration but the people themselves have
never said this. Portugal hopes that time will resolve the problem. But in the
meantime we are dying as a people and as a nation. 38

The contents of the letter became public, drawing condemnation from the Indonesian
government and support from those speaking out on behalf of Timorese selfdetermination. Such a call was not supported by all the Church. When asked again in
1993 about his view on the referendum he requested of the United Nations, Bishop
Belo replied 'The problem is that I speak alone. Only one voice, like one voice in the
desert. So now the problem is in the international forum'
37

39

UCA News Jakarta, N o .. 467 , 17th August l988 .ppl8-19
Bishop Belo's letter to the Secretary-General of the United Nations on 6th February 1989 printed in
Crowe, L. & de Groot, J. eds. 'The Church and East Timor', Just Reading No.2, Catholic Commission
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39
Bishop Belo, Radio interview with Peter Mares. Indian Pacific transcript, Radio National, Saturday,
31

15 November, 1993.

73

Belo has used rus diplomatic skills to strive for an independent stance for his diocese
in the face of Indonesian government and Church authorities who have persistently
urged rum to declare publicly rus support for integration.' 0 Belo emphasises his
concern for the spiritual and social needs of his constituency. However, this focus has
led rum increasingly into political statements in support of the Timorese people. He
continues, however, to show caution. Reminded by the fate of Mgr. Costa Lopes,
Belo attempts not to jeopardise his ability and that of the local Church to continue to
serve the people by offending military authorities to such an extent that his position
becomes untenable.

Bishop Belo has constantly affirmed the path of non-violence to those who oppose
Indonesian rule_. 1 He is aware that many of the Church's constituents belong both to
the Church and the organised resistance to Indonesian rule, commonly referred to as
the Clandestine Front. There is shared ground between the Catholic Church and the
Resistance in their demands for cultural, religious and economic rights. Both have
called for de-militarisation, protection of human rights, greater openness and selfdetermination. The principled non-violent resistance of the Church, as Salla points
out, is analytically distinct from that of the Clandestine Front, which he classifies as
pragmatic non-violence. However, the two cannot be easily disassociated due to their
overlapping support bases and goals.

42

Bishop Belo emphasises that the Church is opposed to partisan involvement by
clergy and religious and is wary of the Church being used to pursue the objectives of
the Resistance. Belo has consistently set the Church apart from partisan groups. In a
0

Aditjondro, p.28
A recent example of this position is his Pastoral Letter dated September 13, 1995 in which he urged
young people to abstain from violent activities and lead the struggle against violence by example. 'Dili's
Bishop to meet the Pope', Publico. September 19, 1995. Reported on the internet.
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4

Pastoral Statement issued in 1991 he appealed to part.1es on both s1des not to tm oh e
the Church in partisan activities and stated the Church's opposit.JOn to the ~ of
religious services or places of worship, and the involvement of clergy. for pohllcaJ
ends. 0

In East Timor, Bishop Belo has had to define his role and that of the Church m
relation to an authoritarian State: a situation wh.ich has parallels in other contexts
Bishop Bacani, a Filipino, addresses the dilemma of the Church's in vo lvement m
politics in light of the Philippines Church involvement in 'people power'
demonstrations that ultimately overthrew the Marcos regime. He di stmguishes
between 'political activity' and 'partisan political activity'. The bishops and

cle r ~

of

the Philippines were pursuing justice and their actions were aimed at achie\'mg
moral aims rather than partisan political goals .... Bacaru here spells out a similar
sentiment to Belo in describing the role of the Church in politics; however. the
Indonesian authorities do not accommodate the distmction the bishops make

Bishop Belo stresses reconciliation as a prerequisite to achieving peace in East Timor
He emphasises that reconciliation must occur between East Timorese as we II as East
Timorese and Indonesians. He emphasises however. that reconciliation must contaJn
justice and be a two-way process. 'If there is no justice there can be no reconci hall on
How can the East Timorese people reconcile with the other side which does not v.ant
reconciliation?' •5

Reflecting this emphasis on reconciliation, the Church has been an acti ve mediator m
confrontations between the military and its opponents. The tension of this role 1s

Bishop Belo, 'Pastoral Statement on Corrttt Usc of Places of Worshlp and of Re hg1ow A ctJVJu~·.
Diocese of Dili. 1991.
«Bacani. Bishop Teodoro C. The Church And Polmcs Que=on C1f). Ph li1ppmes C larett~
Publications. 1987. p. 87
5
• Bisbop Belo. Radio interview with Laporan lroerna.s JOnal. Rad1o Awtnha. ~tember I I . 199~
(Abridged translation from Bahasa Indonesia). Transcnpt on mtemet.
•
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highlighted in Bishop Belo's account of his attempts to mediate when a large group of
youths hid in his residence ready to protest to a group of visiting Congressional
representatives from the United States. The Bishop gathered the youths and drove
them to their homes to avoid the demonstration. However, Indonesian Intelligence
officers videoed all the youths and the following day, despite there being no
demonstration,

...soldiers captured all these young people and took them to their
headquarters.. . (and they) were barbarously beaten and tortured. .. Please pray
for me, because now I have to confront two sides: Indonesia and the youth
(East Timorese) .. . The (Indonesian ) soldiers continue to accuse me of
promoting demonstrations and the young people accuse me ofhaving sold out
to Indonesia, because I do not allow them to have a demonstration at my
residence .... 46

Under the leadership of Bishop Belo, the Church has shown a strong pastoral
emphasis which has strengthened the links between Church and society. The Bishop
identifies his role as servant of the people. 4 7 This has seen him constantly travelling to
parishes throughout East Timor to both listen and talk with people. ln contrast to the
respected but aloof bishops prior to the Indonesian invasion, Belo is a popular and
approachable leader who is comfortable in both village and urban settings. His
popularity has grown as he has taken on the mantle of representative of the people's
aspirations. Invited to travel with him on several occasions, I was able to observe East
Timorese people, old and young, bow their heads in respect as his car passed by. I
attended the celebration of the sixth anniversary of his ordination as Bishop, which
attracted great ceremony. Around 2,000 people attended the open-air Mass at Motael
Church which lasted almost three hours in the hot sun. 48

46

'Bishop Belo's diary of oppression'. Timor Link, No.27, Oct 1993. p.8 The incident occurred on
September 5th, 1993.
47
Bishop Belo, interviews with author. September, 1992, October, 1994 and 1996.
48
1 observed the Mass in June 1994. A procession began at 6am with crowds gathering on the street to
welcome the Bishop. Men dressed as traditional warriors and a brass band welcomed him to the
Church. During the Mass, 856 people received the sacrament of confirmation.
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Linked to this strong pastoral emphasis are the Church leadership's continuing efforts
to encourage the inculturation of the Church with East Timorese society. A major
priority is his encouragement of indigenous clergy. The number of religious
vocations, both male and female, is high in proportion to the population. On February
3rd 1996, Bishop Belo officially opened a new diocesan seminary to train the high
number of vocations for the diocesan priesthood. It currently has seventy-two
candidates with a capacity of 120. 49 The growth in East Timorese clergy, able to
communicate in Teturn and local dialects, and identify with people's customs,
traditions and life experiences, has given the Timorese clergy far more prominence
within the Church. That Mgr. Costa Lopes and Bishop Belo have both been East
Timorese leaders of the Church has had a strong impact in affirming East Timorese
ownership and identity with the Church.

East Timorese priests and religious now comprise the major grouping of Catholic
religious. Of the twenty-six diocesan priests, twenty-two are East Timorese. More
than eighty of the sisters are East Timorese. 50 Many of the Timorese priests have been
educated both within and outside East Timor, therefore subject to European
influences in their work. Women training to be sisters are also well educated by their
Orders, most of which are international and include the Canossians, Carmelites,
Salesians, and Dominicans.

There has also been a closening of bonds between the East Timorese clergy and
foreign priests who support the new emphases of the Church. The contemporary role
of the foreign missionaries is significant. Many have shown an extraordinary
dedication and commitment to protecting East Timorese rights despite the continual
threat of expulsion and other forms ofintimidation.51 There are few East Timorese
represented in the five male religious orders who mainly comprise priests from
~iscussion with Fr. Rutten SJ. Balide, January, 1996.
0sishop Be1o, interview with author. October, 1994.
51
Interviews with foreign clergy September 1992, June and October 1994.
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Portugal, Indonesia, India, Spain, Italy and the Philippines.52 This may represent a
preferential commitment of pastoral service to the diocese of East Timor by the
young men.

The majority of the East Timorese clergy and religious and a number of foreign clergy
are critical of the Indonesian policies and are opposed to ecclesial integration with the
Indonesian Church which they regard as a step towards legitimising the political
integration with Indonesia. 53 Several of the Timorese clergy were the same generation
as the leaders of Fretilin and experienced similar fonnation, having attended school or
seminary with them. The memories of their recent past, including invasion, war, a
massive death rate, relocations and famine are a strong feature in their present state of
mind. 54 In conversations, massacres of East Tirnorese people are often brought up.
The common experience of vulnerability and oppression has broken down barriers
between clergy and people. As the clergy moved closer to the people, the Church
grew more distant from the State. No longer dependent on the State, the clergy
became more discerning of their Christian response to the needs articulated by the
people.

The strong commitment to the people by the East Timorese clergy has been revealed

in a succession of letters and statements. In a 1981 statement to the Conference of
Indonesian Major Religious Superiors they claimed ' The people do not have a voice
and live in fear. Indeed the people live in a situation of continual war and thus must

52

Tbe five male religious orders are the Salesians, Jesuits, Franciscans, Divine Word Missionaries and
Claretians.
53
Amongst the East Timorese clergy I interviewed, none were in favour of integration as they were
experiencing it and the majority were opposed to it altogether. I was given three names of East
Timorese priests who supported integration but was unable to interview them.
54
The word 'genocide' is used often. As one old priest put it; 'Year by year, month by month, day by
day, the people slowly die'. Another priest told of how difficult it was to be a priest in East Timor : ' to
live with my conscience about what is happening to the people and not speak out the truth .. '. .
Interviews with Fr. G.K. and Fr. N.S., Dili, June 1994.
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be silent and submissive.'

55

In April 1983, priests in Dili issued a statement which

appealed to the world's bishops conferences to recognise '... the various forms of agony
caused by war.. .'. They further added that they knew '... in our own flesh the suffering
and anxieties of our people and witness helplessly the whole process of annihilation
presented under the disguise of truth.' 56 On New Years Day 1985, the Council of
Priests released a statement which described '... the ethnic, cultural and religious
extinction of the people of East Timor.'

51

The most concrete example of the closer relations between Church and society has
been the unprecedented conversion of East Timorese to Catholicism. The dramatic
increase in converts in the twenty years East Timor has been controlled by the
overwhelmingly Muslim nation of Indonesia, is in contrast to the small number of
converts during over 400 years of contact or rule by the largely Catholic nation of
Portugal.

58

From less than a third of the population before 1975, Catholicism is now

the religion of over 90% of the indigenous population. In 1992 there were 6 7 5, 734
Catholics in East Timor of whom 67 1,576 were indigenous Timorese.

59

This greatly

outnumbers non-Catholics of whom there were 122,828. 60 Most Catholic conversions
have come from people of animist beliefs. It is these indigenous religious traditions
that have suffered most under Indonesian rule. 61 The process of Church growth

ss'Reflection on the faith of the East Timorese people in the actual situation', 3 I st July 1981 presented
to the Conference of Indonesian Major Religious Superiors (MASRJ) and describes the situation in
East Timor since the invasion.
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continues amongst the East Timorese, albeit slowly, despite the much stronger
presence oflslam and other religions.62 In 1992 there were 22,899 baptisms.63 The
nwnber of non-Catholics, particularly Muslims, is growing, largely due to the influx
of migrants to East Timor and other systemic incentives. The number of East
Timorese converts to other religions has also grown but their nwnber is small
compared to the mass conversion to Catholicism.

While many East Timorese have turned to the Catholic faith in their search for
meaning, hope and religious belief, there are other motivations behind the rapid post 1975 spread of Catholicism. Some of the factors that have contributed to the growth
of the Church, particularly the requirements of Pancasila, represent the New Order
State's policies emphasising centralisation and incorporation at the expense of
regional and ethnic diversity and autonomy. Many East Timorese people nominated
the Catholic religion under the obligation to satisfy Pancasila policy. However the
attraction to the Catholic Church rather than one of the other official religions often
corresponded with a rejection of the Indonesian regime and an emerging East
Timorese nationalism. Regarding political motives, it is difficult to determine at what
point between people's obligations under the State and their opposition to the State
best describes their motive for nominating Catholicism. The research of the Gadjah
Mada University and of Professor George Aditjondro provide support for the
evidence I gathered on the reasons behind the growth of the Church. 64

Some of the policies of the Indonesian State contributed, if unintentionally, to the
rapid increase in Catholicism. The introduction and enforcement of the Pancasila
doctrine in East Timor, which is used successfully to control the political influence of
religion throughout Indonesia, in fact instigated a tremendous increase in the support
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base of the Catholic Church. The Gadjah Mada study described the dramatic shift
towards Catholicism as being a consequence of the government's attitude towards
native beliefs and a widespread fear among East Timorese of being branded
comrnunist. 65 Many people chose Catholicism, at least nominally, who would
otherwise have remained in their traditional animist belief system. Against the
backdrop of military campaigns to destroy Fretilin, an organisation the [ndonesians
had portrayed as communist, many East Timorese felt compelled to nominate a
religion to avoid this association. Education and security structures reinforce the need
to nominate a religion. All school students are required to study one of the religions.
A nominated religion must also appear on one's identity card.

Military policies pursued in the name of consolidating Indonesian State control in
East Timor also contributed to the growth of the Church. [n the campaigns of the
seventies and early eighties, policies included the destruction of land and crops to
deny the resistance a food base and the relocation of people to security camps under
Indonesian control. Many East Timorese were forced, or drifted, away from the
countryside because of inadequate food or military activity. This movement
contributed to the widespread destruction of traditional belief systems which were tied
to the land, seasons and ancestral monuments. For many of these people, the Catholic
Church offered services to help them and a new channel through which their religious
needs could be expressed, while still representing some continuity with the past. A
similar phenomenon occurred amongst the indigenous people of Latin America who,
. from the sixteenth century onwards, amidst great cultural and spiritual disorientation,
converted to Roman Catholicism in large numbers in a very short period oftime. 66

The international structures and organisation of the Catholic Church also contributed
to its growth. They provided an institutional strength that allowed it some autonomy
65
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from the Indonesian State which attracted many people. Although the Church suffered
the isolation of operating in a territory closed by the military. the direct administrati on
ofthe Church from Rome provided it with links to a wider international netwo rk of
Church bodies allowing it avenues of communication beyond East Tim or C hurch
leaders have helped channel information about the situation in the cOWllr) to other
countries drawing international attention and have engaged in quiet d1plomac) agamst
Indonesian military excesses. In later years this access to an internatiOnal aud1ence has
been utilised by many Tirnorese suffering grievances against the Indonesian re g1me

The organisational network of the Catholic Church within East Timor has been a
significant factor in attracting Church membership. There are now thirty parishes6 •
and the parish networks, including the schools,61 a hospital and polycl inics are
administered by priests, nuns and lay people. This has helped the Church stay close
to the people and offer an alternative environment and agendas to the strong process
of 'lndonisation' 69 that has been pushed by the central government in order to
integrate East Timor into the national culture imposed by the State to further its
political and economic penetration.

