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Visita Iglesia, which is a Spanish phrase that literally translates as "Church’ visit," is a Filipino
pilgrimage tradition in which Roman Catholics make a walking journey to several Churches for
prayer and reflection. This practice can be traced to the Apostolic Age of Christianity: a time when
early Christians would visit holy shrines that were considered sacred sites in Christian history. In
the Philippines, this pilgrimage is held as part of the larger Lenten commemoration of "The
Passion," which is recollection of the events that led to the crucifixion and resurrection of Jesus
Christ. In this sense, to observe the Visita Iglesia is a very important way for Roman Catholics to
emphasize the most crucial episodes that led to Christ's redemption of the world.

In this presentation, I will be focusing on the Visita Iglesia as it is practiced in the province of
Pampanga, which is located about an hour drive north of the Philippine capital, Manila (Figure 1).
First, I will describe the religious conditions in which the pilgrimage is practiced before
commenting on the motivations that underlie its performance. I will then comment on the factors
that have led to certain tensions that have changed the nature of the pilgrimage over time. In this
way, I will also identify some broader social and cultural challenges that exert significant
influence over its practice in modern times. It is my hope that my lecture will inspire a
comparative discussion of pilgrimage traditions across the world, including that of the Shikoku
Henro tradition in this part of Japan.

Figure 1: The Province of Pampanga, in Central
Luzon, the Philippines

Saurce URL : http:/ /en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
Pampanga#/media/File:Ph_locator_map_
pampanga.png

Accessed: 16 February 2016

Background: Religion in Pampanga

The Philippines has the fifth largest Christian population in the world with nearly 90 million
Christians as measured in a PEW Survey of 2011. Of those, 76.18 million are Roman Catholic,
thus constituting the third largest population in the world, behind Brazil and Mexico. In 2013, it
was estimated the percentage of Filipino Roman Catholics is increasing by about 8 per cent, as
reported in The Filipino Catholic Directory (Uy, 2013).
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Spanish missionaries arrived in the Philippine archipelago as early as the 1520s, and established
their settlement across the northern and central parts around the 1570s. The province of
Pampanga is identified as a noteworthy example of Christian missionary success. Augustinian
Friar Juan de Medina, writing in 1603, observed that the people of Pampanga "have accepted
Christianity more readily than others in the Islands.” (Medina, 1893: 244; Larkin 1972: 33). The
Region known as Central Luzon (Region III), of which Pampanga province is part, has about 9 per
cent of the Philippines total Catholic population, according to the CBCP Catholic Directory
released in 2010-2011. Significantly, Central Luzon has the highest number of Parish churches
in the Philippines with 368, which indicates that the province is particularly suited to a church-
focused pilgrimage tradition like the Visita Iglesia.

In the early part of Spanish missionization, Jesuit and Franciscan priests encouraged converts in
Pampanga to conduct rituals of "self-mortification” —— the act of applying ritual pain to the body
—— as a way of commemorating the significance of the Passion. Spanish colonial archives give
us a sense of the range of religious practices of pain-infliction —— collectively known as disciplina
(or "discipline") — ainong the non-ordained population. These included acts such as self-
flagellation (Figure 2), which were meant to inflict pain as a way to physically direct the mind and
the body to God and to him alone.

Figure 2: Flagellants whip themselves in Pampanga.
Photo by the author.

Towards the middle part of the 20th century, Roman Catholics in Pampanga began to do
something more than what the Parish priest prescribed. Throughout Pampanga, Roman
Catholics have sought to commemorate holy week through the public performance of Passion
plays (Figure 3}, in which members of the community dramatize the events leading up to Jesus
Christ's crucifixion. In some parts of the province, this Passion play is taken further through
practices of ritual crucifixion (Figure 4}, in which penitents would have themselves nailed to
wooden crosses in order to commemorate their empathy with the suffering Christ. These rituals
are still practiced in great numbers in Pampanga today, even though the official Church
discourages it. This manifests what is known as "popular piety": a form of devout religious
commitment that does not rely on doctrines, scriptures and rituals given by a priestly authority,
but on a direct physical and emotional connection to God. In Pampanga, as is the case in many
places where popular piety can be observed, the connection to God is formed by exerting the body
and subjecting it to forms of physical exertion in the name of faith and devotion.
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Figure 3: A Passion play is
performed in Pampanga.
Photograph by Stuart Clyne, 2006

