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IDR Indonesia

IDT Indonesia
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1. Introduction

After six years of being a Zonal Coordinator for 
the Asia-Pacific Zone (ASPAC), what do I un-
derstand of the SVD life, mission and its future?  
Within its vast territory and geographical terrain 
of oceans and islands, continents and sub-conti-
nents, the Asia Pacific Region is known for its 
ancient civilizations and long histories. It is truly 
a melting pot of races and cultures. More than 
60% of the world’s population inhabits this part 
of the globe.  This region is known for its youth-
fulness and vitality. Three important characteris-
tics mark this region as a unique combination 
of contrasts, namely, its cultures, religions and 
poverty. Amazing and disturbing contradictions 
coexist in this zone. It is known for its racial and 
linguistic variety; rural and urban mixture; eco-
nomically rich and poor contrasts. Almost all 
the world religions were born in Asia and they 
are still very active and alive and influence the 
people in their everyday life. Everything from 
simple religious piety to outstanding religious 
intolerance is visible in the everyday life of the 
people. Several political ideologies shape the life 
of the people. The zone is marked by large terri-
tories of land and hundreds of islands.  

In this vast geographical region of the globe, the 
presence of the SVDs is minuscule but it is signi-

ficant and without  it this region and the Society 
would be much poorer, not in an economic sense 
but in all other dimensions of our SVD Society, 
its mission, membership and spirituality. 

Before we go further, let us situate ourselves in 
the socio-political life of this region.

2. Socio-Political Situation

This region is also experiencing political, ideolo-
gical, religious and ethnic conflicts in different 
places. These include ongoing conflict between 
India and Pakistan; between South and North 
Korea; between Taiwan and China; and within 
the Philippines with Muslim separatists, where 
deep-rooted issues of sovereignty and self-deter-
mination are at the core of the problem. Insur-
gency, violence, and poverty in various places in 
Asia have resulted in the increasing migration 
of people, with internally displaced people and 
refugees, both in economic and political senses. 

As in many other parts of the world, Asia is also 
experiencing a shift of population by migration 
from rural to urban areas, from poor to emer-
ging economies in the South, from countries of 
the South to countries of the North. In 2017, it 
is estimated, there are 244 million international 
migrants and 65 million refugees.  Today, one 
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in fifty people on earth are living outside their 
home countries, while an estimated 25 million 
have been forcibly displaced within their own 
countries.  A vulnerable economic situation in 
Asia, conflict between neighboring countries, 
and human right violations seem to be the most 
important factors in this migration.

Another important concern in this region is the 
environmental destruction. Since most Asian and 
Pacific countries are still dependent on primary 
economic activities, this pressure is creating over-
exploitation and depletion of land, water, forest and 
other ecosystems. The existence of mass poverty is 
accelerating the destruction of natural resources.

Regarding issues of justice in Asia, the human 
rights issues still remain the priority of the people 
here.  As a result of unjust practices, many ordi-
nary people have been unnecessarily subjected 
to threat, torture, imprisonment and loss of life, 
such as in the Philippines, Pakistan and in In-
dia where many of the Church’s workers, pas-
tors and journalists have been intimidated and 
sometimes killed by the military’s atrocities and 
by other government agencies.

3. SVD Presence in this Zone

The Society of the Divine Word spread to this 
part of the world very quickly from its very foun-
dation in 1875.  There are several provinces in 
the zone which have celebrated the centenary of 
their presence in their respective countries. SVD 
missionary service in China began in 1882, in 

PNG in 1896, in the Philippines in 1909, and 
in Indonesia in 1913. Gradually we spread to 
many other countries in the zone. Today, there 
are 19 SVD provinces and regions in the AS-
PAC Zone. The Society   decided to expand its 
presence in Myanmar and Bangladesh in 2018. 