While it is difficult to assess the conscious political statement expressed in the mass
conversion ofTimorese people to Catholicism, a strong indication of anti-Indonesian
motive is the popularity of the language the Church has chosen to use in liturgy.
Tetum, a lingua franca of many parts of East Timor, is the official language of the
Catholic liturgy.70 The Church's ability to reject the Indonesian language is another
67
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example of the autonomy it derives from being part of an international organisation.
In 1981 the Indonesian administration attempted to change the language spoken in the

Mass from Portuguese to Indonesian. The clergy rejected this and requested
permission from the Vatican to use Tetum as the major liturgical language. Approval
was given that October. Aditjondro attributes this as a major factor in the growth of
Catholicism in East Timor. 71 The Church's embrace ofTeturn has in turn helped to
protect its use as a popular language in the face of Indonesian pressures towards its
erosiOn.

Another attraction to the Church is the emphasis it has placed on inculturation and
accommodation of animist beliefs and practices. This is in contrast to a stricter
intolerance of animism under Portuguese rule. Through some of its vocational centres
and schools, the Church has promoted the learning ofTeturn, traditional songs and
traditional weaving. There are also examples in the liturgy and in interactions
between clergy and people. One example was my observations of the conferring of
the sacrament of confirmation in a village outside Ossu. A ceremony of traditional
warriors wearing amulets welcomed the Bishop and many of the candidates were
dressed in the traditional 'tais' cloth. The language used was Teturn.72 Bishop Belo is
wary of the extent of inculturation sometimes attributed to the Church, arguing that
the Church still retains many Portuguese influences and has a long way to go to truly
be inculturated into the East Timorese identity.73

Many people who have identified themselves as Catholic have retained and
incorporated their sacred objects and beliefs, known as Lulik, into expressions of
Catholic religion to form a syncretic religiosity. Bishop Belo explains 'Many
71
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Christians still compromise Church and 'lulik' and maybe at times the Church also has
to compromise ... ' 74 As I was accompanying the priest from a mass at Atsabe. be was
waved to stop by a group of 'dukun', or elders in the local animist tradition. They
sought a meeting with the priest to discuss whether it was necessary to leave their
animist beliefs behind to embrace Catholicism. The priest described Catholicism as
'... the light to guide them from the darkness', but be understood the strong tradjtional
beliefs of these men and spoke to them in a gentle and respectful

manner. '~

While

animism continues to be strong amongst people of all ages and situations,76 there are
claims that there is an easier transition from animist practices to the rituals and
practices of Catholicism.77 According to Bishop Belo, Timorese '... find many
similarities between Catholic rituals and their former mystic rituals. Such awareness
enables .. dialogue with them during their preparation for baptism.'

71

In contrast with the Church's efforts, there is little evidence that Indonesians have
attempted to inculturate themselves into East Ti.rnorese society and it is felt by many
East Timorese that the Indonesians treat them as a nation apart.79 There is a lack of
credibility when Government officials periodically appeal to Timorese traditions to
attract people's sympathy for government programs as there has been little real
acceptance of animism and other forms of East Timorese culture by the Indonesian
authorities.

Archer identified the Church's emphasis on national identity and culture, respect for
human rights and justice, and its role as servant of the people as significant factors
that have fuelled East Ti.rnorese nationalism.10 That most Timorese have turned to the
74
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Catholic Church rather than Islam or other religions, reflects a common desire for a
separate East Timorese identity and a corresponding rejection of Indonesian
influences. Choosing to align themselves with the Catholic faith has been one of the
few voluntary acts available to the Timorese people since the Indonesian annexation
and the Church was the only institution to which people could choose to belong,
which was apart from the machinery of the Indonesian military control. As Bishop
Belo described it in 1988 ' ... the Catholic faith for the people is a kind of symbol to
unite them, it is a way to express the fact that they are Timorese, they don't like any
other religion ... .'
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Belonging to a religion other than Catholic is considered by many

Timorese as pro-integration.

82

Church structures have provided organisational momentum to this desire for unity
among the East Timorese. The common faith identity brings together East Timorese
from all backgrounds, including urban and rural, educated and non-educated, and
different clan groups which have historically been antagonistic to one another. On a
practical level, participation in the numerous activities of the Church, including
pilgrimages, prayer services and holy day fiestas, has been the only way of
associating freely and publicly in large numbers that is sanctioned by the state.
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Van

Klinken portrays it, '... nearly two decades of arbitrary terror at the hands of a foreign
military presence have created community where perhaps none existed before.'84

The Church's promotion of an East Timorese identity has encouraged nationalist
sentiments. According to Fr. Domingos Soares, current parish priest of Letefoho,
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I think it is also a factor that they do not choose Indonesian religion, Muslim
religion, but they choose Catholicism, it is [an] important factor and we can
also see here the hope of the population to stay in his [own] identity in East
Timor. People in East Timor know the Catholic religion. Catholic and
Timorese identity are very close.as

The Church has increasingly become a focus of opposition to Indonesian rule. Many
Timorese have joined the Church simply as a means of opposing Indonesia. 16 The
historic precedence of the adherence to religion as a form of opposition is outlined in
Von der Mehden's examination of religion and nationalism in Burma, Indonesia and
the Philippines. He stresses the importance of the role of religion in the growth of
nationalism,
When the occupier was of another faith the conquered grouped together to
protect their religion and halt encroachments by foreign missionaries and
colonial clerical policies. Religion was the one unifying factor among the
conquered, it divided the ruler from the ruled and in doing so provided an
emotionalism [sic.} base for nationalism. 87
For many East Timorese, the conversion to Catholicism has been an expression of
their nationalism88 and the period of Indonesian rule has seen parallel processes of a
significant increase in adherents to Catholicism and nationalist sentiments. 89

Effectively ascertaining the extent to which religion has been a determining factor in
the emergent nationalism of East Timor is problematic. It is difficult to differentiate
between religious and other influences on the growth of nationalism. For instance, a
similar phenomenon has occurred outside the Catholic religion with many East
Timorese using Portuguese language and symbols as a display of defiance to
Indonesian rule. 90 East Tirnorese draw on their shared experience of Portuguese
colonialism as a mark of differentiation to their new rulers and ironically, their
85
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colonial past has become an element of anti-Indonesian nationalism. It is also
difficult to determine the extent to which a religious act is religious or secular in
origin and in what way religious ideas are used to advance nationalism. That the
Church still retained many characteristics of its Portuguese heritage including the
continued use of Portuguese language in Church circles and some liturgy, the
celebration of the feast days of Portuguese saints and Portuguese style fiestas. further
strengthened the perception that it was a rallying point to resist Indonesian influence.
These examples illustrate the blurred boundaries between Church and secular
inspired nationalism.

A distinction needs to be made between political expressions being voiced at church
venues, which is one of the only legitimate gathering points of people, and churchinspired political expression. Religious gatherings are one of the few opportunities for
people to gather collectively. Such occasions, with people attempting to affirm an
identity, are capable of being transformed and used as arenas to give open form to
nationalist agendas. The use of Church locations for the expression of unrest is not a
new phenomenon in the region. In the tensions between the Portuguese and Dutch in
Malacca in the 19th century, Daus describes the historical Portuguese tactic to
undermine Dutch power. The Portuguese would appear in public in great numbers to
celebrate their Christian feasts on Easter Day. Catholics staged huge processions,
praying loudly and singing religious songs, which the Dutch felt no power to control.91
Some of the more prominent protests erupting from East Tirnorese Church gatherings
include the demonstration at the Papal Mass in 1989, the 50th Anniversary Mass of
the founding of the Dili diocese and the November 12 demonstration at the Santa
Cruz Memorial Procession.
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There have also been many occasions when Church property served as a refuge for
protestors. The Santa Cruz massacre92 was sparked on the 28th October 1991 , when
Sebastiao Gomes Rangel who had sought sanctuary in Motael Church was killed after
the Church was surrounded late at night by military-sponsored forces. The Bishop's
house has often been used as a place of sanctuary for young people fearing military
arrest. Around 250 young people sought refuge there after fleeing the massacre at the
Santa Cruz cemetery. Catholic schools have also been identified by the military as
places of unrest. On 15th November, 1989, the military attacked the Sao Jose school
in Dili which had been identified as a source of opposition to the regime.93 Indonesian
troops stormed a Catholic school in Balide on October 16th, 1995 and siezed about
fifty youths who had taken refuge there.94

The Church's increasing commitment to the protection and advocacy of human rights
in East Timor is another important reason behind its popularity. It has been witness to
tremendous human need and suffering and these experiences coincided with, and
encouraged, its embrace of the social justice agenda of Vatican II. The universal
Church had been debating a theology of social justice and activism in the 1970s
which touched the issues of self-determination and empowerment of Christians. This
represented an important ideological shift towards supporting the rights of
marginalised and underprivileged people, a shift that coincided with events in East
Timor. Parallel to the movement of the Church towards an increasing conscientisation
to social justice has been its transition from close ally to critic of the state.
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Historically there has always been a strong connection between people's experiences
of suffering and religious conversion and many Timorese have been attracted to the
Church by its interventions on behalf of human rights. Far more than during
Portuguese rule in East Timor, Indonesia's effectiveness in dismantling traditional
Timorese society has meant people have lost their traditional forms of security.
including their clan network, their land and their traditional belief system. The high
death rate and forced relocation policies scattered families around the territory.
Indonesian suspicion of animism discouraged people's adherence to these beliefs at
times when they sought consolation from them. Against the backdrop of widespread
human rights abuses and limited access to humanitarian agencies, the Church has
often been the only source of assistance.

The Church has used its influence at both grassroots and higher levels to intervene in,
moderate and improve the Indonesian State's treatment of human rights . The
mediation role of the Church has seen it assist in settling the families of guerillas out
of the mountains, locate prisoners under military detention95 and provide safety for
those pursued by the military. Not all of these actions have been successful with
breaches of trust resulting in the abuse and loss of Timorese lives.

Documentation by many parishes of human rights abuses including disappearances.
detentions, torture and killings has formed a strong foundation for the Church's
advocacy for human rights. The Church has actively worked behind the scenes but
increasingly has made public condemnations of the actions of the military regime in
East Timor. Clergy are aware that their presence acts as a deterrent to military actions
against the people. A priest based in the east described his reluctance to go to Dili fo r
meetings as the people felt vulnerable to the actions of the military when he was
9
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away. 96 Fr. Domingos Soares further asserts this protective role: 'Indonesia wants to
play with our people but they cannot do anything because there is a priest; because we
are here with the people ... '97 Bishop Belo describes the protection offered by the
Church, 'When all other structures fell or are insecure ...the Church has remained a
shelter, a mother, a teacher, a nurse, a witness. So people came in ...' 91

While education remained a priority, the Church broadened its outreach to meet other
physical and spiritual needs of the people, offering services and resources from
spiritual guidance to health and welfare. The Church has been keen to rebuild its
education system, recruiting Catholic teachers from the neighbouring diocese of
Atambua. This was partly based on its fear of the spread of Islam in East Timor. This
fear also influenced the haste with which it prepared many animists for baptism.

99

The Church's services in education, health and welfare expanded despite significant
State resources injected into parallel government services under the auspices of
pembangunan. The Gadjah Mada research concluded that the relatively wellresourced state programs and services have been inadequate in understanding and
meeting the needs of the East Timorese people and that the Timorese had a deep
suspicion of Indonesian motives and practices. 100 State programs therefore had a far
more limited impact than the stretched resources of the Church. Some of the
programs, such as birth control and resettlement caused further alienation. 101

Through these many services, the Church exercises a profound influence on public
opinion at a grassroots level. Catholic educational institutions and Religious Orders
have provided alternative information to the strict controls and censorship of
Indonesian media in East Timor. In the past the influence of a seminary education at
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newspaper in East Timor. •o. The proximity of the Church to the people pro ' tde
strong foundation to its claims that it is aware of the needs and aspuall ons of the
majority of indigenous East Timorese people.

Conclusion
During twenty years of Indonesian rule the Church has established a clo e
identification with the aspirations of East Timorese people and the1r
disenfranchisement from the New Order State. The mass conversiOn o f 1::-ast Ttmorc c
people to Catholicism has been carried forward by pollllcal. rellg•ous and ul turaJ
factors . Indonesian policies in East Timor including the m1lit.ary carnprugns . the
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feelings of alienation with Indonesian rule and a correspondmg increase m th se
joining the Catholic Church. As the Church. mainJ ) through 1ts leader h1 p. has
become more vocal in its cri ticism of the Indonesian pollc1es. there has been a
deterioration in relations between the Church and State .
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dramatic increase in the number of Catholics has been inspired by the transformatJ on
of the Church from a socially- privileged institution closely aligned "'ith the State
and with a little developed social conscience, to a mass-based Church ~ith a strong
identification with the needs of the people and critical of the excesses of the

mill~

regime. That many people chose Catholicism as their nominated religion illustrates
the widespread incorporation of the Catholic religion into people's lives. even among
those who continued to practice animism. The imposed nature of Indonesian
authority and the brutality of its practice, from which the Church and its personnel
were not exempt, forced the Church to radically alter its structures and attitudes and
helped it become both a source and vehicle of East Timorese nationalism, albeit at
times reluctantly. With the strength of popular support, the Church has developed a
stronger autonomy in relation to the State. The use of Teturn is one important
example of its service to the people rather than the State .

Despite continuing Portuguese influences and Indonesian pressure to integrate. the
Church has developed a distinctive Timorese identity and a growing capacity for selfsufficiency. The leadership of the Church has shown a preparedness to endure
criticism by the State in order to oppose policies and advocate refonns. Answerable to
the Vatican, the Bishop and clergy enjoy more protection than the local population yet
feel the tension between the need for criticism of military excess, the protection and
development of East Timorese individuals and cultural identity, and not making their
position untenable by being too 'political' under the Indonesian State.

