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By Teresa Cerojano
The Associated Press

I
t has survived time, storms
and wars. But a nearly
200-year-old bamboo pipe
organ, said to be the oldest and
most complete in the world, is
facing what may be its biggest

threats yet: pop music and dwin-
dling donations.

For the past four decades, music lovers
from around the globe have come every year
to a Philippine Roman Catholic church to
hear the organ, the centerpiece of an inter-
national music festival. Chances are, this
year will be the festival’s last edition.

Organizers say they are broke because
funding from traditional donors, includ-
ing the Philippine government, European
embassies and corporate sponsors is dry-
ing up. Private companies are more keen
to be involved in pop concerts than classi-
cal music, said Leo Renier, a Belgian, who
founded the International Bamboo Organ
Festival in 1975.

“They (corporations) are more interested
in entertainment,” said Renier, a former
priest and the festival’s executive director.
“If Justin Bieber of Canada comes, millions
they are ready to spend.”

Without the festival, the unique sound
of the organ — completed in 1824 by the
Spanish priest Diego Cera — would have no
venue to really shine, Renier said. Sure, it

would still be played during services at the
St. Joseph Church in metropolitan Manila’s
Las Pinas city, but its sounds would never
reach the ears of the world.

The organ, which is about 17 feet high and
13 feet wide and occupies a portion of a wall
on the left side of the church, produces clear,
flute-like sounds through its 902 bamboo
and 129 metal pipes.

By pulling different knobs, an organist
can make the instrument produce distinct

sounds, which one player said was like call-
ing on different members of an orchestra
one after another.

As the festival prepared to wrap up
Friday, organizers had secured only a por-
tion of the 3.2 million peso ($72,500) budget.
The rest of the pledged donations had still
not come in.

Ticket sales alone were not enough to
fund the performances. By next year, the
reserves of the foundation that runs the fes-
tival will be dry.

“Thebambooorgan is not just a piece of fur-
niturewith bamboo, but youhave to hear it,”
Renier said, as performers rehearsedmusic
fromBach’sMass inBMinor under chande-
liersmade of Capiz shells andbamboo.

Swiss organist Guy Bovet, in his seventh
year at the festival, said, “All the bamboo
parts of the organ are very gentle, and
reminds you a little of, I would say, a pan
pipe, or something like a wooden flute.”

The festival’s artistic director and resi-
dent organist, Armando Salarza, is a prod-
uct of the boys choir, and has played the
bamboo organ since he was 11.

After high school, he was sent on a schol-
arship to study music in Graz in south-
eastern Austria. He did his post-graduate
studies in Vienna, but came back in 1992 to
share his talent with the younger generation
in his hometown.

“It’s the only place in the Philippines
where you hear this kind of music and with
this kind of interpretation,” said Salarza, a
professor of organ at the University of the
Philippines.

Prof. Armando Salarza, right, the artistic director and resident organist of the International Bamboo Organ Festival, rehearses with a Philippine
orchestra under the baton of Austrian Josef Doller, bottom left, prior to the 40th International Bamboo Organ Festival at the St. Joseph Church
at Las Pinas city, south of Manila, Philippines. (AP Photo/Bullit Marquez)

The world famous Las Pinas bamboo organ
in the church wall of St. Joseph Church at Las
Pinas city, south of Manila, Philippines. The
organ has 902 bamboo and 129 metal pipes.
(AP files)

Waning fundscould silence
world’s oldest bambooorgan

As a part of the Year of
Interfaith Service, this is the
fourth in a series of Insights on
various religious perspectives on
service.

By Fred Stella
President of the Interfaith Dialogue
Association

From the 1960s onward,
a number of non-Indian
Americans have investigated

Hinduism in some form or
fashion.

Much of this was fueled by the
tradition’s more mystical side.
Seekers were promised that with
time, patience and practice, they
would be able to attain, as it says
in the song “Aquarius” from Hair,
“Mystic crystal revelations and
the mind’s true liberation.”

People of all ages lined up to

receive esoteric
teachings, a
mantra, instruc-
tions on limb
busting Hatha
yoga poses and a
guru’s blessings.

For the most
part, none of
these students was asked to
become a Hindu. The aforemen-
tioned practices were given free-
ly (or expensively, depending on
which route one took) to anyone
of any, or no, religion.