 There are a variety of missionary involvements 
of the SVDs. Many confreres are involved in the 
ministry of social communications, justice and 
peace issues, biblical and retreat apostolates, fa-
mily and migrant ministries. In short, we can 
say that pastoral care, education, JPIC related 
activities, communication and formation domi-
nate the SVD presence. Working among the tri-
bals and indigenous people is a special concern 
in the zone especially in Papua New Guinea, In-
donesia, India and in Taiwan.  

4. Unique Characteristics

Indeed, the ASPAC Zone has now become a 
primary source of missionaries in the SVD. 
In recent years more than two-thirds of those 
receiving first assignments in the Society have 
come from ASPAC. Of these, about 53 per cent 
received first assignments outside their home 
countries. Today, there are some 800 Asian 
missionaries working outside of their home 
countries in Europe, the US, Latin America, 
Africa and other parts of Asia. 

The ASPAC Zone has six major universities, ha-
ving their presence in Papua New Guinea, Japan, 
the Philippines and Indonesia. Hence we have a 
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coordinator for the universities. The Asia Pacific 
region is also a major mission territory where all 
major religions like Buddhism, Hinduism and 
Islam are very active and alive. Therefore, the 
zone is required to be engaged in research on 
mission and education. To fulfill this dimension 
of our concern we have Mission, Education and 
Research (MER) coordination. 

5.  Implementation of the XVII General 
Chapter’s Resolutions and 
Recommendations

After the completion of the general chapter in 
July 2012, the first one and half years were spent 
in prioritizing and preparing the vision, mission 
and action plan of the Congregational Direc-
tions by each province and region in the ASPAC 
Zone. The implementation of the action plan 
of the vision and mission according to the four 
Characteristic Dimensions of our Society needs 
further coordination and collaboration. 

Though the ASPAC Zone has the largest number 
of young confreres, yet, the aging SVD popula-
tion is increasing. To keep up the youthfulness 
of the Society in the zone requires a concerted 
vocation promotion to our Society. Those young 
people who join our Society must be given foun-
dational formation about our Society and also a 
deep theological and experiential spiritual for-
mation to face the challenges of the emerging 
world. Formation programs are constantly to be 
reviewed and updated in order to be relevant to 
changing circumstances and times.  

6.  Historical Origin of the Zonal Structure in 
the Society and Its Functioning Today

 
It was around the mid-1970s that the zones began 
to develop in the Society. In this regard the SVD 
was really just following a trend in the Church af-
ter Vatican II, whereby Episcopal Conferences and 
conferences of religious in the same geographical 
region came together for greater collaboration, 
coordination and collegial leadership. What is sig-sig-
nificant about the zones is that they emerged from 
the grassroots and were not imposed from above. 

A few provincials of Asia and Oceania and a li-
mited number of delegates assembled in Tagay-
tay in December 1979 and discussed the forma-
tion of an Asia-Pacific Zone for the Society of 
the Divine Word. This gathering met with such 
widespread approval that similar ones were very 
much recommended for the future. 

The reasons for this new development can be 
traced back to the missionary objectives and 
tasks of the Society, namely:To search for com-
mon strategies for the inculturation of our lives 
as religious, for the process of formation and the 
different apostolates, within a specific geogra-
phical and cultural context.

To foster mutual cooperation among the pro-
vinces and regions in areas of common interest.

To share concerns and programs of actions in 
the context of the local Churches within a parti-
cular continent.
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To facilitate good communication to and from 
the generalate, the provinces, and regions.

The zonal structure has existed in the Society 
for about forty years. But if we ask a question 
about whether the above objectives are being 
progressively realized, we may say, “not very 
much”. While it is true that the zonal structure 
is a platform for the provincials and regionals to 
come together to share information about their 
respective province and region, many other ob-
jectives of the zone are still to be realized. There 
is an urgent need for a restructuring of the zo-
nal functioning with regard to the work of Area 
Coordinators and province/region coordinators. 
The financial aspect of the zonal gatherings in 
proportion to the results is often questioned by 
the confreres in the PRMs. The general admi-
nistration must take some serious steps towards 
the effective functioning of the zonal structure 
regarding its objectives. 