Chapter 4

Church Mission vs State Control

The previous chapter has established the significant role of the Catholic Church as a
social institution supported by the majority of East Timorese. In this chapter I will
examine the parallel process of Church - State disengagement and the responses of the
East Timorese Church to State efforts to assimilate the Church into its corporate
nationalist ideology. State methods of coercion and isolation, based on its intolerance
of dissent, have curtailed the work of the Church but have been unsuccessful in
stopping Church opposition to its policies in East Timor. Church criticism of, and
practical alternatives to, State policies have further consolidated the convergence of
Church-society interests. In tum, there is some evidence that the East Timor 'issue' has
bad some impact on the modus operandi of the New Order State and raised questions
about the role of ABRI in relation to the State.

The Church is engaged with the State on many different levels and its members
interact with State personnel and apparatus with varying degrees of willingness and
reluctance. The majority of the Church however, including its leadership, the clergy,
religious and laity, continue to be critical of State policies and practices in East
Timor. That the extensive resources committed to East Timor by ABRI have been
unable to silence Church opposition has been a constant source of frustration to the
State. Relations between the Church and Indonesian State continue to be affected by
what Bishop Belo describes as an atmosphere of mutual distrust. 1 The Indonesian
government is alarmed at the developments within a Church previously characterised
'Bishop Belo, interviews with author. September, 1992; June and October, 1994; January, 1996.
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by its pliant acceptance of the State. The opposition shown by the East Timorese
Church represents a unique problem to the New Order State which has been
accustomed to the support shown by the Indonesian Catholic Church.

The major source of the conflict is the perception by both Church and State of how
they must pursue their duties in society. The military-dominated regime in East Timor
draws on the authority and ideological foundations of the New Order State. While the
Church must operate under State laws, it draws on the authority and body of teachings
of the international Roman Catholic Church. The Church in East Timor is able to
place the struggle against Indonesian injustices in a universal framework of Catholic
social teaching. In their opposition to Indonesian policies, the East Timorese clergy
stress that their approach is defmed by the Gospel, and often mention the importance
of discerning the Word of God in the light of the particular situation in East Timor.
The interrogation of an East Timorese priest, falsely accused of the desecration of hi s
own parish's statue of Our Lady, highlights the entrenched attitude by both priest and
military officer of Church versus State authority.

'You are Antonio... '
'I am Father Antonio'
'You are not dressed as a priest. You are only Antonio'
'To my people and to my God, I am Father Antonio'
'Here, you are only Antonio'
'I am a priest, here and always, I am Father Antonio' 2
Catholic social teaching advocates the protection and promotion of human dignity,
which encompasses political, economic, physical, social, cultural and religious
dimensions of life. Based on the belief in the sacredness of human life, Catholi c
teachings require people to strive for true liberation. As one East Tirnorese priest
described it,

2
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I think the theology ofliberation is general for all the world and now the
people of East Timor, in their suffering, they believe in the Catholic Church
because the Catholic Church gives them the theology of liberation. We speak
to them in the liberation ofJesus Christ. It is our theology.. I think it is the
basis of the Gospel, the liberation ofpeople; ofhumanity. And through the
political liberation, amongst all liberation, we can relate to the situation. 3
Church opposition to State policies which the Church considers violate these
principles have led to accusations by the State that the Church is interfering in
politics. The Catholic Church in Indonesia also adheres to the principles of Catholic
social teaching. However, its different evolution in, and relationship with, the New
Order State, have influenced its very different application of these principles in
Indonesian society. This will be further discussed in Chapter 5.

Belief in the principle that the interests of the human being are above those of the
State and the interests of security, has led the Church to consistently criticise
directives that put the interests of the State above those of the individual. The
Church's commitment to non-violent opposition, reaffirmed in a Pastoral Letter of
September 1995, 4 places it in opposition to the modus operandi of the military and
State reliance on military force to demand allegiance to it. The non-violence
advocated by the Church also places it in opposition to the armed resistance to
Indonesian rule.

Bishop Belo, as the key spokesman of the East Timorese Church, does not see the
Church in opposition to the Indonesian State even though he claims the Church
opposes oppressive policies and realities that offend its sense of morality and justice.
He describes the Church's role:
Now, after integration the Church finds itself in a dilemma. The government
ofIndonesia asks the Church in East Timor to be active in promoting the
government development programme. It also asks the Church to maintain a
neutral position in politics- not to get involved in practical politics. However,
3

Fr. Domingos Soares, interview with author. Letefoho, October 2, 1994.
Belo, Bishop C. Pastoral letter of September 13th, Diocese of Dili, 1995 . ln this pastoral lener
Bishop Belo urged the youth to abstain from violence and to lead the struggle for human rights by
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the Church can't close its eyes to various problems faced by the faithful as the
result of integration. Regarding this issue, the Church faces a dilemma. If the
faithful see the Church as too close to the government, they would dub it a
'Government Church'. If the Church is too vocal in voicing people's
aspirations, the government would immediately accuse it ofgetting involved
in practical politics... the Church is prompted to overcome the dilemma by
declaring it takes the side ofthe people without opposing the government. 5
It is a distinction that finds little accommodation in ABRI's perception of its security
role yet in the practical, often urgent situations of hwnan need confronted by the
Church, it is a modus operandi that works. There are many illustrations of the tension
caused by this distinction. For example, while the State accuses the Church of
supporting anti-integration demonstrations, the Church claims it supports freedom of
political expression and choice. Similarly, when the State accuses the Church of
assisting young demonstrators to escape military capture, the Church responds that it
merely provides sanctuary and assistance to those fleeing unjust oppression.

Two major political consequences of the Church's interventions are the undermining
of state policies, and the keeping alive of the expectation of alternatives. Belo
suggests 'Conscious or not, willingly or not, explicitly or implicitly, the Catholic
Church is keeping alive the expectation that other 'forms' of government in Timor are
possible.' 6 An example of this is Bishop Belo's call for a referendwn on the future of
East Timor. This was made on the principle of people's hwnan right to selfdetermination. It must be noted that the call was not for independence or integration,
but a process for the people to decide.7 His call challenged the basis of Indonesian rule
in East Timor. It showed the non-acceptance by the leadership of the Church of the
1976 Act of Integration with Indonesia which the Indonesian regime refers to as the
foundation of its legitimacy in East Timor.

5

lnterview with Bishop Belo, Asia Focus, September 24, 1993. Reported in Timor Link. No.28, Jan.
1994. p.7
~ishop Belo, correspondence with author. January 7, 1995.
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Bishop Belo's letter to the Secretary-General of the United Nation, Mr. J. Perez de Cuellar. 6th
February, 1989 in Crowe, L. & de Groot, J. eds., p.8

96

Increasingly, Indonesian authorities in East Timor recognise the need for the Church
to be brought onside, but complain that the Church is one of the principal obstacles to
acceptance of integration by the people. These authorities have been unable to enforce
the clear separation between Church and State that they desire. 'We want the church to
be neutral but it is not,' claimed a senior aide to the Governor.• The local military
commander in 1992, Theo Syafei stated 'We have told the bishop 'You are here to
practise religion. Don't interfere in politics'. 9 Relations between Church and State
show fluctuations between times of open antagonism to times of polite and cordial
discourse. These fluctuations reflect changes in personnel, military campaigns,
policies and tactics. There is no agreed procedure between Church and State to
address particular incidents and situations of conflict although attempts have been
made with various military commanders to pursue a protocol when conflict and
intimidation occurs.

Despite Indonesian suspicion towards the Catholic Church as a breeding ground of
anti- integration sentiment, the State's own ideology prevents it from crushing the
Church as it did communism in 1965. Indonesian authorities would receive
widespread international and domestic condemnation as being anti-Pancasila, if they
attempted to prohibit the Church's existence. Indonesian spokespersons point to the
increase in Catholic adherents as a measure of the religious freedom guaranteed by the
Indonesian state under Pancasila, one of the 'benefits' of integration. The Church
acknowledges that its growth is in part a result of Pancasila; 10 however it claims the
widespread opposition to Indonesian rule is another major factor.

Indonesian Foreign Minister, Ali Alatas, claims there is complete freedom of religion
in East Timor and that there are no restrictions placed on clergy's pastoral duties. 11 In
8

Manoharan, M. 'East Timor Church Tries To Avoid Military Clash'. Dili, East Timor, Nov.l3 1992.
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reality, State authorities rely on coercive methods and the repressive apparatus of the
military, characteristic of New Order mechanisms of control, to exert pressw-e over.
and curtail the activities of, the Church. The military role in East Timor has extended
beyond it being an instrument of the New Order State. Its initial involvement in the
take-over of East Timor and its continuing campaigns against the East Timorese
resistance have enabled ABRI to exercise some autonomy from the State in pursumg
its own policies. Church criticism of the extent and exercise of military power in East
Timor has elicited a response of intimidation. This has been directed at clergy. both
foreign and local, lay people, visitors and the leadership and has occurred in
churches, schools, clinics and the homes of religious. It includes monitoring of
movements and communications, the presence of military forces in and around
Church space, interrogations, public criticism, threats of expulsion and charges of
subversion. Some clergy have been physically abused and there have been attempted
ambushes on the Bishop. 12

A common term used by the military to those calling for change is 'dua kepala' which
can be translated as two-faced, that is, accepting of the benefits of integration while
expressing criticism of the policies. There is little distinction by the State to violent
and non-violent resistance to its rule. The pattern of violent State response to any
show of opposition bas been illustrated on almost every occasion where opposition
has been publicly expressed.

Church personnel complain of interference in, and restrictions on. their work
particularly in the areas of social development Priests and nuns speak of the diffi cuJry
in setting up parish committees for liturgy and pastoral work, let alone welfare , j ustice
and human rights committees. Even when the Church does establish such committees,

A similar argument is presented in East Timor. Building for the Furure·. Department of Fore•gn Affws.
Republic of lndonesia, July 1992. pp.19- 20
12
Bishop Hilton Deakin, interview with author. January, 1995. Reference also made lD .Deakm. B~op
Hilton.' A Courageous Defender of Peace '. Kairos, November 19 • 29. 1995 p 13
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in practice their effe.cts are limited. The long-term effects of a repressive State
apparatus have conditioned many East Timorese to fear reprisals if they are seen to be
involved in any initiative not originating from the government. Church personnel
spoke of the prevalent fear of harassment and intimidation, should people be involved
in these committees.13 The military have consistently accused East Timorese priests of
inciting public demonstrations such as the Papal Mass and the Santa Cruz
procession. ••

Evidence of the constraints on the Church were highlighted on a visit to Ossu I made
on October 5th which is ABRI Day. All over Indonesia, ABRl expects the people to
celebrate with them the role of the armed forces in Indonesian society. The Bishop
had come to visit Ossu, celebrate the Mass for their patron saint, St Theresinha and

bless a new chapel in a village about an hour away. I travelled with him and witnessed
the popular support expressed by people lining the road all along the route to wave to
him. Bishop Belo has a special affection for the place as he went to school and also

spent time as a priest there. There was a dilemma in that the military and the Church
had special events planned for this day and not to show up at ABRl ceremonies,
including a service at the local Indonesian army cemetery, could be interpreted as
'disloyal' to the State. Some months before, relations between the military and the
Church had been tense with the military suspecting the priest of opposing Indonesian

rule.15

Prior to the day, the priest and sisters met with military representatives to discuss
how to avoid trouble. It was decided that half the students of the Catholic school
would attend the ABRl function as well as one nun. The Bishop said another Mass in
13
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the afternoon at the school so that all could attend. In an act of good-will, some of the
local military commanders rushed from their ceremony to attend a luncheon after the
Bishop's Mass. I was struck by the effort gone into maintaining cordial relations
between the Church and military in Ossu. The obligation embodied in Pancasila to
practise freely one's religion could raise the expectation that people exercise their
right to go to the Mass rather than the ABRI function. However, this was overridden
by the need to ensure that ABRJ was satisfied with the allegiance of the Catholics of
Ossu. 16

Amongst the many accounts of Church intimidation related to me, a number
highlight the extent of military provocation. In Bobonaro a special statue of Our Lady
was smashed by soldiers whose commander then accused the popular East Timorese
parish priest of the sacrilege. The military took in a young man who they threatened
with torture unless he publicly claimed it was the priest. The military called a public
assembly and after much reluctance and further threats by the military he named the
priest who was arrested and interrogated. Although charged with the crime, higher
authorities aware of the absurdity of the charge, later intervened and the charge was
dropped. No military personnel were disciplined after this incident.. 17

Fr. Domingos Soares is one of the more outspoken Timorese priests. He is now based
at Letefobo, a coffee-growing district in the mountains of East Timor where he is
establishing a new parish which includes the building of a new church, school and
presbytery. He spoke about the daily reality of intimidation by the military.
'They don't like us because we are priests to our people ...They know the Church is
18

with the people, it is for the people and for the rights of the people.' He claims
speaking out has made him a target for the military. Interrogations, constant
1

~y visit to Ossu occurred on October 4th to 6th, 1994.
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surveillance and shows of force are part of his life. The military maintain a strong
presence in the area and a neighbouring priest spoke of their attempts to scare the
people away from the Church by occasionally occupying the area surrounding it. 19

The threat of expelling foreign priests was an evident use of State intimidation during
my research. Bishop Belo revealed in June 1994 that six priests and one nun had been
accused of working against the Indonesian state and the office of the Indonesian
Foreign Minister had notified the Papal Nuncio's office in Jakarta that they must leave
East Timor. 20 However, intimidation of the clergy has been largely unsuccessful in
isolating them as dissidents against the State and turning people against them. Their
popularity continues to be high and no priest has been prosecuted by the State
although such intimidation takes a heavy toll on individuals subjected to this
treatment.

Other policies of the New Order State, including transmigration and citizenship have
been used as tools to 'reorder' East Timorese society to be more aligned with the
national objectives of the State. These policies have contributed to significant changes
within the Church. In enforcing its sovereignty over East Timor, Indonesia requires
East Timorese, including religious personnel, to become Indonesian citizens. 21 As
citizens of Indonesia they must abide by the rules and directives of the Indonesian
state and its representatives of power. For reasons of work, residence and travel, many
clergy became Indonesian citizens even though their Church does not recognise
Indonesian sovereignty in East Timor. Within East Timor, people must carry identity
19

lnterview with Fr. B.E., June, 1994.
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ministry in East Timor.
21
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cards and travel passes. The Bishop submits his travel itinerary to the military prior to
his departure to visit congregations around his diocese.

