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ABSTRACT 

 

 
 This work explores first and foremost the nature of the Episcopal mission to the colonial 

Philippines from 1901 to 1918, while it was under the leadership of a missionary bishop named 

Charles Henry Brent. Missionaries, such as Brent, served an essential role in the American 

colonial enterprise in the Philippines. The historiography tends to label missionaries as cultural 

imperialists; indeed, they did not abstain from culturally imperialistic behavior. But, they also 

acted at times as protectors of Philippine culture. This raises an important question: how could 

missionaries act both as imperialists and attempt to preserve native culture in the Philippines? 

Contrary to the theories of some historians, missionaries did not see their actions as 

contradictory, but as complimentary. The reason for this: ideology. Missionaries defined their  

purpose based not on the motives of the Philippine Commission—the American governing body 

in the islands—but on their own theology. Brent and his mission are a prime example, a 

microcosm, to prove this point. The following three chapters focus on ideology and theology as 

the primary motivators for characters within this narrative. 

 The first chapter examines the American people and the U.S. government, tracing the 

development of racially and religiously motivated feelings toward the Philippines and the 

Filipinos. The chapter then turns to missionaries and traces both their theological and their 

ideological reasons for going to the Philippines. Just as with the American people and the 

American government, racial and religious reasoning urged missionaries to go to the Philippines. 

While a large part of the missionary justification for proselyting in the Philippines was the 

existence of a minority of non-Christians in the archipelago, upon arrival in the islands Protestant 

missionaries primarily focused on the conversion of Roman Catholic Filipinos. This chapter 
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highlights the motivations of the U.S. government and the Philippine Commission, and compares 

them with those of the Protestant missionaries. 

 The second chapter turns to Brent's mission. As ideology is essential to this narrative, this 

chapter is an exploration of his theological and ideological motivations. The chapter underscores 

Brent's one concern above all others in the Philippines: wanting to save the non-Christians, 

especially the Igorots—an animist group in Northern Luzon—from what he referred to as the 

concomitants of civilization. Believing that civilization was being ushered into the Philippines by 

the American presence in the islands, Brent thought that non-Christians needed to be protected 

from the concomitants, or vices, that would inevitably come along with civilization. In essence, 

he wanted to be their savior from civilization. Brent thought that the Igorots did not need 

Christianity while in isolation, their religion would suit their needs. But, now that they would no 

longer be isolated, Christianity was all that could save them from succumbing to vice. When 

work among the Igorots lost Brent's interest, he transferred these same feelings to the Moros—

the Muslim community in the Philippines—determining to help prepare them for 

Christianization.  

 The two other groups that Brent's mission targeted, the Americans stationed in the islands 

and the Chinese population in Manila, while important in their own right, received attention from 

Brent partly because of the influence they had on the Igorots and the Moros. Chapter Two 

illustrates how Brent's theology and ideology led him to create a unique mission. It emphasizes 

his ecumenism, views on morality and vice, and his belief in responsibility.  

 The third chapter builds on the foundation laid in Chapter Two. Detailing the four 

sections of Brent's mission, Chapter Three demonstrates that the theological concern that drove 

Brent was his desire to save the non-Christian Filipinos from civilization. It illustrates that the 
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policies implemented by Brent in each part of his mission, show a consistent concern for the 

"heathen" and saving him from vice through his Christianization. The chapter simultaneously 

proves that these efforts sometimes aligned with those of the Philippine Commission, aiding 

them in their goals. But, it also is clear that Brent occasionally redirected not only the Philippine 

Commission, but also the U.S. government, pushing them to help him accomplish his agenda. 

This effort paints a picture of the relationship between the missionary and the colonial enterprise. 

