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The secret sacrifice of East Timor
Amid invasion, massacre, and insurrection, the church takes a stand

MATTHEWJARDINE

E LIVE IN A PRISON," the Catholic semi-

HfeA 1 i* A narian said as his eyes darted around ner-
vously to see if anyone was watching. "We

are slaves of the Indonesians."

The three young men gathered around us nodded in
agreement. I had been in this town in central East Timor for

two hours, but only when I reached the local Catholic church
did people begin to open up to me.

The priest showed me where spying Indonesian soldiers
positioned themselves at night outside his house. He assured
me that the military authorities were watching at that yery
moment. He would be questioned later about our conversa
tion.

Located 400 miles north of Darwin, Australia, East
Timor is the site of one of the worst genocides in the late 20lh
century. In December 1975 Indonesia invaded the former

Portuguese colony. Since then, human rights monitors
estimate, over 200,000 East Timorese—almost one-third of
the pre-invasion population—have died, as a direct result of
the invasion, the ongoing occupation, and politically cre
ated famine.

The importance of Indonesia to Western interests has
translated into sacrificing the human rights of the East
Timorese. Since the installation of the Suharto dictatorship
in themid-1960's, Indonesia has been a stable U.S. ally, one
with considerable geographic and economic importance. As
the world's fourth largest country (more than 190 million
people), it is a crucial market as well as a major site for

multinational corporate activity and for control of world
shipping lanes. Richard Nixon once called it "the greatest
prize in the South-East Asian area." The West accordingly
has provided large amounts of military and economic
assistance .

Invasion and independence

As part of their crusade for God and Mammon in South
east Asia, the Portuguese first arrived on the island of Timor
in the early part of the 16th century. Out of the struggle with
the Netherlands for control of the global spice trade, the two

colonial powers divided the island, the eastern half going to

MATTHEW JARDINE is the pseudonym of a writer who
works with the East Timor Action Network of Los Angeles.
He recently returned from a one-month trip to East Timor.

the Portuguese.
Following the fall of its military dictatorship in 1974,

Portugal began decolonizing its overseas territories. Almost
immediately, political parties demanding various types of
self-determination began to spring up in East Timor. The
UDT (the Timorese Democratic Union) and FRETILIN (the
Revolutionary Front for an Independent East Timor) were the
only ones with significant backing.

Despite Indonesia's support for East Timorese self-deter
mination, Jakarta was very concerned about the possible
effects of an independent country on its ethnically heterog
eneous archipelago. Indonesia soon began to interfere in the
East Timorese political process, hoping to create a situation
that would lead to the incorporation of East Timor into
Indonesia.

Instigated by false Indonesian intelligence reports of an
imminent FRETILIN power grab, the more conservative
UDT launched a coup in August 1975. After a brief civil war
(during which the Portuguese administrators and the majority
of the priests and nuns fled the island), FRETILIN emerged
victorious and began the process of setting up a national
government.

A few months later, menaced by threatening rhetoric and
military incursions from West Timor, FRETILIN fornially
declared independence. One week later, Indonesia launched
a full-scale invasion under the guise of saving East Timor
from leftist tyranny.

From 1975 until 1989, Indonesia closed East Timor to the
outside world. The few reports that did emerge painted a
picture of massive repression and human suffering. Because
of the silence of Western governments and a largely compli
ant press, however, the genocidal nature of the situation went
largely unknown.

The East Timorese Catholic church, the only pre-invasion
institution not eliminated by Indonesia, is increasingly iden
tified with the struggle for independence and human rights,
and, as such, is the object of deep Indonesian suspicion and
sometimes repression. Traditionally conservative, the church
has taken a much more populist stance since the Indonesian
invasion. Only one-third of the population were Catholic in
1975; today about 95 percent are.
When Portugal's colonial empire began to crumble in

1974, the Catholic hierarchy, under conservative Bishop
Ribeiro, kept its distance from the East Timorese nationalist
movement. The Indonesian invasion and the subsequent mass
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killings changed that. Ribeiro became so distraught that he
retired. His replacement, Martinho da Costa Lopes, after
attempts at dialogue with the military authorities failed,
became an outspoken critic of the occupation. Under pres
sure from the Vatican's representative in Jakarta and the
military, Costa Lopes went into early retirement in 1983 and
was replaced by Carlos Belo, a young East Timorese who
was seen as conservative and amenable to Indonesian inter

ests.