Migration policies of the Indonesian State have led to a large increase in the number
of Indonesians in East Timor, dramatically altering the social composition. Such a
contrast in the physical presence of 'pendatang' or' newcomers' in East Timor is
widely perceived by the Timorese as threatening to their cultural and economic
viability. The pattern of large-scale migration of Indonesians to East Timor, whether
through transmigration or other forms of migration, is in contrast to the Portuguese
era when the number of Portuguese in Timor was always lirnited.22

Transmigration is an official policy of the Indonesian government to relocate people
from such heavily populated areas of Indonesia as Java and Bali to less populated
areas of the archipelago including West Irian, Swnatra and East Timor. It is also
perceived by the government as a way of assimilating the people of the outer islands
into national development plans and objectives. The program began in East Timor in
1980 with transmigrants from Bali being relocated to Maliana. Some of the major
transmigration centres are located at Maliana, Ermera, Beco, Same and Suai. 23

The increased migration to East Timor has produced a greater degree of religious
pluralism. Even though the Catholic Church comprises the majority of East Timorese,
it now has to exist alongside communities of other Christian traditions and Hindus,
Buddhists and Muslims. In 1992 there were 3978 Buddhists, 4118 Hindus, 18,533
Protestants and 54075 animists in East Timor.

24

Before 1975, there was only a tiny

percentage of East Timorese who were Muslim. They were mainly a closely-knit
community of Arab descent located in a section ofDili. With the increasing arrival of
22 In
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migrants from other Indonesian islands, either through the formal transmigration
program or other means, Islam has become more prominent. Statistics of 1992 show
20, 369 Muslims in East Timor. 25 The spread oflslarn is inevitable with the increased
nwnbers of migrants from Java and other Indonesian islands. It is perceived by many
Timorese as part of the ' Indonisation' process in East Timor. The increase in Muslims
reflects the increase in Indonesian immigrants as there are few Timorese Muslims.

Indonesian rule has seen the groWth of the Protestant Church, the Gereja Kristen
Timor Timur (GKTT) in East Timor. Relations between the Catholic and Protestant
churches are not close. The growth of the GKTT is also associated with the increase
of Indonesian migrants, including many military personnel, in East Timor. Many East
Timorese referred to the GKTT as the 'army Church' and incidences such as the
burning of a Protestant Church in Viqueque in 1995, highlight the anti-Indonesian
sentiment attached to Protestant adherents. There is very little dialogue or cooperation between the Catholic and Protestant Churches although in 1994 the East
Timorese moderator of the GKTT, Reverend Arlindo Marcal, reinforced Bishop
Belo's call for the opportunity for the East Timorese people to participate in a genuine
act of self-determination. 26

Indonesian migration policies have also brought an increasing number of Indonesian
Catholics with different traditions of worship and different expectations of the
Church. This has been of benefit to the State as it has diluted the strong East Timorese
composition of the Catholic Church. There is distrust by many East Timorese of
Indonesian Catholics who, as with Indonesian religious, are seen to primarily support
the interests of the Indonesian State. The Indonesian government has assisted the
influx of Indonesian Catholics through its transmigration program. In 1994 it
25
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announced it will relocate almost 1000 Catholic families to East Timor under current
transmigration policy to ensure a rapid assimilation with the largely Catholic
Timorese society.27

Indonesia's handling of its religious policies is also important for the effect it bas bad
on the Catholic Church in East Timor. One method of asserting control over the
Church is through control of external immigration, permanent or temporary, to East
Timor, and access to work permits of Religious to work in East Timor. In 1977 the
Indonesian government began limiting the entry of foreign missionaries into the
country. 28 As a 'closed territory' East Timor was even more difficult for foreign clergy
to enter than elsewhere in Indonesia. This has had a further isolating effect on a
Church desperately short of personnel. A number of foreign clergy have been afraid to
leave East Timor for fear they may not be allowed to return. Travel and
communication restrictions which were part oflife in the closed territory until 1989,
continue, to a lesser extent, to the present day.29 This had a twofold effect on clergy in
East Timor. On the one band East Timorese clergy and Religious were increasingly
thrust into a more prominent role in the running of the Church. However the
restrictions on the entry of foreign priests into Indonesia has been used as an argument
to legitimise the increased number of Indonesian priests working in East Timor.
Priests from Indonesia have easier access to work in East Timor because they are
considered by the State to be fellow nationals. Confronted with the rapid growth of
the Church and the difficulty of entry for foreign clergy, Bishop Belo has invited
Indonesian clergy and Religious to help minister to the many needs of the East
Timorese people.

21
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Although there are powerful forces within the Church aligned with Indonesian
interests, the Church in East Timor is not aligned with the Indonesian status quo .
There is division within the clergy which could roughly be described as prointegration, those very critical of integration as they are experiencing it, and antiintegration. Clergy within each division maintain alliances with different sections of
society, reflecting their sympathies. These divisions represent a significant threat to
the unity of the Church which can undermine its ability to advocate on behalf of the
East Tirnorese people. The increasing number of Indonesian clergy and Religious also
represent a growing section of the Church which is considered 'foreign' by East
Timorese Catholics.

The Indonesian priests view their role differently to the Tirnorese and most of the
European priests. While many are sympathetic to the needs of the people, they have
imported with them the prevailing attitude of the Catholic Church in Indonesia, one of
close alignment with the state and its objectives. This divides them from the majority
of non-Indonesian clergy. Amongst East Tirnorese Religious there is a strong
perception that Indonesian Religious do not integrate themselves into the diocese of
East Timor.30 Many East Tirnorese priests comment that Indonesian priests must link
Catholic social teaching more with the realities of the indigenous people rather than
Indonesian nationalism. One priest claimed '... here amongst the population, they say
they are not our priests, they are 'bapak' priests. They say to East Tirnorese priests, our
sisters, our priests: 'Indonesian priests and sisters are not us, not our people'. 31 There
is the perception amongst East Timorese Church personnel that some Indonesian
clergy and Religious actively assist Indonesian intelligence operations in East Timor.
An East Tirnorese priest described one outspoken Indonesian cleric,

I think he has a mission, an intelligence mission in East Timor...and some
program to call priests ofIndonesia here to help us . .. Yes, ... we need more
3
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priests and sisters but I think Indonesians should be in Java for the population
there. There is also something in the background, the Intelligence program. It
is a program for them [Indonesians}. 32

The State allows a more political role for pro-integration clergy. Their statements on
policies in East Timor are not criticised, rather they are often publicised in wider
media to show support for the regime. A clear example of this are interviews with Fr.
Marcus Wanandi SJ, a supporter of Indonesian integration, who publicly advocated
integration with no concern for State reprisal. He was moved back to Indonesia in
1995 after Church expressions of concern about his role in the political process.
Another example is an interview with a group of priests with Indonesian State
television. When asked about Indonesian policies in East Timor, they publicly
claimed they were happy, however they said to me this was not true but they had no
choice but to say this.33 The continuing influx of Indonesian clergy and Religious and
the increasing ties with Catholic groups and organisations in Indonesia helps to
solidify the forces within the Church that are supportive of the State. 34

Pro-integration clergy are reported to have exerted influence upon East Timorese
seminarians to discourage East Timorese nationalist sentiment. Former seminarians at
the (former) minor seminary located at Lahane in Dili and the major seminary in
Malang in East Java, spoke of pressure brought on them by clergy from Indonesia not
to question the Indonesian State and its policies in East Timor. One East Timorese
priest spoke of seminarians in Dili having to sign a declaration accepting integration
before they were allowed to continue their studies in the seminary.3s

Amongst the Indonesian clergy, there are those who, while accepting integration as a
fait accompli, are sympathetic to the concerns of many East Timorese. I spoke to one
32
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Indonesian priest, working in a parish in the eastern part of the territory, who
criticised the practices of the military in East Timor. The former Rector of the
University of East Timor, Fr Bratasudarma SJ, was opposed to heavy-handed
measures by the military and attempted to mediate between student demonstrators and
the military on a number of occasions. 36 That East Timorese seminarians must
complete their studies in Indonesia is a further pressure upon them to be non-critical
of Indonesian policies.

Another significant area in which the State has been unable to co-opt the Church has
been the State programs of development. The approach to development in East Timor
is a fundamental difference between the Church and State. The government stresses
the importance of people's loyal contribution to nation-building, emphasising the
central role of the State in the entire Indonesian nation. The starting point for the
Church is the full development of the human person in the context of the cultural,
social and economic needs in East Timor. The government demands Church support
for the implementation of its development programs. The Church claims it will
support development programs which are for the people. 37 Bishop Belo states that
the East Timorese must have a place in which they are full human beings.

38

The Church has increasingly focussed its concern on the socio-economic deprivations
experienced by the East Timorese people as a result of Indonesian development and
migration policies. Many in the Church claim the lack of consultation and
involvement of the people in determining the development of their future, the massive
unemployment of East Timorese and the marginalisation of East Timorese economic
activity have given rise to new tensions which produce intermittent violence between
East Timorese and Indonesian migrants.
36
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increasing evidence that the development policies pursued by the Indonesian State in
East Timor have been of dubious benefit to indigenous East Timorese.40

The State organised Five Year Development plans which began in the early 1980's
emphasised economic and infrastructure growth! 1 Infrastructure projects continue to
be a priority, enabling increased transport of people and goods. Policies in East Timor

however, are plagued by the problems that afflict Indonesian development under the
Suharto regime, that is, corruption, collusion and monopoly. 42 Controls over exports,
imports, production and construction provide opportunities for Suharto beneficiaries
such as his children and a favoured Indonesian - Chinese business clique. Major
companies in East Timor are part of this clique. 43 The growth occurring in Indonesia
through the increase in manufacturing exports is not occurring in East Timor with
little attention paid to developing manufacturing enterprises.44

Many East Timorese in Dili and the other towns feel they do not benefit from State
policies of development. Indonesians dominate the business and goverrunent sectors.
Maia claims the influx of migrants to East Timor has worsened the situation with
newcomers gaining control of property and commercial interests. In Dili, which has
shown a 9.1 %growth in population between 1980 and 1992,45 it is generally believed
that the proportion of newcomers is as high as indigenous East Timorese.46 Most East
Timorese who do have work are employed in the lower levels of the bureaucracy. The
private sector is almost exclusively dominated by migrants, especially the Buginese.
40
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Resennnent by the East Timorese is reflected in recent major riots in Dili and
Baucau. 47 Indonesian authorities explain the riots as essentially ethnic and religious
and refer to SARA ( Suku Agama Ras Antar-Golongan: Ethnicity, Religion, Race,
Inter-Group [conflict] ). Such conflict is considered offensive to the central pillars of
Pancasila and those accused of promoting SARA are dealt with harshly.

The poverty and lack of participation in development by the majority of East
Timorese illustrates the absence of true integration. Bishop Belo states that:

... the Church approves development as a principle but. .. At times we see that
the development ofTimor means... the enrichment of the outsiders coming to
Timor .. .Government has given a lot of attention and money to buildings,
roads and infrastructures... little to people ... the same goes for Hospitals and
other services which are related to the people and not to the
administration... Together with development comes corruption. .. 48

The Church has not restricted itself to criticism of State development policies but
used its network of institutions to actively pursue alternative development programs
more attentive to the language and cultural needs of East Timorese society. A number
of key examples highlight the practical alternatives the Church provides in East Timor
including the provision of health, education and welfare services. Church expansion
in these areas of close human contact further exemplifies the Church locating itself in
a practical way within society and establishing itself as a rival political force to the
State. As the Church has grown, it has also shown a trend of becoming increasingly
more proactive with such measures as the advocacy of positive discrimination for
indigenous people, running vocational centres for their training and a readiness to
criticise State policies. 49
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The Church's historic role in education did not cease with the introduction of the
Indonesian education system in East Timor. The Indonesian Government has placed
considerable resources behind the provision of education. In 1993, there were 650
primary schools with at least one elementary school in each of the 412 villages in East
Timor. There are 102 junior high schools, thirty-five high schools and nineteen
vocational high schools.so Despite the provision of many schools, Saldanha criticises
the lack of material and personnel resources for education and the practices of
teachers who '... spend longer holidays than the official tirne .. .'. 51 He points out that
between 1983 and 1992, despite education named as one of the five priorities for East
Timor, it received only 8% of allocated funds. 52 While many schools have been
provided, Bishop Belo claims that education has been badly managed as a
development priority: '... the worst buildings are the schools ... Most of the teachers are
hopeless and they just look for their own advantage .. .'53

The official education curriculum is taught in Bahasa Indonesia and includes subjects
of Indonesian history, Pancasila and Indonesian Language. East Timorese languages,
culture and traditions are ignored. The Catholic system of education provides 113
primary, thirty junior high and fourteen senior high schools located around East
Timor, with a number of schools under construction. 5• There is one agricultural and
one technical college. The Catholic schools attempt to offer a more relevant
curriculum to Tirnorese students in regard to language and culture, but are restricted
by personnel shortages and few resources.55

State policies inhibit the growth of Church-run schools. The Church is unable to offer
teachers in the Catholic schools the same wages as the government schools, making it
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ibid. p.73
53
Bishop Belo, correspondence with author. January 7, 1995.
s.Camara Ecclesiastica, Dili, 1992 Schools under construction include Suai, Liquica, Balide and
Letefoho.
sslnterviews with Diocesan Social Services Committee (Delsos). Dili, June, 1994.
51
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difficult to find staff. Despite the lack of personnel, foreign staff, apart from
Indonesian and a few foreign Religious, are prohibited from working in East Timor. 56

The Church also supports the University of East Timor, a private university which
began in 1986 as an initiative ofthe then governor, Mario Carrascalao as an attempt
to provide East Timorese students with a tertiary place of learning within East Timor.
The previous Rector was a Jesuit priest and a number of Catholic organisations
provide assistance for the university.57 Sixteen of the sixty-seven resident lecturers
are East Timorese. The university has severe financial problems and the drop-out rate
is high, due both to academic and financial reasons. Saldanha identifies the lack of
educational resources, including books, rooms, lecturers and an academic
environment for learning as a serious hindrance to the provision of quality
education.51 The only other tertiary option for Timorese students is the government
Polytechnic located at Hera or universities in other parts of Indonesia including
Jakarta, Denpasar, Malang and Flores.