Figure 4: A penitent is nailed
to the cross in Pampanga.
Photograph by Allan Navarro
(undated)

These rituals of popular piety demonstrate how the Passion is commemorated through the
physical experience of bodily, ascetic suffering. While these rituals resemble the actual ordeal of
Jesus Christ, this kind of ascetic suffering is not encouraged by Filipino religious authorities. In
these rituals, Filipino Catholics themselves exceed their formal, sacramental obligations by using
their own bodies as a way to commemorate their connection to Jesus Christ. I would like to
show that this "excessive effort" — often a feature of popular piety —— is also what
characterizes the approach and performance of the pilgrimage tradition of Visita Iglesia.

Visita Iglesia as Pilgrimage Practice

Those who choose to go on Visita Iglesia have a great amount of control over the route and
travelling distance of the pilgrimage. How many and which churches to visit is left largely to the
choice of the pilgrim. Although there is a popular tradition which states that pilgrims should visit
either seven or fourteen churches, there is no general rule or direct enforcement on the actual
itinerary of pilgrims. In Pampanga, a pilgrims' journey can take anywhere between five to ten
kilometers to visit the churches in the region (Figure 5). This allows for a great deal of flexibility
for pilgrims, who decide on the kind of pilgrimage they want in consideration of their access to
transportation and the mobility of the travelling companions.
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Figure 5: A list of churches that are commonly visited in Pampanga during Visita Iglesia.
Source URL: http://amikvs.org/blog/pamphlet-design-lenten-retro-theme/
Accessed: 16 Februay 2016

What is common, however, is that all pilgrims spend some time performing certain rituals such as
prayer, reflection and meditation upon arriving at each church they visit.

In this respect, the Roman Catholic authorities do exert some influence and control over what
happens inside the Church during the Visita Iglesia pilgrimage. Church authorities specify the
rules which must be followed during these church visits. For example, pilgrims are encouraged to
pray and reflect specifically on the last supper of Jesus Christ with his disciples, during which he
shared his body and blood, as a foundational moment in the Passion drama.

In embarking upon the pilgrimage journey, it can be said that Visita Iglesia pilgrims are engaging
in either one of two Roman Catholic traditions: "Eucharistic Adoration” and "Stations of the
Cross." I shall briefly discuss each one.

Eucharistic Adoration

On Thursday evening of Holy Week, Roman Catholic priests around the province prepare their
churches to accommodate visitors for what is known as a "Eucharistic Adoration." This is a
Roman Cat holic ritual where the faithful are encouraged to view and mediate upon "the Holy
Eucharist.” The Holy Eucharist is bread and wine that becomes the actual body and blood of
Jesus Christ after it is transformed (or "transubstantiated") by a priest through a process known
as the Holy Rite of Transfer. In 'ordinary time' of the Christian calendar —— that is, in the period
outside of Holy Week —— the Holy Eucharist is "reserved" by being placed in a locked cabinet
{called a tabernacle} located above or near the main altar of a Church. During this time of
reservation, members of the community are not meant to have access the Eucharist. After Mass
service on Thursday of Holy Week, however, Church authorities grant people access to the
Eucharist. Following mass, the main altar is stripped and images of saints and crosses are
covered in cloth. The Holy Eucharist is then placed outside of the tabernacle in a special
container called an Altar of Repose. While in the Altar of Repose, Roman Catholics are invited to
visit the Church to be close to the "reposed" Eucharist so that it can be viewed and "adored" in
silence in the darkened church by each pilgrim (Figure 6). To "adore" the Eucharist in this way
responds to a request Jesus made to his apostles shortly before he died. Jesus asked, "Could you
not, then, watch one hour with me?" (Gospel of Matthew 26:40)
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Figure 6: The Holy Eucharist is displayed to be "adored” during Holy Thursday.
Source URL: http://thepinoycatholic.blogspot.sg/2010/01/eucharistic-adoration-exposed-or-in.html
Accessed: 16 Fubruary 2016

Stations of the Cross

Many pilgrims in Pampanga are motivated to do the Visita Iglesia as a physical enactment of the
events that led to Christ's death and resurrection (that is, the Passion). Pilgrims have very
specific models for doing so. The "Stations of the Cross" are a series of visual images that depict
the fourteen stages of the final moments of Christ's Passion. These stages are depicted as either
visual art or sculpture, which are displayed in a sequential order along the walls of Roman
Catholic Churches (Figure 7).