It was complex. The missionary often had his own motives, and acted independently. He was 

also a crucial part of the American presence in the Philippines, making a large contribution to the 

American operation in the islands.       
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INTRODUCTION 

 
On November 11, 1921, Charles Henry Brent, Episcopal Bishop, participated in the 

dedication ceremonies for the entombment of the Unknown Soldier. Three years had passed, to 

the day, since the end of the Great War, in which Brent served as Senior Headquarters' Chaplain 

to the American Expeditionary Force, (AEF). General John J. Pershing, a close personal friend, 

asked Brent to fill that role.1As a result, the post-war Chaplain’s Corps owes much of its 

structure to Brent’s design.2 While Brent’s part in World War I is relatively well documented, 

little has been written on the man himself. This oversight is especially surprising when 

considering Brent’s other major contributions to the historical record. Foremost among these was 

Brent’s service as the first Episcopal Bishop to the Philippine Islands. 

Episcopal chaplains arrived in the Philippines with the U.S. Army in 1898, and 

missionaries assigned to China soon joined them.3 Upon their insistence that there was much 

work to be done in the islands, the Board of Missions called the first two Episcopal missionaries 

to the Philippines, the Right Reverends John A. Staunton, Jr. and Walter C. Clapp, who arrived 

with their wives in the archipelago in November, 1901.4 Between their call and their arrival, on 

October 5, 1901, the Board of Missions created the Philippine Missionary District, calling Brent 

to the Bishopric on the 14th.5 While a third missionary was called, a Reverend H. R. Talbot of 

Boston, he stayed only a few months before being sent home permanently due to illness.6 Brent 

served for sixteen years, through 1918, and built from nothing the Episcopal Church and its 

                                                 
1
 Alexander C. Zabriskie, Bishop Brent: Crusader for Christian Unity (Philadelphia: The Westminster Press, 1948), 

120.   
2
 Richard M. Budd, Serving Two Masters: The Development of American Military Chaplaincy, 1860-1920 (Lincoln, 

NE: University of Nebraska Press, 2002), 121-158. 
3
 Cha les He  B e t, The Chu h i  the Philippi e Isla ds,  The Spirit of Missions 68, no. 9 (1903): 633-634. 

4
 Brent, The Chu h i  the Philippi e Isla ds,  . 

5
 Ibid. 

6
 Ibid. 
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mission in the Philippines. Brent arrived among the first Protestant missionaries to ever enter the 

islands, as they were banned when the islands were under Spanish rule. It was in the Philippines 

that Brent first met Pershing, whom he confirmed as a member of the Episcopal Church.7 Brent 

rose to national fame during his tenure in the Philippines by making close friends in high places, 

most notably, U.S. presidents William Howard Taft and Theodore Roosevelt. In his capacity as a 

missionary, Brent focused on humanitarian work above all else. Among other major charitable 

efforts, there remains to this day a major school and a hospital in the islands that were built by 

Brent.8 

No less impressive are Brent’s accomplishments as a theologian and philosopher on 

morality. He was the leader of the U.S. led effort against the opium trade in South and Southeast 

Asia, heading up worldwide conferences in the 1910s and 1920s. As a leading ecumenist and 

latitudinarian, Bishop Brent was among the founders of the early to mid-20th century campaign 

for Christian Unity, which also saw major worldwide conferences in the 1910s and 1920s.9 

Today, the mission Brent built in the Philippines has transformed into the Episcopal Church in 

the Philippines, (ECP), an autonomous church within the Anglican Communion with over 

100,000 members. Brent was also a prolific author, with twenty religious and philosophical 

works to his name. Yet little has been written about Brent, and nothing has been written 

specifically about him since the 1950s. 

