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“Speak up for those who cannot speak for themselves,
for the rights of all who are destitute.

Speak up and judge fairly;
defend the rights of the poor and needy.”

Proverbs 31:8-9

May we speak for those who speak for us
As we are called to speak for those who cannot speak for themselves
(Proverbs 31: 8-9), we are also called to speak for the human rights
defenders who stand up for the rights of the voiceless and who seek
truth and justice.

The Religious Discernment Group (RDG) is one in prayer and
solidarity with the Rural Missionaries of the Philippines (RMP),
Karapatan, and Gabriela in demanding the dismissal of the charges
of perjury filed against these organizations and their officers by
former National Security Adviser Hermogenes Esperon Jr., at the
Quezon City Municipal Trial Court Branch 139 in July 2, 2019.

The perjury charges were filed against the officers of the three
organizations when they sought protection from the Supreme Court
through the writs of amparo and habeas data. Filed a few weeks after
the Court of Appeals denied the petitions for amparo and habeas data,
the complaint against Karapatan and Gabriela was initially dismissed
by Senior Assistant Prosecutor Nilo Penaflor in November 8, 2019.
However, in February 24, 2020, City Prosecutor Vimar Barcellano
reversed the resolution.

Obviously, the charges are attempts to harass and discourage those
accused from doing their work as human rights defenders; by silencing
them, it is expected that they would not speak out to denounce the
social injustices committed against victims of human rights abuses. In
times of darkness, they have become light bearers. We pray that their
light would not be extinguished by the very institutions that should be
protecting them.

We are aware that the RMP, Karapatan and Gabriela have contributed
so much to the cause of human rights and justice. They are simply
fulfilling the ecclesial task of serving and defending the poor and the
marginalized of Philippine society. We join our voices with those who
seek justice for the respondents as the trial for the case reaches its end.
We join our voices with those who seek justice for many others
experiencing red tagging, harassment, vilification, illegal arrests and
detention.

We believe that the laws of the land should protect citizens from threats
and all kinds of harm and not be weaponized to suppress people’s
rights. Treating human rights workers as criminals, amidst times when
we are encouraged to be brave and to stand up and speak out, is
worrisome. If the agents of the state can threaten human rights
defenders, they can do more harm to the ordinary person, especially the
voiceless and powerless. We demand that agents of the state put an end
to all harassments and vilifications relentlessly hurled on the many
faith-based human rights defenders to sow fear, to silence them and
discourage them to pursue truth and justice. Let us stand up for truth!

May we then speak for those who speak for us, as we are continuously
challenged to pray, hope and act for justice and peace in our land.
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