Our experience is that the subzone of the Philip-
pines, Indonesia and India work very well accor-
ding to the objectives of the zonal vision. Due to 
cultural, historical and geographical reasons it is 
very difficult for the provinces in East Asia such 
as China, Vietnam, Korea and Japan, as well as 
the provinces in the Pacific, such as PNG and 
Australia, to work as subzones.   

7. Major Concerns

The present SVD leadership team at the genera-
late chose the motto “Inter Gentes – Putting the 

Last First” to give a direction to its leadership 
and administration. It emphasized that we, 
SVD missionaries have to come closer to the 
people and get involved in the joys and sorrows 
of their life. It has been also pointing out that 
our presence is vital to the people of the margins 
and also how much the Church needs those at 
the margins. This vision is expressed by the lea-
dership team by using the term “Inter Gentes” to 
emphasize that we, as missionaries, should live 
among and be close to the people and work with 
the people. 

To realize this vision of the general leadership, it 
is very important to revitalize, to motivate and 
animate our confreres in the provinces and re-
gions of the zone. A lot is done in the provinces 
and regions, but much more is yet to be done.

 The post-modern, post-truth and new-age 
culture is very much affecting our members. 
Comfort and consumeristic culture and indivi-
dualism are slowly seeping into our life-style. To 
face this challenge and to be a witnessing com-
munity, spiritual animation, through recollec-
tions, retreats and seminars, must be promoted.   

Though most of our provinces and regions are 
multicultural in nature, building an intercul-
tural community is a process and it involves a 
lot of sacrifice and motivation towards a high 
goal of mission commitment. Due to its poli-
tical situation, India is not able to make their 
communities international. Lately, Indonesia 
has opened its door to others. Efforts are being 
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made to find ways to make these communities 
international.

Formation of young confreres is another major 
concern in the zone. Since this zone is charac-
terized by sending missionaries to other zones, 

promotion of vocations is vi-
tal. Dwindling of vocations is 
marked in many sub-zones. 
Hence vocation promotion 
will be a major concern for 
the future. Giving proper and 
adequate formation by rea-
ding into the signs of the time 

is very vital. Many formation houses are in this 
zone. Training an adequate number of skilled for-
mators will be a big challenge for the zone.

Though the ASPAC Zone has a good number 
of brothers, their number is reducing. Due to 
cultural and religious bias, the brothers in the 
Society feel that much more could be done to 
empower them.  In the future we need a conti-
nuous recruitment process and a good forma-
tion of our brother candidates. 

Aging confreres are increasing in the zone. Loo-
king after their needs and giving proper health 
facilities have become major concerns for the 
provinces in the zone. Financial self-sufficiency 

and creative use of resources with proper plan-
ning is also very important for the zone.    

8. The Future

The ASPAC Zone is extremely large with much 
complexity and variety. Zonal Assemblies play an 
important role to get acquainted with each other 
and to exchange ideas. But real mutual help and 
solidarity between the provinces and regions are 
not happening much. We need to find a new 
structure to revitalize the coordination between 
Area Coordinators and province/region coor-
dinators of four Characteristic Dimensions and 
formation. Our universities need young and qua-
lified confreres. With the decreasing of religious 
vocations, it is becoming difficult to find suitable 
and committed confreres for this ministry. An 
exchange of professors and formators between 
sub-zones is still a far off dream due to financial 
and other constraints. Deepening the spiritual 
heritage of our Society and handing it over to the 
young generation in the post-modern, post-truth 
and new age world is a big challenge for the fu-
ture. It is believed that the forthcoming XVIII ge-
neral chapter with its vision, “The Love of Christ 
Impels Us”: Rooted in the Word, Committed to 
His Mission will deliberate on the above points 
and may give some concrete direction to face the 
challenges of the future.  

Sebastian Maria Michael, SVD
ASPAC Zonal Coordinator, 2011-2017