                                                 
7
 Brent to Major General Leonard Wood, 17 February 1910, box 9, Charles Henry Brent Papers, Manuscript 

Division, Library of Congress, Washington, D.C. 
8
 There is an excellent history on the school Brent founded, published by the school itself, see James J. Halsema, 

Bishop B e t’s Baguio S hool: The Fi st 5 Yea s (Baguio, Philippines: Brent School Inc., 1988). 
9
 O e a ou t that e og izes B e t s o t i ution is Ruth Rouse and Stephen Charles Neill, eds, A History of the 

Ecumenical Movement, 1517-1948 (Philadelphia: The Westminster Press, 1954). Another relevant work is Eugene 

Bianchi, "The Ecumenical Thought of Bishop Charles Henry Brent," Church History 33, no. 4 (1964): 448-461.  
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Born in 1862 in Ontario, Canada, Brent became a naturalized American citizen after 

arriving in the U.S. in 1887. Brent received an ordination to the Episcopal priesthood that same 

year. He served as an organist and a rector in Boston for thirteen years, before departing for the 

Philippines. It was only in that position, attained at the age of thirty-nine, that Brent became a 

nationally known figure. While serving in the islands, Brent repeatedly received callings to 

different missions and dioceses in the United States, including the prominent bishopric of 

Washington D.C., which he turned down twice.10 Each opportunity came and went; Brent 

desired to stay in the Philippines. Finally, a new position came that Brent did not turn down. He 

was presented with a call to the Bishopric of Western New York, and shortly after accepting the 

position, General Pershing offered him a job as Senior Headquarters Chaplain. So, Brent headed 

to Europe and served through the end of the war, finally returning to New York.  After the war 

he was bishop in Western New York until he passed away in March, 1929. 

Clearly, the mission to the Philippines was a turning point that catapulted Brent out of 

obscurity and contributed to his successful career. Since no work specifically deals with Brent’s 

time in the Philippines, or how he and his theology developed while he was there, the first 

purpose of this work is to explore the theology of Charles Henry Brent and the Episcopal mission 

in the Philippines. But, this period was not only significant as a turning point in Brent’s own life, 

but also in American history. The Philippines was one of the United States’ first colonial 

endeavors. It was inaugurated with the Spanish-American War in 1898, and extended at least 

until the United States granted the Philippines independence on  July 4, 1946. This research 

grapples with the place of American religion—specifically American missionaries—within the 

colonial enterprise in the Philippines. Using Brent as a case study, this work complicates the 

history of the American foreign mission movement and of American empire. As is exhibited 

                                                 
10

 Brent to Randolf McKim, 6 June 1908, box 7, Charles Henry Brent Papers. 
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through an examination of Brent’s theology and ideology and how the two impacted his policy, 

American empire and American religion had a complex relationship in the Philippines, one 

which the current historiography fails to address.  

It is argued herein that Brent had a multifaceted agenda based almost solely on religious 

concerns that occasionally aligned with the program outlined by  the Philippine Commission—

the American government in the dependency—but which often did not. Brent’s goals, in fact, 

intermittently drove the colonial government in the direction he wanted them to go, that is to say, 

Brent actually used the American government, his religiously motivated goals becoming their 

own. In order to explore this relationship, this research focuses on the intentions of both the 

United States and the missionaries in the Philippines.  

The choice to focus on Brent, rather than any other missionary, is for a multitude of 

reasons. Brent was a bishop, the leader of his individual mission, and—while the Episcopal 

mission was the smallest of all the major Protestant sects operating in the archipelago—Brent 

was the most well-connected and influential of all the missionaries in the Philippines. This was 

due—as is argued herein—to his policy toward Americans stationed in the islands, which was 

based on deep-seated theological beliefs. Brent is an obvious choice for a study such as this 

because he was very important to the colonial endeavor and because his policies deviated sharply 

from the norm. This includes not only his policy to preach to the Americans stationed in the 

islands, but also his decision not to proselytize Catholics, and instead to focus on three non-

Christian groups. Brent's mission served four major groups of people, the Americans in the 

Philippines, the Igorots, the Moros, and the Chinese living in Manila. The Igorots and the Moros 

combined to make up 72 percent of the non-Christian population in the islands, or 7 percent of 
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the total population.11 The Episcopal mission was the sole proselytizing effort to focus on 

Americans, Igorots, and Moros—and therefore the largest work among non-Christians and non-

Filipinos by a wide margin.12   

This work answers two questions. The more immediate being: what was the nature of the 