Soon after his inauguration, however, Belo began to
criticize the abuses of the Indonesian military. In February
1989, he greatly angered the authorities by sending a letter
to UN Secretary-General Perez de Cuellar asking for a UN-
supervised referendum on the future status of East" Timor.
Belo's actions were met with anonymous death threats.

The Vatican's stance, meanwhile, is best described as

ambiguous. During the Pope's 1989 visit to East Timor, for
example, over 100,000 attended mass. At the end dozens ran
to the front and shouted pro-independence slogans and
unfurled banners.

John Paul II had made the trip despite protests by the local
clergy, who felt that the visit "would constitute a formal act
of recognition" of the Indonesian occupation. In reaction to
requests that the pope lake a strong stand against the occu
pation, the papal envoy wamed that the Vatican was not
"going to sacrifice all Christendom on account of 400,000
Catholics." Despite the post-mass beatings of demonstrators
by the Indonesian military, a Vatican spokesperson stated
that the pope "had not been disturbed by the protests,"
On the other hand, the Vatican has helped to preserve the

distinct character of the church, which is administered
directly from Rome, by resisting pressure to incorporate it
into the Indonesian Catholic church. Likewise, when the
Indonesian adminisuators tried to force the church to replace
the Portuguese language with Indonesian, the Vatican ac
ceded to the East Timorese clergy's request that they be

AUSTRALIA.

CORAL SEA

allowed to use Tetum, the lingua franca of East Timor.

Massacre at the Motael

In the last year, the Catholic church has moved to center
stage in the pro-independence struggle.

In late October 1991, in preparation for the arrival of a
Portuguese delegation to East Timor (which never came), a
number of priests reportedly were wamed that "their graves
were ready" if they tried to make contact with-the delegation.
At the same time, the Indonesian military began rounding up
many young people suspected of harboring pro-indepen
dence sentiments. In response, a number of youths sought
refuge at the San Antonio de Motael Church in Dili, the East
Timorese capital. On October 28, the Motael was attacked by
the Indonesian military. Sebastiao Gomes, a young pro
independence activist, was killed.
On November 12, 1991 a memorial service for Sebastiao

held at the Motael was followed by a march to the Santa Cruz
Cemetery where Sebastiao had been buried. As the crowd o
a few thousand was breaking up, the Indonesian military
arrived and opened fire on the unarmed gathering, killing up
to 200 men, women, and children.

The presence of a handful of Western journalists at t e
massacre helped bring the plight of East Timor back to t c
world'sattention.InMay 1992,Rep. Tony Hall (D.-Ohio) wi
bipartisan support introduced a bill, H.R. 5176, that
terminate U.S. assistance (economic and military) to m
nesia until Jakarta complies with all UN resolutions calling
for its withdrawal and a UN-supervised referendum on se
determination to take place in East Timor. In September, t e
U.S. Congress cut off International Military Education an
Training (IMET) funds to Indonesia because of the situation
in East Timor. This is the first time in the 17 years since t
Indonesian invasion that Congress has taken any concre
action on the issue.
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Packed churches throughout East Timor attest to a level

of support that is a direct challenge to Indonesia—something
of which the authorities are very much aware. "The church,
the priests, and the religious are the three factors which
threaten Bast Timor's integration with Indonesia," once
stated Colonel Prabowo (then a major), a military official in

East Timor and son-in-law of President Suharto, who has

dominated Indonesian politics since 1967.
Despite Indonesia's fears and suspicions of the church,

Jakarta knows it must tread carefully in dealing with such a
high profile institution. Tlie church has mass support within
East Timor and institutional links abroad; Indonesia does not

want to be accused of religious persecution. Thus, the
occupation must permit the church a certain space, albeit
restricted.

This relative immunity allows elements of the church to

speak out against the occupation and often to serve as a

source of information about developments within East Timor.
Nevertheless, the situation for the East Timorese clergy
remains difficult at best.

On September 6 of last year the military canceled Sunday
Mass at the Dili Cathedral. Allegedly, a demonstration was to
take place after the mass to coincide with the Non-Aligned
Movement summit meeting in Jakarta. The mass on the

following Sunday at the Cathedral was also canceled by the
military authorities. In early October seven East Timorese
were killed in some disturbances in Baucau. Three local

priests were accused of "being behind" the incidents and now
must report daily to the local military command. The priests
have been told that they either must become Indonesian
citizens or leave East Timor.

And on November 22, the military captured Xanana
Gusmao, the renowned leader of the East Timorese pro-
independence army (FALINTIL) and the National Council of
Maubere Resistance (CNRM). Since then. Catholic church

sources report widespread terror of the general populace in
which "the beatings and killings are out of this world."
Reportedly, the Indonesian military has violated some church
sanctuaries.