Against the backdrop of increased demonstrations by East Timorese youth in 1994
and 1995, the Church has shown increasing concern for the high unemployment of
East Timorese people. Only 30% of around 10 000 people were able to find work in
1992. 59 Of those unplaced 88.8% were high school graduates and a further 619
university graduates were unable to find work. 60 Of 1200 students who graduated
from senior high school in 1993 only 50 found work.61 Most unemployed are East
Timorese while many migrants are able to work in government offices or private
56

Sr. M.H., interview with author, Dili, June and October, 1994.
Jesuit priest, Dr Bratasudanna, is Rector of the University There are 1480 students and it has
deparunents in Public Administration and Government, Social and Political Science, Education and
Agriculture. A new department of Animal Husbandry is being formed . The university is provided with
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SJ, interview with author. June, 1994.
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businesses. There is resentment by East Timorese at their exclusion from public and
commercial positions. Public service recruitment has yet to address the imbalance of
East Tirnorese appointments with recruitment conducted in Jakarta and Dili. Dili
recruits include a nwnber of migrants and Jakarta recruits are exclusively Indonesian.
Of 275 provincial vacancies in the 1993/94 fiscal year, there were 90 positions for
university graduates, 30% of them to be filled by people selected in Jakarta. 62

The provision of health care is another service offered by the Church as an alternative
to the State-run system. Church health services include twenty-five polyclinics which
provide basic medical care, medicines and sometimes programs of basic health care. 63
Tills is despite increased State provision of public health facilities. Kameo's research
shows that in 1993 there were ten general hospitals, sixty-seven Public Health
Centres (Puskesmas), 186 Affiliated Public Health Centres and 858 Integrated Health
centres. Increases in medical personnel mean East Timor has 132 doctors, 167
midwives and 555 paramedics. While infant mortality and the death rate have shown
a decrease,6ol the health problems of East Timor continue to be widespread and are
primarily those related to poverty, underdevelopment and militarisation.65 The main
health problems are tuberculosis, malaria, dysentery and malnutrition. The Church
clinics run on shoestring budgets and suffer shortages of medical supplies. Yet they
are well patronised as a preferred and trusted alternative to the State services. A
polyclinic located in Manatuto alone saw 10 000 patients in 1993. Many Timorese do
not trust the Indonesian hospitals because of language and cultural differences, reports
of forced sterilization and other abuses. Other reasons for patronage of Church rather
than the State clinics, are the charges for medicines by the hospitals, the reports of
corruption and the claims that some Indonesian doctors, who are paid regardless of
their absenteeism, simply do not tum up for work.
62
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The first Catholic hospital in East Timor, located in Suai, was opened in January
1994. 66 Though well equipped the hospital is hardly functioning because of the
severe restrictions imposed by Indonesian authorities on much-needed medical
personnel to come and work there.67 Although it had a fifty patient capacity, it was
able to look after no more than twelve patients. The polyclinic attached to the hospital
saw 50 -60 people a day. Aware of the shortage of trained Timorese medical and
nursing staff, the Church is sponsoring a nwnber of Timorese students to study
nursing.68

A persistent issue of contention between the Catholic Church and the Indonesian State
are policies of population control.69 Throughout Indonesia, the Suharto government
has actively promoted family planning, seeing the population growth of Indonesia as
one of the major obstacles to development and higher standards of living. In East
Timor the Family Planning Campaign is also actively pursued by the government. The
policy includes incentives for those that comply and disincentives for those who
breach it. For example, public service employment requires employees with no more
than two children. There have been many reports of forced sterilization. 70 The Church
opposes this policy and prohibits Church adherents from using artificial
contraception. In a Pastoral Letter issued by Bishop Belo and read out in East
Timorese churches on August 28 1993, the Catholic Church in East Timor clarified
its own traditional stand on birth control. 71
The Dili diocese is unhappy about deviations from state provisions being
made by state officials; what they want to achieve is not small families and
~e hospital is funded and administered by the St Paul de Chartres sisters.
67

Brand new equipment included an operating room, an anaesthesia table and equipment, three isolation
rooms, a dental room and facilities. Radiology facilities were yet to be set up.
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prosperity but targets so that they can earn bonuses and personal
acknowledgment... The Church continues to strive to convince the
Government to accept and recognise this natural method as an official
alternative. n
The Catholic Church has begun to address the problem by sending some of its
religious and clergy to undertake training in Java in teaching the Billings method of
birth control, one of the natural methods which is officially accepted by the Catholic
Church.

The issue of birth control was raised frequently on each of my visits. East Timorese
families are traditionally large and the people perceive this policy as an attack on their
culture and their survival. They argue that birth control is particular~y incongruous
after a massive loss of Timorese lives and with an accompanying policy of
transmigration to the region. In Ermera in October 1994, I sat in on a meeting with a
local nurse and an East Timorese priest as the nurse came to report a step-up in the
campaign by the local hospital to promote artificial contraception. This was regarded
as very serious by the priest and nurse, considering the vulnerability of East Timorese
who feared losing their jobs if they did not comply. 73

Other development programs of the Church include vocational training such as
women's sewing programs, leadership training programs, catechetics, sanitation,
health and other skills.

7
•

In co-operation with the East Timorese Non-Government

Organisation (NGO), Ema maTa Dalan ba Progressu (Rural People's Road To
Progress) known as the ETADEP Foundation, there are also a number of credit cooperatives and agricultural development programs. 75 The Church's work in these
areas is limited by authorities suspicious of the formation of any organisation not
under their controJ.16 The virtual absence of international non-government
n ibid.
Meeting with Timorese nurse and Fr. Domingos Soares. October, 1994.
7
• I was able to visit a number of programs for women run by the Canossian sisters in Los Palos and
Dili.
75
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organisations and the limited work of the International Red Cross hinders a climate of
open response and denies the expertise these agencies could offer to developing East
Timor. Most NGO international assistance given to East Timor is channelled through
the Catholic Church.77 The Church collaborates with UNICEF in attempting to
address the health needs particularly of women and children. ETADEP, works closely
with the local Church in its aid and development programs, as do the few foreign aid
representatives in the limited work they are able to support there.

71

The Church has further consolidated its role as advocate of human rights in a number
of ways. It increasingly has pursued its ability to draw international attention to the
situation in East Timor. While the Indonesian government has persistently attempted
to sweep East Timor off the international agenda, the East Timorese Catholic Church
has used its international links to help keep the issue alive. 79 Such attention has served
to pressure the State over the grievances of the East Timorese people. Despite
continued restrictions on foreign media, easier access to communications technology
including telephones, satellite television and computers have assisted the flow of
information out of East Timor. Bishop Belo has made a number of overseas trips in
the past few years, including Australia, Canada, the Philippines and the United States
of America. International attention also helps to protect East Timorese who speak out
or protest against abuses of human rights. One of the more outspoken priests, Fr
Domingos Soares, acknowledges the importance of international attention to protect
East Timorese who speak out against Indonesian policies when he recounts an
interrogation to which he was summoned on Monday 21 February 1994. 'There was a
killing near Atsabe which was suspected to be by Fretilin. They (the military) thought
I had some involvement and summoned me. But international pressure protected

77
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Aware of the importance of international opinion the State responded in June 1993
with a Presidential decree announcing the formation of a Human Rights Commission
based in Jakarta. 81 Amnesty International points out that the mandate of the
Commission is limited with no obligation by the Indonesian government to accept its
recommendations or advice.82 Reflecting a common perception that the Commission
would lack real power to pursue its mandate, Bishop Belo established a Catholic
Commission for Justice and Peace in September 1994 as a way of formalising the
Church's commitment to human rights. In an open letter, the bishop described its role:
'... to promote human rights, religious freedom and peace. The Commission would
research human rights violations, the illegal occupation of land, religious freedom and
workers rights.' 83 While this Commission has yet to prove its effectiveness, its
establishment highlights the lack of confidence in the state apparatus to pursue such
matters. 8.4 The Church is also involved in prison visitation in Dili, including visitation
of political prisoners.85 This is work which is also conducted by the ICRC, however
restrictions on its activities and denial of access has occurred frequently.

The New Order State has periodically attempted to woo popular support rather than
gain it by force. Such attempts to gain popularity amongst Catholics through the
sponsorship of Church projects or gifts to the Church are interpreted as a means to coopt the Church. These 'gifts' are often announced to the Church with no consultation

11

Murdoch, L., 'Rights watchdog adamant it has teeth', The Age, January 31, 1994. The Commission
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and are perceived to be motivated by international publicity. These are usually
buildings rather than human development or welfare assistance. This strategy is
similarly used by the New Order government towards gaining the support of the
growing number of Muslims in Indonesia. In order to appease this potential
opposition, the government has provided funds for Muslim associations and the
construction of mosques and prayer houses. 86

One example of this strategy is the Holy Family Cathedral in Dili. In 1988 the Armed
Forces Commander-In-Chief, Try Sutrisno, donated 350 million rupiah on behalf of
the Indonesian military to help complete the cathedral. His support followed that of
the former Armed Forces Commander-In-Chief, Benny Murdani, who provided aid
for its construction in 1984. 87 The most recent example is the erection of a giant statue
of Christ just beyond Dili on a cliff-face at Area Branca (Pasir Putih) in 1995.
Reported to be a project of the Governor and the military rather than the Church, the
dimensions of the statue symbolise important dates for the Indonesian State. It is 17
metres high to mark the 17th July, Integration Day for East Timor according to the
Indonesian State. There are 27 steps to signify East Timor as the 27th province of
Indonesia. Such projects have been unsuccessful in winning the allegiance of East
Timorese Catholics.

The tensions arising out of increased Indonesian migration coupled with the failure of
State development programs to benefit East Timorese have led to an increase in
incidences of inter-ethnic violence. These tensions have sometimes developed into, or
been expressed in the form of, inter-religious conflict. The Catholic Church has had to
confront religious pluralism, and evangelists of Islam have had to respect the
dominance of Catholicism in East Timor. The Church has felt threatened by the
spread of Islam in East Timor, particularly conversion of Catholics to Islam. Priests
16
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and nuns spoke of a strong push towards Is1amisation in East Timor.11 They described
it as a deliberate program, well endowed with funds to be used to attract East
Timorese, particularly the vulnerable poor.

Mosques and Islamic schools are becoming a more common sight around East Timor.
Church leaders have boosted construction of Catholic symbols - crosses, statues and
grottos on as many hills and mountains as possible. For example, Bishop Belo led a
procession which placed a statue on Mt Matebian during a Marian celebration. 89 This
can be seen to counter the integration monuments in villages and towns and the
increasing visibility of Islamic symbols. The resistance to religious pluralism
highlights feelings of insecurity among indigenous East Timorese against the
continuing influx of outsiders. 90

The religious tensions are often aggravated by the mistreatment of Catholics by local
Indonesian authorities through acts of sacrilege and intimidation of Church personnel.
A nwnber of incidents occurred in 1994 which provoked a strong reaction from East
Timorese Catholics. On June 28th, 1994 in the town of Remexico, two Muslim
soldiers accepted the eucharistic host, then threw the hosts on the ground and stepped
on them. The provocative act was met with an outcry by Timorese Catholics.91

In the University of East Timor in the same month, two Muslim youths began
insulting two young Catholic female postulants Gunior nuns) and were set upon by
Timorese students who interpreted the act as an attack on the Church. A large
88
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demonstration to protest the acts was violently dispersed by security forces . Reports
indicated that soldiers showed little respect for the religious sensitivities in their
handling of the demonstration as soldiers '... smashed a cross, ripped Catholic banners
and tore rosary beads from the necks of protesters .. .'92 These incidents have further
polarised the Church and military. They represent expressions of ethno-nationalist
identity in which religion is a strong factor. There is the potential for further religious
conflict if the political and social tensions continue.

There is a strong perception by East Timorese clergy and East Timorese independence
activists that the military have conducted an orchestrated campaign against the Bishop
and Church to provoke inter-religious violence. They claim that the military provoke
religious conflict in order to maintain the perception that the military must remain in
East Timor to ensure stability. Such conflict also might sway international opinion
about the need of the military to stay. 93 Statements by Bishop Belo have attracted
public criticism from Muslim leaders within Indonesia. In October 1995, a group of
one hundred prominent ulamas claimed Bishop Belo was duplicitous in statements in
which he expressed regret for recent demonstrations which he described as unChristian, but also voiced criticism of Indonesian government policies in East Timor.
The ulamas called for Bishop Belo to answer their questions in Jakarta. Such a call by
the ulamas is unlikely to have been made without State sanction and represents
pressure upon the Catholic Church by another religious group.94

The differences between Church and State in their objectives for East Timorese
society are highlighted in their respective public statements on the future of East
Timor. In the context of United Nations sponsored discussions for a future peace
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process in East Timor, the Church continues to play a significant role in applying
pressure for fundamental change. The agenda of the Church for the future of East
Timor differs widely to that of the State which persistently attempts to maintain and
affirm the status quo. As mentioned earlier, the Indonesian State does not view

favourably Church involvement in the political process and therefore is suspicious of
a role for the Church in East Timor in the peace process.

Bishop Belo feels the Church has an obligation to represent the aspirations of the
majority of East Timorese people who happen to be Catholic and was present at the
Intra-Timorese Dialogue held at Burg Schlaining in June 1995. He repeated his often
articulated call that genuine dialogue amongst representatives of the East Timorese
people, including those of all political persuasion, is a necessary prerequisite to
establishing peace. While he acknowledged that the Church would accept the options
agreed to by the political representatives, on behalf of the Church, he demanded that
human rights outlined in the UN Charter be respected.9s

Wbile Bishop Belo has reiterated his support for a referendum, he has also
acknowledged the improbability of this being realised. Witnessing the rapid process
of marginalisation of East Timorese in their own land, and with little hope of a
referendum occurring, Bishop Belo has proposed other measures for the protection of
the East Timorese culture and identity. One proposal is that East Timor be given
special status, an autonomous region '... to save the cultural identity and religious
identity and then in the economical and financial field ... ' .96 The notion of East Timor
becoming a special autonomous region under the sovereignty of the Indonesian
Republic has been rejected by Indonesia's Foreign Minister, Ali Alatas.97 Bishop Belo
has offered practical suggestions towards peace. He has often called for the
9
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governments of Indonesia and Portugal to engage in direct and open
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be prepared to make mutuaJ concessions. He b.as argued that 1f East Tunor

and to

"e~

to be

made a Special Administrative Region. it should be gjven executn e. leg1 slat1' e and
judicial powers and the legislature would comprise local mhab1tants and be
independent of the executive. The military wo uld not exerci se 1ts 'd"'1fungs1' ro le m
East Timor. The territory would be opened up by citizens able to

~

both

Indonesian and Portuguese passports for a period of time. and East T1mor '-' Ould be
allowed to become part of the community of Lusophone nati ons.

Belo argues for appropriate education and the preservation of culture through the use
of Portuguese, Indonesian and Tetum in schools and government adrrum strat1on and
open cultural exchanges between the countries. Hi s proposals include eco no m1c
initiatives to benefit East Timorese including the freedom to establish econom1c
relations with other countries, the building of manufacturing infrastructure m East
Timor, and the freeing up of air and port facilities. "

The Bishop's proposals expose the di stance between the C hurch and State in then
objectives for East Timor. They have al so exposed divisions within the Church. '-'lth
a number of clergy wanting him to work within the starus quo and others vo1c mg
stronger demands.