Episcopal mission in the Philippines, and what unique theological views pushed Brent to run it as 

he did? This question is important to an understanding of Episcopal and Philippine history.13 

Brent himself represents a huge gap within the historiography; he exerted influence on U.S. 

presidents and colonial leaders, and was a major part of the American colonial enterprise in the 

Philippines, not to mention his later position as Chief Chaplain to the AEF, or his major role in 

the Ecumenical Movement. The second question this scholarship answers, by far the larger and 

more complex, is: how did religion fit into the colonial enterprise? Using Brent and his mission 

as an important example, I explore the nature of this relationship.  

My main argument is that Brent believed that the non-Christians in the Philippines 

needed to be saved from the vices of American civilization, and that every policy he enacted, 

every aspect of his mission, was dedicated to this self-assigned role within the colonial endeavor. 

The vices that accompanied civilization had already infected the Christian Filipinos to an extent, 

because of Spanish influence, but were just now arriving among the more isolated of the non-

Christian groups via the American occupation. In order to protect these non-Christians from 

American civilization—clearly an anti-imperialist goal—Brent advocated their conversion to 

                                                 
11

 U.S. Bureau of the Census, Census of the Philippine Islands: 1903, 4 Vols, (Washington D.C.: Government Printing 

Office, 1905), 2:48. 
12

 The YMCA enacted social programs among Americans as well, but did not proselytize or operate a regular 

mission. 
13

 The only existing work to look broadly at Episcopal mission history is a dated Church history, see Julia C. Emery, 

A Century of Endeavor, 1821-1921: A Record of the First Hundred Years of the Domestic and Foreign Missionary 

Society of the Protestant Episcopal Church in the United States of America (New York: The Department of Missions, 

1921). 
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Christianity. He did so because he believed that Christianity, if strictly adhered to, was the only 

thing that could save a person from the vices of civilization. Within the conversion process, 

Brent acted both to preserve their culture, and to replace it. In other words, Brent thought that in 

order to save non-Christians from civilization, he needed to play both the part of cultural 

imperialist, replacing certain practices that he deemed at odds with Christianity, and 

simultaneously the part of cultural sponsor, protecting certain practices that could be molded to 

fit Christian purpose. Seemingly contradictory, Brent's culturally imperialistic and culturally 

preservative policies were both backed by his interpretation of Christianity, which he saw as 

malleable in some respects, but rigid in others. Ultimately, Brent's narrative makes it clear that 

the role of religion in the colonial enterprise was dictated by the personal theology of the 

missionaries, such as Brent's belief that he should be a savior from civilization to the non-

Christian Filipinos. In fulfilling this self-assigned role, Brent sometimes aided, and other times 

redirected government policy.  

In support of this argument, this work explores American ideology and policy in the 

colonial Philippines, contrasting it with the theological justification of the average missionary for 

American and missionary presence in the islands (Chapter 1). It then evaluates Brent’s 

ideological and theological views in relation to mission work and the Philippines (Chapter 2). 

Finally, this study examines Brent’s policies, connects them to his worldview, and explores how 

they alternately led, diverged from, and cooperated with the American colonial policy (Chapter 

3). This detailed analysis illustrates the nature of both Brent’s mission, and the part played by 

missionaries in the American colonial Philippines. 

Throughout this work, reference is made to Filipinos. In the early part of the twentieth 

century, the "Filipino" was not a fully formed concept, and a sense of nationalism was only 
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found among a small, but quickly growing group. Most "Filipinos" at the time would have 

defined themselves not as Filipinos, but as Tagalogs, Ilocanos, Igorots, Visayans, Moros, or as 

one of the various other ethnic or religious groups. But, Americans at the time, while 

acknowledging the different groups, still referred to them as "Filipino" as often as not. This 

blanket designation was for the sake of convenience as much as it was a result of growing 

nationalism within the islands. Americans used other terms, such as Christian, non-Christian, 

heathen, Mohammedan, wild, and civilized to distinguish between different religious groups. In 

this work, reference to "Filipinos" also denotes all the various ethnic and religious groups in the 

archipelago as a whole. Specific ethnic or religious groups are referred to by their name, such as 

in the case of the Igorots, Moros, or Chinese. Terms such as Christian, non-Christian, animist, 

Moro, and Catholic are used to distinguish along religious lines. 