Clearly, the church's role is far more than spiritual.
Politically and culturally it helps to maintain East Timorese

identity. As a source of strength and comfort for the East
Timorese, the church will continue to present a challenge to
Jakarta's efforts to "Indonesianize" East Timor and thus to

be a target of the Indonesian military's ire. I I

For further information: East Timor Action Network, P.O.
Box 1182, White Plains. NY 10602; phone (914) 428-7299.

Indigenous rights, land, and nature
World-wide survival struggles in the "Year of Indigenous People"

JOHN HART

PRIOR TO THE OPENING of the Earth Summit in
Rio de Janeiro last June, native peoples of the world

met on the outskirts of the city in the newly-con
structed village of Kari Oca for the World Conference of
Indigenous Peoples on Territory, Environment, and Develop
ment.

A preparatory meeting for Kari Oca had been held in Paris
in December 1991 as indigenous peoples strategized not only
for Rio and the Quincentenary but also for the 1993 Interna
tional Year for the World's Indigenous People proclaimed by
the United Nations. At the Paris meeting delegates had
declared, "We are no longer prepared to allow 'progress' and

'development' to continue to take possession of our territory

to the clear detriment of ourselves"; they demanded "that the

JOHN HART is professor of theology at Carroll College and
author of The Spirit of the Earth—a Theology of the Land
(Paulist Press). He attended the Kari Oca Conference in Rio
de Janeiro, where he interviewed many of the people cited in
this article.

states recognize all indigenous nations and peoples, their
territorial, cultural, political, social, and economic rights."

The Kari Oca conference brought together more than 650
indigenous representatives from five continents, and set the
stage for 1993. At issue was the very survival of native
peoples. The situation of one translator, Sarah Azevedo of

Brazil, illustrates the danger of cultural extinction and geno
cide: Her Marajo' people have ceased to exist as a distinct
ethnic group. Of mixed Marajo', black, and Portuguese blood,
she says, "I am a citizen of the world." A psychologist, Sarah
left her practice in Rio to work among indigenous peoples in
the forest. "I went from people dealing with stress to people
struggling for survival," she observes.

Clarrie Isaacs, or Yaluritja (many indigenous people have
two names: a traditional one and one used for interaction with

their dominant society), the president of the Aboriginal Gov
ernment of Australia, noted that "the biggest concerns are the
dispossession of land, the abuse of human rights in denying us
equal standing in society, and big multinational companies
being moved in by the government to steal the wealth of our

The indigenous future: awareness, organization, unity
RIGOBERTA MENCHU

HOW ARE WE GOING to build a fiiture for our
people? I believe one important aspect is to instill

pride in our people: pride in our roots, in our
culture and all that it signifies. But not only this. We have

to accompany this pride with a comprehensive awareness
of who our allies are. Our future depends on our awareness,
our organization and our ability to unite our struggles.

There may come a day when we no longer have common
interests; but for the moment indigenous peoples, mestizos
and poor ladinos all want to eat. Indigenous people shed
tears just as poor ladinos shed tears when people have either
lost their spouses or their children as has happened in
Guatemala.

The important thing now is that we decide our destiny

as a people and not as individuals. We must maintain our
traditions which have been put to the test by so many
obstacles and so much suffering. Our resistance is stronger
now because of the awareness we possess, the organiza
tional experience we have gained, and the understanding
we have of our right to happiness in this world because the
land belongs to us. Never before have we understood this

so well as now. We should not forget what we have learned
from our experiences of war, of poverty and of
marginalization.

Today we see many national leaders who are from the

grassroots, many widows, displaced peoples and refugees
who are leaders. We see new experiences, including the
leadership of indigenous women in communities which

would have denied them this opportunity if it had not been

land while our people live in Third World conditions." People

"are being dispossessed in the name of 'development.' The
government always says they are going to bring in 'develop
ment' somewhere, and this is the first step for moving our

people off the land."

Leadership and land

Change, says Isaacs, might come through the assistance of
Christian groups, but only if they realize that they have to
accept the leadership of indigenous people in programs to
better their situation. And, if churches "are really committed

to us they should be the very first to give the land back to us."
(In the U.S., several Christian denominations hold leases on

or provisional titles to Native lands, granted by the U.S.
government.)

The sovereignty issue was also cited by Atencio Lopez of
Panama's Cuna people. "The forests, which are still reserved

for the events that we have lived in the past few years.