... the Bishop speaks about the autonomy because the lndoneswns the\ can do
any thing, but the hop e of East Timor is not inlegranon A utonom) I S another
face of integration. The people do nor ltke mtegrat1on Rather 11 1s the
referendum, to say what they want. and with preparatiOn. good preparatiOn
Now we see many many people fro m Indonesia. ma11) people here The) can 't
have the right to vote. If there is [a] referendum. they can 't have the n g ht to
vote,· only Timorese, if there is a referendum abo ut the autonam) .\la11)
people have already died. not for auronom) . but Independence "

Bishop Belo. 'A Possible Solution For East T unor' Se-ptember. 1992 Cop) ~ ~ author
"Fr. Domingos Soares, interview with author. Lrtefobo. October 2. 1994
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Conclusion
The interpretation of Catholic social teachings by the Church in East Timor and the
application of its commitment of service to the East Timorese people, has placed the
Church outside the sphere of State patronage and control. The inevitable deterioration
in Church-State relations will show no substantial improvement while they continue
to differ fundamentall y on their role and objectives in East Timorese society.
Recognising the need to bring the Church onside in order to gain wider acceptance,
the State and military still view the Church with distrust and see it as a principal
obstacle to East Timorese acquiescence to integration with Indonesia. Church
opposition to policies it considers violate principles embodied in Catholic social
teaching provides an alternative ideological foundation upon which the Churchsociety alliance bases its political and social aspirations.

Indonesian development policies are not seen to benefit East Timorese. With high
unemployment, preferential treatment to migrants, poor delivery of education and
distrust of Indonesian health care provision, the Church alternatives in these areas are
popular, although often poorly resourced. This further undermines the unpopular
policies of the State, reinforcing East Timorese opposition to Indonesian rule and the
Indonesian dominance of political, economic, social and cultural life.

In all that the Church has achieved, most assessments claim that there has been little
change in the practice of state power in East Timor. The deeper ethnic tensions
created by increased Indonesian migration have erupted in commercial and religious
fora. Despite the Church's increasing membership of Indonesian Catholics, it has not
been able to establish a workable modus operandi with the State as has occurred
between the Catholic Church and State in Indonesia. Rather, the Church in East
Timor increasingly relies on focussing international attention on the problems in East
Timor. The non-resolution of the conflict on the international arena provides support
for continued Church opposition to Indonesian policies. That the Church represents
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the majority of East Timorese, and is involved in the provision of many social
services and advocacy of their rights, has provided the Church with a significant role
in the fledgeling peace process.

Although the majority of clergy and religious are East Timorese, the Church has
experienced a degree of internal division as a result of the increasing number of
Indonesian Catholics and clergy in East Timor. Equally, the increasing religious
pluralism, due largely to migration, is a source of social tension. These divisions
represent new challenges to the Church. The Church, however, must also be
examined in the wider context of its relations with the international Church,
particularly its relations with the Catholic Church in Indonesia and the Vatican. This
will be the focus of the next chapter.

Chapter 5

The Church of East Timor And The Church Universal

In studying the Church's relations with State and society in East Timor, it must be
acknowledged that the East Timorese Church, as the local body of the international
Roman Catholic Church, derives its mission, and is subject to, another authority, the
Vatican. The local bodies of the Church share a common agenda based on the
universality of Church teachings and traditions. The international Church structures
have contributed to the autonomy of the local Church, thus strengthening its growth
and self-reliance. However, the East Timorese Church has also been influenced by
Vatican sensitivities to the Church in Indonesia and that Church's relations with the
New Order State. Relations between the Catholic Churches of East Timor and
Indonesia have historically been distant reflecting their different colonial histories. A
contemporary look at the Churches reveals a strong contrast in their accommodation
of the ideology and practices of the New Order State, a product of their different
evolution and experiences of the State and of their different social constituencies.
After the Indonesian invasion, relations have been greatly influenced by the different
relationship of each Church with the New Order State, and the international political
sensitivities of the unresolved conflict.

While the ultimate loyalty of both the Church in Indonesia and East Timor is to Papal
authority, the Indonesian Church, conditioned by its evolution in the New Order State
acknowledges this primary loyalty but constantly affirms its support for the New
Order State and the development of the Indonesian nation.' Sensitive to its minority
'Special Correspondent, 'Pancasila and the religions'. Inside Indonesia. No.I I, August, 1987. pp. 7-8
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status in Indonesia and the periodic demands from some Muslim quarters for an
Islamic State, its pronouncements are characterised by caution. ln contrast. the
historic development of the Catholic Church in East Timor has been characterised by
its association with the ruling elite and its powerful influence in society. It has been
used to the exercise of power both within and beyond the Catholic community in East
Timor.

Relations between the Catholic Churches of East Timor and Indonesia.

Although contact amongst the Catholics of Timor and surrounding islands was a
feature of the early history of the Church in the area, after the division of the island
into Portuguese and Dutch territories, the East Timorese Church has a history of linle
contact with its geographically close but culturally different Dutch, then Indonesian.
neighbours. ln 1961 the Indonesian Diocese of Atambua, just over the border of East
Timor, was formed. Later, the dioceses of Atambua, Kupang and Sumba were brought
together under the Indonesian archdiocese ofKupang. 2 Although Catholic neighbours,
the Dili and Kupang dioceses remained separated by their distinct nationality, culture
and language. Apart from contact between some Catholic clergy in the seventies, the
Dili diocese remained tied to the Portuguese Catholic Bishops Conference and
fostered relations with the geographically more distant lusophone territories of Macao
and Goa rather than the neighbouring Indonesian Catholic communities in Atambua
and Flores.

During the period of Portuguese decolonisation and the emergence of East Timorese
political parties, Indonesian Catholics generally did not speak out on behalf of their
Catholic East Timorese neighbours. The Catholic Church in Indonesia did not alter its
non-critical support of the Indonesian State and the anti-communist rhetoric
propagated by the Indonesian government appealed to the strongly anti-communist
2
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sympathies of some sections of the Church. News of UDT and APODEll refugees.
who also comprised Catholics, crossing the West Timor border to flee Fretilm.
confmned their anti-communist stance. Prominent Indonesian Catholics workmg m
the Jakarta-based Centre for Strategic and lntem.ationaJ Studies (CS IS). mc ludm g

tts

Director, Harry Tjan Silalah.i, and political strategist, Yusuf Wanand.J . perfo nned

ke ~

roles in advising the Indonesian military strategists behind the East Timor camprug:n '

One group who questioned the Indonesian role in East Timor was an Indonesi an
Catholic group, the Movement of Younger Generation Catholics of Jakarta who
submitted a statement to the Indonesian Bishop's Council o n the I Oth November.
1974 titled 'Portuguese Timor, Communism And Ourselves'. The document criti ctsed
the political offensive being waged by the Indonesians in East Timor. pointing out
that Indonesia could have strongly influenced, with less committed resources and
cost, an independent republic of East Timor. It aJso challenged the purported
communist threat of East Timor to the Indonesian Republic! The docwnent criticised
the impact of the Catholic Church in East Timor when it stated that only twenty- fi ve
per cent of the population in 1974 had embraced Catholicism despite Portuguese
subsidies and monopoly and criticised the closeness between the Church and State
which allowed the Church of East Timor to remain silent in the midst of the pohticaJ
crisis .~

Although the Catholic Church in East Timor was tied to PortugaJ. both structuraJly
and in its orientation, there were some sections of the Church ad ocating a closer
relationship with Indonesia. A prominent East Timorese priest, Fr. Jose Antonio da
Costa, supported developing an association with the Indonesian Church. rather than
sending seminarians the long distance to Macao or Lisbon. Da Costa supported the
3
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learning of Bahasa Indonesia by Timorese seminarians and believed that the barriers
of language and territorial borders should be broken down to facilitate theological
study in neighbouring Flores.6 Aditjondro states there is evidence that in 1975, the
Bishop ofDili, through a formal announcement with the bishops ofKupang and
Atambua, showed support '... to the idea of the integration of East Timor with
lndonesia'. 7 Given the Bishop's close ties with Portugal, this may have been motivated
by his strong anti-communist, anti-Fretilin stance.

Since the Indonesian invasion, the Indonesian and East Timorese Churches have
remained separate in formal structure, in the language and traditions of the liturgy and
in the interpretation of their role in the social and political domains. Their evolution in
different cultural contexts is reflected in the character of each Church. The East
Timorese Church, influenced by its Portuguese heritage, displays a strong pious and
devotional character with its traditions of Marian processions, rosaries and adoration
of the saints. Its clerical tradition continues to be strong with less devolution of power
and responsibilities than has occurred in many other countries since Vatican II. There
is more lay involvement in parish committees and liturgy but there has been no restructuring of the Church into basic ecclesial communities (BEC) or mass
conscientisation programs as has occurred in Latin American countries or the
Philippines. A nun working in East Timor who previously worked in Brazil claims
that had the Church shown more inclination towards restructuring itself into BEC's, it
would have been deterred by the fear of military intimidation of lay Catholics who
assumed leadership positions within the Church.'

Despite twenty years of Indonesian control in East Timor, relations between the
Catholic Church in each country remains distant. The non-resolution of East Timor's
political status continues to influence their relations. Bishop Belo and other Catholic
6
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Timorese clergy must be Indonesian citizens, therefore members of the Indonesian
State, while not being part of the Indonesian Church. While ecclesial souctures have
contributed to this distance, the Churches are also strongly separated by their anitude
towards the Indonesian State and its presence in East Timor.

Since the Indonesian invasion there has been a steady stream of communication
between the leadership of the Church in East Timor and Indonesia. Many of the
letters from East Timor detail the human rights abuses they have experienced Wlder
the Indonesian regime.9 Both Monsignor Costa Lopes and Bishop Belo have attended
meetings of the Indonesian Bishops Conference (K WI) as observers and have used
these meetings to hold informal discussions with Indonesian clergy. The Indonesian
Church was one of the few agencies able to channel aid to the Church in East Timor.

The KWI has given few public responses to the situation in East Timor since the
invasion. Its early position was one of respect for the autonomy of the East Timorese
Church and a policy of detached service. 10 In 1980 a Report quoting a senior
Indonesian Jesuit described the general attitude of the Indonesian Church to East
Timor as

... being very conscious that it forms a small minority in Indonesia, the Church
safeguards its position by opting for a genuine pancasila based on human
development, justice etc. in the spirit ofthe Gospel. It has no capacity to
protest in a manifest way various injustices in Indonesia so it cannot reject,
correct or change the Indonesian government's policy on East Timor. Thus
while nationally and internationally the Indonesian Church is prepared to
help the Church in Timor it 'cannot help it in the way a large parr of the
Timorese people would like, namely to win freedom from Indonesia and
become an autonomous Timorese State'. 11
9

0n July 12th 1980 Monsignor Lopes wrote to the Bishop of Jakarta detailing killings in Dili during the
months of June and July. In June 1981, the religious community of East Timor wrote a letter to MASRJ
describing events since the invasion. On May 13th 1983 a document signed by a group of priests m
Dili states 'We forsee the implacable extermination of the people'. Taylor, The Indonesian Occupation
Of East Timor 1974- 1989 A Chronology. pp. 26, 29, 40
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There is little evidence that the Indonesian Church hierarchy does not support the
integration of the Catholic Church of East Timor with Indonesia. President Suharto's
appeal to the Indonesian Catholic hierarchy in August 1981 '... to help the Catholic
Church in East Timor so that they do not feel alone .. .' was interpreted as pressure by
Suharto to lobby for the incorporation of the Church to strengthen the political
integration. 12 At a press conference after the meeting with Suharto, the Secretary
General of the KWI, Archbishop Leo Soekoto, stated it was the role of the Pope, not
the Indonesian Church, to decide the status of the Dili diocese. Walsh claims that
following this meeting, however, the KWI prepared an initiative to influence the Holy
See towards ecclesial integration. 13

The wide gap between the approach of the East Timorese and Indonesian Churches to
the State was illustrated during an audience between President Suharto and the
Indonesian bishops in which the former leader of the East Timorese Church, Mgr.
Costa Lopes, was also present. Mgr. Lopes used the occasion to directly criticise the
resettlement programs and military actions in East Timor. Many Indonesian bishops
were embarrassed and disturbed by his outspokenness. 14 As Lopes, then Belo,
continued their public criticisms of Indonesian policies in East Timor and relations
between the Church and military in East Timor showed further deterioration, the
Indonesian Church hierarchy showed an increasing distance from the East Timorese
Church leadership. 15

The fl.rst public response by the KWI was on November 17th 1983, after Belo had
again drawn attention to violations occurring in East Timor. In a letter signed by K WI
Experiences and Thoughts') which was published in the Indonesian Jesuit journal in the April-June
edition of that year. Aditjondro, p.62
12
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President Mgr. F.X Hadisumarta and Secretary General, Mgr. Leo Soekoto, they
expressed '... solidarity and friendship .. .' and acknowledged there had been
'... victims of cruel oppression' in East Timor. 16

The KWI response to the Santa Cruz massacre on November 12, 1991 , represented a
stronger position of support for the Church in East Timor and indirectly criticised
Indonesian conduct in East Timor. This was an example of a local body of the
universal Church attempting to act as 'church' across the division of disputed national
sovereignty. On behalf of the KWI, three Indonesian clergy, including the Chairman
and Secretary of the KWl, visited East Timor. In their report they questioned official
accounts of what occurred and called for an objective enquiry. Their criticism was
based on the incident being offensive to the Indonesian nation, and were critical of the
conduct of a group of ABRI soldiers, not ABRI as an institution. 'We are therefore
deeply concerned that because of the actions of a group in ABRI the moral integrity,
honour and national credibility is put at risk ... ' The report drew attention to
accusations of collusion with demonstrators by the priest of Motael Church and
declined to comment except to state that if the charges were true, certain measures
would be taken. 17 This statement provides an example of the Indonesian Church's
desire to express its strong concern for the victims of Santa Cruz. At the same time it
must reaffirm its accommodation of the fundamental ideology of the New Order
State. In contrast, Church bodies around the world used the occasion to condemn the
practice of Indonesian rule in East Timor and affirm the right of the East Tirnorese to
a genuine act of self-determination. 18

While relations between the Indonesian priests who moved into East Timor and the
Indonesian Church are good, many of the East Timorese clergy, religious, laity and
1
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the Church leadership do not feel close to the Indonesian Church. The Indonesian
Catholic Church is perceived by East Timorese to be more concerned not to offend
the Indonesian State than support its neighbouring Church in East Timor.
Acknowledging the Indonesian Church's position as a minority religion in Indonesia,
many East Timorese clergy are disappointed that it is unwilling to alter its position for
the sake of East Timor. 19 Bishop Belo describes the relationship:
I understand they are minorities in their own places, but a wealthy, powerful,
influential, secure minority! To give too much support to the Church in Timor
could endanger their 'status quo'... Many Timoreses (sic) Catholics see them
too as intruders and strangers. 20

In recent years there have been closer links between the Catholic Church in East
Timor and the neighbouring province ofNusa Tenggara Timur (NIT). This Christian
dominated province comprises many Catholics and shares historic links with East
Timor. West Timorese, particularly around the border region with East Timor share
ethnic and linguistic ties with the East Timorese. The people ofNTT also share, to a
lesser extent than East Timor, feelings against Javanese-centred dominance and
control over their islands. In 1994 a large pilgrimage of priests from Flores travelled
to Soibada in East Timor. There is a gradual increase in travel by clergy between
West and East Timor and a number of East Timorese seminarians are pursuing their
studies in Flores and West Timor rather than in Java.