Those who imparted this
wisdom insisted that religious
classification was of little conse-
quence. And in some cases, the
idea of a spiritual community
was considered of meager value.
Solitary observance of what was
taught was plenty enough to hit

those spiritual heights.
But over the decades, many

who dipped their toes in the
Dharmic pool came away some-
what unsatisfied. While the
teachings on meditation, Yoga,
etc. were quite valid, taking them
out of the context of a larger com-
munity shortchanged the aspi-
rants. Many returned to the folds
of their youth as they remem-
bered the not-so-horrible things
about church or synagogue.

For one, religious institutions
have a history of offering service
to the larger society. And being
able to serve is a great bless-
ing. While many were studying
the sacred Hindu scripture, the
Bhagavad Gita as it described
higher states of bliss in medi-
tation, the parts on the nobil-
ity of work for the higher good

escaped their perusal.
“He that abstains to help

the rolling wheels of this great
world, glutting his idle sense,
lives a lost life, shameful and
vain. Existing for himself, self-
concentrated, serving self alone,
No part hath he in aught; nothing
achieved” (Chapter III).

Those who have fully
embraced the Hindu Dharma,
not just skimmed from the
top, have discovered a full and
rich tradition that values the
same humanitarian ethos that
Abrahamic faiths hold so dear.
As a matter of fact, the word we
use in English for the unselfish
giving of our time and talent is
“service.”

This is a descendent of the
Sanskrit word “seva.” Those who
render such are called sevaks.

And in the school of Yoga
(where we get “yoke”) it is said
that divinity can be realized by
various methods.

One such is called “Karma-
Yoga.” That is, “Yoked to God
through righteous action.”

This is defined as any self-
less activity performed with
no thought of result or reward.
Truly, just good for its own sake.

The West Michigan Hindu
Temple is humbled and pleased
to be a part of this, The Year of
Interfaith Service.

For the past several years
now we have partnered with
Christian organizations, such
as Salvation Army and Habitat
for Humanity, on worthwhile
projects.

We anticipate more oppor-
tunities.

AHindu perspective on service: Yoked to God through action
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LONDON

Churchof England

appeals to voters to

takepart in campaign

Church of England bishops
are appealing to Christians to
take part in the politics ahead
of upcoming elections. The
leaders are calling for a fresh
moral vision for Britain at time
of disillusionment.

The bishops said in a
52-page letter that it is the
duty of every Christian to vote
May 7.

The letter, the first of its
kind before a vote, touches on
topics such as the concept of a
living wage and Britain’s rela-
tionship with the European
Union.

The Bishop of Norwich, Rt.
Rev. Graham James, said the
bishops are aware that voices
in British society, notably
comedian Russell Brand, have
been arguing that voting is
pointless.

OKLAHOMA CITY

Bible distribution
in schools challenged

A group that advocates
keeping religion out of public
schools has sent complaint
letters after reports of Bibles
were distributed in several
Oklahoma cities.

The Oklahoman reported
the Wisconsin-based Freedom
from Religion Foundation
sent letters to school districts
after it was informed Gideon’s
International and the son of a
state representative had been
distributing Bibles to fifth-
grade students in Checotah,
Eufaula and Stidham.

Andrew Seidel, staff attor-
ney for the foundation, says the
actions are unconstitutional.

PARIS

Cemeteries targeted
again by vandals

Dozens of gravesites were
vandalized in a two small-town
graveyards in France, a dis-
covery that came the same day
five teens faced preliminary
charges in massive destruction
at a Jewish cemetery in east-
ern France.

France’s Interior Ministry
said crucifixes were over-
turned and gravesites dis-
turbed in Tracy-sur-Mer, a tiny
town next to the D-Day landing
beaches, and in Saint-Beat, in
southwest France. Swastikas
were found in two other widely
separated towns, the ministry
said last week.

The discoveries came after
250 Jewish graves were des-
ecrated last weekend in the
eastern French town of Sarre-
Union.

Five local teens faced pre-
liminary charges in the Sarre-
Union vandalism. The pros-
ecutor, Philippe Vannier, said
the “anti-Semitic motive” was
clear and that they all admitted
participation.
—The Associated Press

Stella