Without community, humanity is destroyed f
Our peoples possess many riches from their thousand-^

year-old culture, especially great experiences and values®
which have not been revealed before because they haveS
remained hidden in the heart of our communities in order tim

save us from the persecution and destruction to which
have been subjected for so many years. These values have. -
not been taken into account or shared with the rest of '

humanity.

In every comer of our America indigenous peoples have
a stmggle, a form of organization, and a vision which are
unique. Ail this helps to draw attention to our peoples, and
to our cultures which are thousands of years old and which
have much to offer the rest of humanity. It is clear that the ,
First World has lost many human values. The abundance of
material resources has caused many young people to de-"'
spair. There are so many material things that community is

no longer necessary, and humanity is destroyed. Q , ^

RIGOBERTA MENCHU, 1992 Nobel Peace Prize winner,

is a Guatemalan indigenous leader and representative of
the Committee of Campesino Unity. Her comments are
excerpted with permissionfrom "The Miracle of the Dawn,"
which appeared in Challenge (Fall 1992). published by the
Ecumenical Program on Central America and the Carib
bean (EPICA) in Washington, D.C.

as a common reserve for the people of the world, are mostly in
indigenous territories....For example, in Panama in the last ten

years the desertification has been great, and the forests that
remain are on indigenous lands." The people seek their own
form of development, "according to the traditions and culture
of the Cuna people," which often means communal enter
prises.

Marcos Terena, a member of Mato Grosso's Terena nation
(many indigenous people have as their surname the name of
their people), achieved global recognition for his efforts on
behalf of Brazil's indigenous population. Marcos speaks force
fully when describing the injustices suffered by indigenous
peoples and when proposing remedies for them.

We had no space within the United Nations structure, nor
in the debates among the nongovernmental organizations.
We, as indigenous peoples, wanted to be treated in a specific
way, in a special way, as people who know the natural
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LETTERS

Compulsive reading

across cultures

C&C: Community

in diversity

Too important

to throw away

I Hendala, Sri Lanka
FIND your magazine compulsive
riding. It serves to remind me of

how much our fundamental problems are
alike in spite of the vast space that separates
us, and our differing cultures.

BRYAN DE KRETSER

YOUR WILL: A bequest of any size can
be of lasting significance to C&C. Our
legal title is: Christianity and Crisis,
Inc. Phone or write: C&C, 537 W. 121 st

St., NYf/Y 10027, 2121662-5907.

C  Columbia, MO
HRISTIANITY AND CRISIS is one of

the few items I get in the mail that
I read cover to cover. It's been an important
"eye" for me for many years, with many

articles I find uplifting and informative, and
some that make me angry...even confused. I
appreciate getting views that make me think,
make me try to understand where others find
their strength and challenge. Building com
munity with much diversity is tough busi
ness. It's much harder as we share less...but

still value the life and freedom of each one.

Keep up' the difficult task of dialogue that
we must have to stay together.

TRUMAN STORVICK

A sharp eye
a faithful heart

a necessary

companion J

C&C
subscribe now

CHRISTIANITY & CRISIS, 537 West 121st Street
'  New York, NY 10027

Name '

Address.

City State Zip.

I enclose $27 for a one year subscription
(Students, $12)

I McMurray, PA.
THREW AWAY the renewal form

for Christianity and Crisis because

1 wanted to cut down on the number of

magazines I'm receiving. However, when I
did finally find time to read the last two
issues, I realized I need the information you
provide. So, I'm rerlewing my subscription.
Thank you.

HENRIETTA SHADA

CLASSIFIED

Rates: 70 cents a word, 10-word
minimum. Teiephone and POB
nijmbers count as two words, ab
breviations and zip codes as one.
Copy due one month before date
ofpubiication.Ciassifieds payabie
in advance. C&C, 537 W. 121 St.,
NY, NY 10027.

BiRMiNGHAM AiDS OUTREACH, a
nonprofit committed to meeting the
need of persons affected by HIV,
seeks executive director w/ man
agement exper. in strategic planning,
fundraising & programmatic budget
ing. Masters degree + 2 yrs admin,
exper. or bachelors degree -i- 3 yrs
admin, exper. required. Applicant
should have worked w/volunteer
boards, committees & salaried staff
and should be committed to BAO's
mission. Send resume and statement
of intent to: Debra Saliba / P.O. Box
550070 / Birmigham, AL 35255. Ap
plication deadlinfe: February 28,1993.

EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR sought for
small, western Massachusetts orga
nization. Inquiries/resume: Traprock
Peace Center, Keets Rd., Deerfield,
MA 01342.