The status of the Jesuit priests in East Timor provides further insight into Church State relations in Indonesia and East Timor. In April 1987, Indonesian Church
authorities called for the removal of two Portuguese Jesuit priests from East Timor
whom they claimed opposed the Indonesian State. Both priests had been working in
Dili since the early seventies.21 In June that year, a Jesuit representative from Rome

~isbop Belo, correspondence with author. January 7, 1995
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informed Jesuit priests in East Timor that, with the blessing of Rome, they were to
integrate with the Indonesian Jesuit province.22 Jesuit provinces are organised on an
administrative basis, regionalised for the care of individual Jesuits so that the
Indonesian Jesuit province also includes Thailand, Cambodia and Malaysia. With
only a small number of Jesuits in East Timor it was natural that they continue to be
part of a larger province. However, given the unresolved status of East Timor
internationally and the divisions on pro and anti-integration lines amongst the Jesuits
in East Timor, the decision by one ofthe world's largest and most influential Catholic
religious orders to accept the integration of East Timor Jesuits into their Indonesian
province could be interpreted as of benefit to the forces pushing integration of the
Church.

Of the other male Religious Orders, the Salesians and Claretians belong to their
Philippines provinces, the Divine Word Missionaries have their own province of
Timor and the Franciscans are also part of their Indonesian province. The Cannossian
sisters, the largest of the eighteen female religious Orders, have their own East Timor
province while a number of the other female Orders belong to Indonesian provinces.

The difference between the East Timorese and Indonesian Churches is highlighted in
a meeting between a delegation of Indonesian Catholic bishops and President Suharto
on September 26, 1995. A statement issued by the KWI in regard to the meeting
claimed that the bishops raised East Timorese concerns of marginalisation and the
need for socio-cultural sensitivities in policy formulation for East Timor. Cardinal
Julius Darmaatmadja, the chairman of the bishops' conference claimed the KWI
regularly held meetings with Bishop Belo to help allay lingering suspicions of
Indonesia. The statement did not challenge Indonesia's presence in East Timor; rather
it affirmed that East Timor should be accorded a status '... in line with the unity of the
Republic of Indonesia, to guarantee that the normalisation process there takes place
22
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without cultural shocks, without alienation'. 23 This is in contrast to Bishop Belo's
constant reiteration of the need for a more fundamental political solution to East
Timor that is acceptable to the East Timorese people. That Bishop Belo was not
consulted and has received no communication about this meeting between the leaders
ofthe Church and State from the KWI is a further illustration of the distance between
the Indonesian and East Timorese Churches. 24

The Vatican's relations with the East Timorese Church

While the Vatican helped to inspire early exploration leading to the conquest and
conversion of East Timor,25 its current role is one of a distant observer, careful not to
be seen to favour pro or anti integration parties in the conflict. Spokespersons for the
Vatican have stated that the Vatican's direct administration of East Timor will
continue until the UN accepts a solution to the disputed sovereignty question.26 While
an official resolution has not been achieved, the Vatican has been a lobbying point by
opposing sides to gain acknowledgement for their respective positions. Integration of
the East Tirnorese Church with that of Indonesia would be regarded by both sides as a
significant step towards the political integration of East Timor with Indonesia. Several
delegations have had audiences with the Pope to present their case for the recognition
or non-recognition of Indonesian integration of East Timor. Although the Vatican and
Bishop Belo emphasised the pastoral nature of the Pope's first visit to East Timor in
23
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October 1989, the political backdrop and wtresolved conflict meant that the visit
could not avoid speculation and controversy.

The signals sent by the Vatican have been ambiguous, allowing conflicting parties to
claim its sympathy. The Vatican is obliged to balance many factors. There are the
interests not only of the East Timorese Catholics, but the position of the approximate
five million Catholics in Indonesia, the largest Catholic community in the region after
the Philippines. The Vatican must consider its diplomatic relations with Portugal and
with Indonesia. It must also consider the sensitivities between the Muslim and
Catholic religions and their peaceful co-existence in an area where they were once
bitter adversaries.

The anti-integration lobby
That the Vatican has resisted Indonesian pressure to incorporate the East Timor
Church with the Indonesian Church has be~n a fundamental cause for hope for those
opposing such integration. The main resistance to ecclesial integration with Indonesia
has come from the leadership of the Catholic Church in East Timor. While the Church
has offered many public criticisms of Indonesian policies in East Timor, there has
been no request from the leadership for ecclesial integration with Indonesia. A
planned 1984 Papal visit to Indonesia was reported to have been cancelled at least in
part because of Vatican concern about Church reports of human rights abuses. 27

The resistance of the East Timor Church to ecclesial integration with the Indonesian
Church has been illustrated on a number of occasions. The East Timorese appeal for
Vatican permission to use Tetum rather than Indonesian, to replace Portuguese as the
liturgical language of the Church is one example.28 Another example is Belo's
rejection of the suggestion by the Papal Nuncio in 1983 for integration of the Oecusse
27
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enclave with the Diocese of Atambua. 29 After consulting with local Church
representatives, Bishop Belo argued that this small part of East Timorese territory
located in northern West Timor, should remain within the Dili diocese.

Prior to the 1989 Papal visit, a letter by East Timorese priests outlined their concerns
that the visit would ' ... conclude and sanction the outrageous process of integration.
The people of Timor have been ignored .. .' and that for the Indonesians it would be '... a
diplomatic victory.. .'30 This was supported by the Portuguese government who also
protested to the Vatican against the Papal visit. 31 In response to this, the Vatican
envoy to Lisbon, Cardinal Ivo Scopolo communicated to Portugal's foreign Minister,
Joao de Deus Pinheiro, that the Roman Catholic Church did not recognise Indonesian
annexation and regarded East Timor as still under Portuguese administration and that
the Vatican position would not change as long as East Timor remained on the United
Nations list of non-autonomous territories. 32 The leader ofFALANTIL, the East
Timorese armed resistance, Xanana Gusmao, also addressed a letter to the Pope
criticising his visit as did the East Timorese communities of Australia. They shared a
concern that the visit would be used to legitimise Indonesian rule of East Timor.33

The pro-integration lobby
Although the United Nations recognises Portugal as the administering power in East
Timor, the Vatican has not retained East Timor under Portuguese ecclesiastical
jurisdiction. The Vatican's more neutral position has been interpreted as a concern not
to offend Indonesia and to preserve the position of the Catholic minority there.
Thwarted in its attempt to make Indonesian the liturgical language in East Timor, the
Indonesian regime pressured the KWI to push integration with the Vatican. 34 Under
29
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Indonesian pressure, the serving Papal Nuncio, Mgr. Pablo Puente, is said to have
played a critical role in the removal of the head of the Church in East Timor, Mgr.
Costa Lopes, an outspoken critic of Indonesian policies in East Timor.

35

The issue of East Timor has arisen in other Vatican fora, including the Pontifical
Commission for Justice and Peace. In November 1985, Frans Seda, a prominent
Indonesian Catholic politician who was also Indonesian Ambassador to the European
Community, presented a detailed report of events prior to the Indonesian invasion to
support the Indonesian case to the Corrunission for Justice and Peace. Seda was a
member of the Pontifical Commission.

36

The Indonesian government was hoping the 1989 visit to East Timor by the
international leader of the Catholic Church would provide legitimacy to the
Indonesian claim to East Timor.37 The army newspaper, Angkaten Bersenjata,
concluded that '...the visit is very positive for Indonesia because it promotes
international recognition of East Timor.' 38

Media coverage of the papal visit was dominated by political speculation and
whether or not the Pope would kiss the ground on arrival, signifying his arrival to a
sovereign nation. The Pope did not kiss the ground at Dili airport. However, the Pope
had earlier disclaimed any political significance in this habit and suggested 'Politics
should be left to Politicians'.39
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In 1993, Monsignor Parolin, the Vatican Desk Officer for Indonesia provided further
comment on Vatican views towards East Timor. He claimed that 'Independence was
not a viable option however some degree of autonomy was needed to reflect the
different cultural values'. 40 Indonesian political and military figures have also been
able to quote Vatican spokesmen to justify the Indonesian presence in East Timor. In
1981 Indonesian Foreign Minister, Mr. Mochtar, claimed the Pro Nuncio, Bishop
Pablo Puente had informed him that the Vatican was convinced that the integration of
East Timor into Indonesia was the best way of ensuring development and progress
there.•' In August 1994, East Timor's military chief, Colonel Johnny Lwnintang told a
German human rights official, Mr. Gerhart RudolfBawn, that civil war would break
out in East Timor if Indonesian troops were withdrawn and that '... the Vatican's
ambassador to Indonesia is the one who has warned of such a possibility'. 42

Vatican responses

Despite its ambivalent position on East Timor, the Vatican has shown a strong
concern for human rights and preservation of culture in East Timor. Its appointment
ofTimorese as leaders of the Church, permission to use Tetum as the liturgical
language and its statements of concern have given heart to people in East Timor who
oppose ecclesial integration with Indonesia. In 1980 Vatican Secretariat of State
officials in Rome stated that they regarded East Timor as an occupied country in
which there had been no genuine act of self-determination. They claimed that the
Vatican would not recognise East Timor until the people or the United Nations
indicated this is their wish_4 3 However, the Vatican has declined to make this position
public or show support for the removal of the Indonesian state ... This is evident by the
40
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Vatican's decision not to contribute to the UN deliberations on East Timor through its
permanent UN representative. The choice of, and statements by, its papal
representatives based in Jakarta provide further evidence of the Vatican position.
Their lack of support for more public criticism of Indonesian rule in East Timor
includes the 1983 removal of the outspoken Mgr. Lopes and the distance they
assumed from Belo's 1989 letter to the UN seeking a referendum.

One of the considerations behind the Vatican's handling of East Timor was the
communist threat being promoted by Indonesian sources. The Vatican, particularly
under the leadership of Polish Pope, John Paul 11 , has often been characterised by its
anti-communist stance. The Papal-nuncio visited border camps of refugees in West
Timor during the civil war in 1975 and offered support for East Timorese refugees
there but did not visit East Timor itself. In 1979 the Pope appealed for support for the
'drought' in East Timor rather than famine caused by the Indonesian re-location and
scorched earth policies.•s That the Indonesian regime, which had closed access to
most foreign aid agencies, 46allowed access to the United States-based Catholic aid
agency, Catholic Relief Services (CRS) would have been considered favourable by
the Vatican. In the years 1977 to 1979 , it was the only non-Indonesian NGO , apart
from limited access by the ICRC, permitted inside East Timor to deliver aid. 47

In its public statements of concern regarding the human rights of the East Timorese,
the Vatican has not overtly mentioned the right to self-determination. There has also
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been a dilution of papal demands. For example, in July 1984, when accepting
credentials of General Sastrapoespita, the Indonesian ambassador to the Vatican, the
Pope stated that the 'Holy See continues to follow the situation in East Timor with
preoccupation and with the hope that particular considerations will be given in every
circumstance to the ethnic, political and cultural identity of the people'!8 In
addressing the next Indonesian ambassador to the Vatican, Roni Kurniadi in
December 1987, the Pope reaffirmed the Vatican's concern about the situation in East
Timor asking that 'The Church's universal mission of service leads her to hope that
particular consideration will be given to the protection of the ethnic, religious and
cultural character of the people of East Timor'. 49 Taylor states that substituting
'religious' for 'political' in the second statement indicated a softening in the Vatican's
position towards Indonesia. so

This position was reiterated in June 1995 by the comments of the Pope in meeting the
new Indonesian ambassador to the Vatican, Radin Suharjono, when he expressed the
'.. fervent hope that ever more appropriate measures will be adopted to ensure that
human rights are respected, and that the cultural and religious values of the people are
protected and promoted.'

51

The papal visit to East Timor in 1989 was the most concrete and high-proftle occasion
in East Timorese - Vatican relations since the Indonesian invasion. At issue was
whether the Papal visit, which included Indonesia and East Timor, would strengthen
the Indonesian claim to Indonesian sovereignty over East Timor. In response to
concerns raised by East Timorese clergy that the papal visit would assist formal
recognition of Indonesia, it is reported that the Vatican envoy, Father Tucci, stated
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'We are not going to sacrifice all Christendom on account of 400 000 Catholics.'52
Pope John Paul II had bypassed Indonesia during earlier visits to the region and the
Vatican was sensitive to the position of the Indonesian Catholic bishops whose good
relations with the Indonesian government would be affected by the visit.53

There was little consensus in the media interpretation of the 1989 Papal visit to East
Timor, most journalists using selective information to put up a case for or against the
pro and anti integration cases. While the Pope did not kiss the ground on his arrival, a
gesture often interpreted as signifying his arrival at a sovereign country, he did later
kiss a cross on the ground at Taci Tolu.54 He did not use the Indonesian language in
East Timor as he did on all occasions in Indonesia. The Papal visit revealed the
divisions between the Church and East Timorese society on one hand, and the New
Order State and its representatives in East Timor on the other. A demonstration by
East Timorese youths at the conclusion of a public mass, violently put down by
Indonesian security forces, was a graphic example of these divisions.