It is common for pilgrims to reflect on one or two images from the Stations of the Cross as they
arrive in each Church. This effectively means that each Church represents the specific event that
is depicted in the corresponding image. While the Eucharistic Adoration is a practice that calls
for a silent and passive remembrance of the Passion, it might be said that the Stations of the
Cross evokes the physicality of Christ's experience. As such, the Stations of the Cross correlates
to a pilgrims ability to enact and embody the passion in ways that only physical exertion of the

body can meaningfully capture.

Figure 7: The Stations of the Cross are displaye in the walls of the Church
Source URL: http:/ /www.sacredarchitecture.org/articles/viq_crusis_in_the_garden_state
Accessed:16 Fubruary 2016

It is important to point out that, strictly speaking, this commemoration of the Stations of the
Cross is more formally observed the following day of Holy Week, Good Friday. Church authorities
frequently remind people of this, but are also aware that adherence is not easily enforced. In this
respect, the way pilgrims commemorate the Stations of the Cross on Thursday is an example of:
how some aspects of Visita Iglesia is somewhat beyond the reach of formal authority.
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Visita Iglesia: Tensions and Challenges

There are at least three tensions that challenge the way Visita Iglesia is practiced and what it means to
pilgrims in modern times. The first is a tension between the mind and the body. The encouragement
of Eucharistic Adoration encourages pilgrims to practice a deeply meditative form of pilgrimage, in
which one is expected to recall the Passion by keeping the body still and passive. By and large,
pilgrims in Pampanga do conform to this directive while they "adore" the Eucharist on the altar of
repose. However, in contrast, many pilgrims emphasize the physical aspects of the walking pilgrimage
journey when they think about the Stations of the Cross. In this sense, there is a desire to exert some
physical strain upon the body as a way for them to feel the physical ordeal of Jesus Christ.

The second tension concerns that between the spiritual and recreational aspects of the Visita Iglesia
pilgrimage. While it cannot be disputed that the Visita Iglesia is a religious ritual, Holy Week in general
is commonly seen in the Philippines as an opportunity for rest and respite from the daily routine and
pressures of life. Since these days are recognized by the government as public holidays, it is not
uncommon for Filipino families to go on a trip away from their homes. Under such circumstances, the
religious significance of Holy Week —— and of Visita Iglesia in particular —— can sometimes be
overshadowed by recreational pursuits. Church officials remind people that Visita Iglesia is not a
recreational pilgrimage, but one that should emphasize their religious responsibilities. This manifests
another significant source of tension in what the pilgrimage means and the way in which it is
practiced, especially since (as I mentioned previously) the Visita Iglesia can not be completely regulated
by rules and directives.

The third is the tension between the physical and virtual aspects of the pilgrimage. More recently, the
Roman Catholic institution in the Philippines has sought to extend the practice of Visita Iglesia to
those who cannot be physically present to do the pilgrimage (particularly to Overseas Filipino Workers
around the world). It is now possible to practice the "Online Visita Iglesia," whereby anyone with
internet access can visit a website that shows live images of the Churches involved in Visita Iglesia
(Figure 8). Through this online portal, 'virtual pilgrims' can also access online prayers, listen to hymns
and view 360-degree images of Church interiors. This online experience is meant to replicate one's
actual presence in the Visita Iglesia. There are some, however, who express some hesitation about this
virtual experience. For many who perform the Visita Iglesia, the absence of the physical, bodily
component of pilgrimage — such as walking, kneeling, praying, verbalizing —— makes an online
Visita Iglesia a relatively less meaningful experience of Christ's Passion. Moreover, the online Visita
Iglesia cannot replicate the aura and ambiance of a church visit, thereby depriving the online pilgrim of
an important facet of the pilgrimage.

Figure 8: Online Visita Iglesia.

Source URL:http://3.bp.blogspot.com/
_On8kR9nuSLO/S7Syr0Zlqvl/ AAAAAAAABce/
vHNIuSVPvec/s1600/visita.jpg

Accessed:16 February 2016
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