The Vatican appears to have pushed harder for a dialogue between the disputing
parties. A papal audience was given to two East Timorese delegations in 1994,
representing both pro and anti integration interests. The Pope counselled both groups
to resolve their differences and not to take the path of violence. 55 The Pope reiterated
his call for a just and peaceful solution in October 1994, stating he wanted respect and
reconciliation in the territory.56 In February 1996, ahead of a visit to East Timor by a
5
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papal envoy, the Pope told Portugal's ambassador to the Vatican, Antonio d' Oliveira
Pinto da Franca that he hoped all parties would commit themselves to supporting a
dialogue and that East Timorese residents '...continue to hope for proposals that will
lead to the realisation of their legitimate aspirations, that is, their cultural and
religious uniqueness be recognised.' The Pope also stated he was ' ... sure that Portugal
would tap the full potential of its capacity for dialogue and respect for the identity of
others, if possible through the strength of the humility it has learned through history'. 51

The relationship between the Church in East Timor and the Vatican depends on good
and sympathetic relations between the Papal Nuncio who is the Vatican representative
of the area and is based in Jakarta and the Apostolic Administrator of the Dili diocese.
As the position of Papal Nuncio is a diplomatic one, it is difficult to analyse the
cautious statements, often referred to as 'Vatican - Speak,' that emanate from his
office. In 1980, only a month after assuming his appointment as Papal Nuncio, Mgr.
Pablo Puente stated that he accepted the Indonesian presence in East Timor as a fait

accompli. sa In 1983 he is reported to have had a strong role in the removal of Dili's
Apostolic Administrator, Mgr. Costa Lopes. In September 1987, the Papal Nuncio,
Mgr. Francesco Canalini, praised Indonesia's 'development efforts' in East Timor
claiming that the situation there had improved but stated that only when East Timor is
settled in the international forum, will the Holy See change its position. 59

Many in East Timor regard the current Papal Nuncio, Mgr. Sambi, as pro-integration.
Bishop Belo speaks of the lack of understanding by Church personnel of the situation
on the ground in East Timor and describes the relationship between the East Timor
Church and the Papal Nuncio as ' ... not one of full sympathy.'60
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The Papal Nuncio has had an integral role in mediating between the New Order State
and the Catholic Church in East Timor. Complaints and charges against the Church
by the Indonesian State are often communicated to the offices of the Papal Nuncio
who must communicate them to the Apostolic Ad.minjstrator of the Church in East
Timor. One example are the periodic charges against foreign clergy of working
against the Indonesian State and the calls for their expulsion.61 A 1989 letter by
Bishop Belo to the Papal Nuncio in response to the Nuncio's questions about the
situation in East Timor reveals the Bishop's attempts to clarify the situation,

Since 1983, the year I was appointed Apostolic Administrator, we have every
year witnessed the same abuses. We have spoken to the authorities. but ro no
effect. The People are the ones who suffer. Therefore an urgent referendum is
needed to ask the People of Timor if they accept integration. In Timor we live
under the psychological pressure of Dictatorship. Finally it should be noted
that the military have trained and paid ex-Santo Antonio prisoners to spy on
the priests in parishes. One can only ask when will human rights abuses in
East Timor cease.62
Bishop Belo has often felt a lack of support by the Vatican particularly when he has
felt compelled to speak out publicly on human rights. He stated that he has been
advised by Vatican representatives to withhold public criticism but that when he is
confronted with abuses of human rights he felt compelled to speak out. 63

Monsignor Parolin's comments on East Timor include criticism of both the
Indonesian regime and the Church in East Timor. He criticised Indonesian policies
relying on the use of force and torture which would ensure continued resistance. He
also listed other concerns he claimed were legitimate including the lack of
opportunities for the burgeoning educated classes. The Monsignor also hinted at
dissatisfaction with the clergy of East Timor:

The Church itselfhad considerable problems... with pro- and anti-integration
factions within its ranks.... Archbishop (sic) Bela has an almost imposstble
task trying to reconcile contending groups and attitudes in East Timor
61
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Whatever action he took was sure to offend someone and if he rook no acrron
at all he was accused offailing to provide support for hrs charges He sard
that despite the fact that obedience was a virtue it was not a vrrrue pracrued
by many priests who paid little heed to Church requests to re.frarn from
political activity... 64

The Vatican's quest to appear politically neutral has caused the East Timorese Church
to at times feel alone and unsupported . The sentiments expressed in the oft-quoted
letter by the Religious of East Timor in 1981 continue into the nineties :
... we do not yet understand why the Indonesian Church and the Universal
Roman Church have up till now not stated openly and officrally rheir
solidarity with the Church, people and Religious of East Timor Perhaps rhrs
has been the heaviest blow for us...Seeing the extent of the rragedy of the East
Timorese people which has been going on for six y ears... we felt stunned by
this silence which seemed to allow us to die deserted. 6 j

As a diocese that is not aligned with any episcopal conference the Church continues
to suffer isolation. The Church's traumatic twenty year history Wlder Indonesia has not
persuaded the Vatican to establish a more effective channel of communication with
the Church in East Timor or to take a more active public stand on its behalf.

The Vatican's position has also fuelled unease and rumours within East Timor. In
such a closed and controlled society, rumours and suspicions feed people' s fears of
Vatican acceptance of Indonesian rule, which many consider would be a betrayal by
their Church. A demonstration occurred at the conclusion of a commemorative Mass
at Lecidere, celebrating the fiftieth anniversary of the founding of the Dili diocese on
September 4th, 1990. Among other dignitaries, the Mass was attended by the Papal
Nuncio, Mgr. Canalini. It was reported that over 20,000 people attended the Mass.
Amidst strong rumours in East Timor that the Vatican was to change its position and
support integration into Indonesia, some of the demonstrators attempted to press Mgr.
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Canalini to clarify the Vatican's stand on East Timor.66 Lack of clear direction has also
contributed to confusion and divisions on how Church bodies in other countries can
best serve the needs of the Church in East Timor. However, while the Vatican
continues to directly administer the Dili diocese based on the UN non-recognition of
Indonesian sovereignty in East Timor, it sustains a hope by many East Timorese
Catholics that Indonesian integration is not a fait accompli.

The Church in East Timor, neglected in the attention given to it by the Catholic
Church internationally, has attracted more attention since the Dili massacre in 1991 .
Many foreign Church representatives including prominent bishops and Church
organisations have visited East Timor and begun to establish links and support with
the Church. 67 Some of the prominent Church representatives that have shown support
for the East Timorese Church include Bishop Soma of Japan, the Canadian
Conference of Catholic Bishops, Bishop Patelisio Finau of Tonga, Cardinal Clancy of
Australia and the United States Catholic Conference. International Church support is
increasing through active lobbying and material assistance. Church networks provide
a link to the international arena, drawing wider attention to the ongoing conflict.

The directions of the Church in East Timor

The East Timorese Church continues to perceive its own identity as separate to the
Indonesian nation and the Indonesian Catholic Church. It continues to advocate its
cause on the basis of its 'majority' status in East Timor rather than acknowledge itself,
and alter its demands, as part of the Catholic minority in Indonesia. This sense of a
separate identity is encouraged by the continuing United Nations non-recognition of
Indonesian sovereignty in East Timor. Thrust into direct relations with the Vatican,
and the object of increasing international Catholic concern, the Church in East Timor
66
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is far less isolationist than it was under Portuguese rule. In the face of the New Order
State's incorporation and de-politicisation of society-based groups, the Church in East
Timor has in fact extended its support base and influence in East Timorese society.
Through its religious and social services and its advocacy of East Timorese rights,
the Church acts to defend civil space and autonomy.

The extraordinary growth of the Church and its changed social composition presents
new challenges to its ministries. Conscious that the large conversion to Catholicism
by East Timorese has not always been motivated on religious grounds, the Church
now feels the responsibility to deepen the faith of the majority of East Timorese who
call themselves Catholic. The Church is also challenged by the religious pluralism
that is occurring in East Timor. Increasingly the Church must accommodate different
religions and different traditions of the Catholic faith. The East Timorese Church
leadership is aware that internal Church divisions limit the Church's capacity to
represent the rights of East Timorese society. If the Church is to continue this role it
must provide clear and consistent directions for international support.

The Church is more self-reliant and assertive in its mission of service to the people in
East Timor. The Church has signalled that it will not refrain from criticism of State
policies that infringe people's rights. The Church's dual position as a society-based
organisation and an integral part of the Catholic Church universal poses a dilemma
for the State in its ability to control Church opposition while not offending the
Vatican. In the absence of any major reforms of New Order State ideology and
methods of control, the relationship of mutual distrust will continue between Church
and State while the Church consolidates its position firmly within East Timorese
society.

145

Conclusion
As part of the international Church structures, the future directions of the Church in
East Timor are subject to Vatican perceptions of the situation in East Timor.
Integration ofthe East Timorese Church with the Indonesian Church would invite
better relations with the Indonesian State. However it would be unacceptable to many
Catholics in East Timor who would perceive such a decision as Vatican acceptance of
the illegal occupation of their land. Closer relations between the Indonesian and East
Timorese Church have shown few signs of occurring organically and will only occur
as a result of structural changes introduced by the Vatican.

Despite direct Vatican administration of the East Timorese Church, the Vatican's
messages about the political status of East Timor remain ambiguous. The minority
status of the Catholic Church in Indonesia and the significant interests of the
Portuguese Church partly explain this ambiguity. Recent papal statements appear to
be stepping up pressure for the conflicting parties to resolve the conflict. Whatever
ecclesial status is given to the Church in East Timor, the Vatican will continue to
promote sensitivity to the cultural and religious beliefs of the East Timorese,
recognising that only genuine inculturation will build a solid foundation for the
Church to continue its mission in East Timor.

Conclusion

This thesis has established that under Indonesian rule, the role of the Catholic Church
in East Timor has undergone significant transformation from being a force for noncritical acceptance of State interests under Portuguese rule, to a strong critic and a
focus for resistance to the policies of the New Order State. The Indonesian annexation
of East Timor has led the Church to a re-alignment of its position within the model of
Church-State-society relations. Comprising over 90% of East Timorese people and
explicitly defining its role as one of service to the people, the Church is
unquestionably aligned with the interests of East Timorese society. This re-alignment
has seen a parallel process of deterioration in the relations between Church and State.

The convergence of interests between Church and society has motivated the Church to
use its organisational structure to become a focus for East Timorese opposition to
Indonesian rule. The close identification of Church with society has also given the
Church the impetus to maintain the moral and cultural legitimacy of East Timorese
identity in the face of a dominant external state and culture. 1 Led by an increasing
number of indigenous clergy, the Church's encouragement of an East Timorese
identity through its promotion of language and respect for culture and traditions in its
ministries challenges the pressures for unifonnity and central control by the New
Order government. Catholicism provides a mark of differentiation between the
indigenous people of East Timor and their Indonesian rulers and provides an East
Timorese -controlled space in the face of the political control, increasing economic
dominance and perceived racial superiority of their Indonesian rulers. The Church's
1

Guinness, p.302
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well-established social services, particularly in the areas of education, health and
welfare, provide an alternative to State control over these areas of people's lives.

Church-State antagonism is evident in the Church's demands for decentralisation,
increased autonomy and relaxation of social controls in East Timor, highlighted in
Bishop Belo's proposals for peace. These touch a number of sensitivities of the New
Order State and represent forces that the State has worked assiduously to dismantle.
A frequent argument of State representatives for the denial of some form of
autonomy for East Timor is that granting this option in East Timor would act as a
catalyst for secessionist movements in other parts of Indonesia, thereby dismantling
the unity of the State. This argument strikes a chord with regional and international
countries who, despite concerns over human rights abuses in East Timor, fear the
Balkans - style spread of such conflict as bas occurred in Bougainville or Sri Lanka.
This highlights the competing motives of the Church and State between the interests
of national unification and the rights of the East Timorese people.

While Pancasila ideology has been used by the New Order regime to manipulate and
control religious forces in Indonesia, particularly Islam, its implementation in East
Timor has contributed to the rapid growth and popular support of the Catholic
Church, inadvertently building an opposition to the State in East Timor. In contrast to
the periodic expulsions the Church suffered under Portuguese colonial rule, Pancasila
has so far protected the right of the Catholic Church in East Timor to continue its
work despite the antagonistic relations between the Church and Indonesian
authorities. However, Church personnel constantly live with the tension between
strident criticism and not making their position in the Church and society untenable.
While the State has used intimidation and imposed restrictions to control the Church,
it too is hindered from imposing too much pressure by a concern not to offend
international sensitivities already alert to problems in East Timor, and domestic
concerns of its actions being perceived as anti-Pancasila.
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The targeting of the military role in East Timor by the Church, and the Church's
support and intervention for those suffering intimidation by the military challenges
the concept of dwifungsi, at least as it is applied in East Timor. The Church has
openly criticised the relative autonomy of military rule in East Timor and this has
accentuated concerns within the State about ABRI's own role in the power structures
of the New Order. Although public criticism is unacceptable to the rigid social
controls of the Suharto regime, unlike other dissenting groups in Indonesia, the State
has been unable to marginalise the Church in East Timor.

The internal Church divisions that have deepened as a result of the increasing
Indonesian presence in East Timor pose a threat to the effectiveness of Church
opposition. The Church and the New Order State will continue to clash while the
State expects the Church to conform to its directions and the Church defines itself in
terms of an authority and body of social and doctrinal teaching external to the State.
In contrast, the Indonesian Church defines itself far more in terms of Indonesian
national interest.

The context in which the Church has been forced to operate and the issues it has been
forced to confront, have meant that such popular issues confronting the Roman
Catholic Church internationally as ecumenism and the role of women and the laity
have been given little attention. The role of the laity has been severely curtai led by the
military situation and ecumenism stifled by the perceived threat to East Timorese
society of other denominations introduced by Indonesian occupation.

The international character of the Catholic Church adds weight to the role of the East
Timorese Church in the peace process. If dialogue between opposing parties is to
continue in the process towards peace, the Church can claim experience and expertise,
drawn from its many interventions and mediation between the security forces, pro-
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integrationists, and their opponents in East Timor. Bishop Belo's presence at Burg
Schlaining was a concrete expression of his often articulated call that genuine
dialogue amongst representatives of the East Timorese people, including those of all
political persuasions, is a necessary prerequisite to establishing peace. While he
acknowledged that the Church would accept the options agreed to by the political
representatives, on behalf of the Church, he demanded that human rights outlined in
the UN Charter be respected.

The local Church's relations with the Vatican have provided a degree of autonomy
and protection in the functioning of the local Church. The leadership of Mgr. Costa
Lopes and Bishop Belo has been an important factor in the development of the
Church in East Timor. A change in leadership may well influence the Church in other
directions.2 In any negotiations about the future of East Timor, the Church in East
Timor will be subject to the influence of the Vatican, which will consider the broader
interests of the universal Church, including the Church in Indonesia. To date Vatican
statements have been deliberately ambiguous reflecting those broader interests.
However, the East Timorese Church's sense of mission encompasses a strong
commitment to service of the indigenous people of East Timor and this has sustained
its position in the face of pressure to lessen its outspokenness on human rights and
demands for social justice.

In 1996, the Catholic Church of East Timor is a very different institution to the
Church in 1975. It is far more inculturated into the lives of indigenous East Timorese
and a focus of unity amongst them. As a church of the majority it is far more
representative of the people and therefore better able to articulate their needs. It is
better prepared and confident in its own identity to do this. Many East Timorese came
2
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to the Church from experiences of suffering, vulnerability and fear. The extent of their
commitment to Catholicism may change if the situation improves. However, the
Church's ability to provide genuine representation in the absence of any other
authentic vehicle of popular expression means the Church will be a key instrument in
the practical application of measures towards peace. In the meantime, it has a strong
role to play in the mediation and development of those measures.
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