A few other terms I often use need defining as well. Ideology, as it is used herein, refers 

to a set of firmly held ideas, beliefs, or goals. Theology is simply to be understood in this context 

as religious ideology. Some of the theology discussed herein is synonymous with church 

doctrine, while some of it is personal theology, based on individual interpretation. Policies are 

also commonly discussed in this work. By policies, I mean official or semi-official strategies, 

guidelines, or laws. In my interpretation, policy is determined by the ideas, beliefs, or goals that 

make up a person's ideology.    

Confronting the Historiography on Missionaries 

The study of religion can be exceptionally problematic. Participants often hold religion 

too close to heart to be able to dispassionately analyze it, while those who are irreligious can 

often be overly critical. Historians, whether religious or irreligious, have previously exhibited 

these very biases. An historian strives to produce impartial analysis, but like anyone, is wont to 
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imprint to some degree his personal feelings on his work. The nature of religion amplifies the 

likeliness of this happening. This is especially true in the study of missionaries.  

Historians William Hutchison and Stephen Neill eloquently described how the 

paradoxical nature of the missionary has affected the historiography on the American foreign 

mission movement in the former’s Errand to the World: American Protestant Thought and 

Foreign Missions, and in the latter’s foreword to Gerald H. Anderson’s collection of essays, 

Studies in Philippine Church History, where they explained that missionaries have generally 

been avoided in the historiography. Hutchison argued that while hagiographical and devotional 

works abound, serious scholarship did not start to appear until the 1970s—and even then, there 

was very little.14 Neill agrees with him, stating that, “For a long period the secular historians 

solved all the problems of the encounter between East and West in the field of religion by the 

simplest of all methods—they totally ignored it.”15 According to Hutchison, “the reason for such 

neglect is plain enough: these overseas Americans [missionaries] and their best-known 

objectives have seemed more than a little embarrassing.”16 Going on to explain why missionaries 

could be embarrassing, Hutchison wrote: 

The problem has been that the missionaries’ stated purposes, while expressive of 
service and sacrifice, bespoke a supercilious and often demeaning attitude toward 
religions that the recipient peoples considered integral to their own cultures. The 
missionaries who embodied such complexities have seemed too admirable to be 
treated as villains, yet too obtrusive and self-righteous to be embraced as heroes. 
The most common reaction, therefore, has been simple avoidance.17 
 

Hutchison was correct is his assessment, and the historiography proves it. Little has been written 

on missionaries and the foreign mission movement, and much of what was written prior to about 

                                                 
14

 William R. Hutchison, Errand to the World: American Protestant Thought and Foreign Missions (Chicago: The 

University of Chicago Press, 1987), 2-3. 
15

 Stephe  Neill, Fo e o d,  i  Studies in Philippine Church History, ed. Gerald H. Anderson (Ithaca, NY: Cornell 

University Press, 1969), v.  
16

 Hutchison, Errand to the World, 2. 
17

 Hutchison, Errand to the World, 2. 
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1970 was either intentionally hagiographical—written by those of same or similar faith who 

sympathized with the virtuous self sacrifice of the missionary—or intentionally negative—

written by those who sought to critique the embarrassing attitude the missionary had toward 

indigenous cultures.  

Scholarship on missionaries is much more common than it was before 1970. But, the 

major strand within the broader historiography still shows the bias of those writing about 

missionaries. For every scholar writing about women in the mission field or the theology behind 

the foreign mission movement, there is a someone writing about “cultural imperialism.”18 In this 

branch of the historiography, the religious scholar still tends to be overly kind to missionaries, 

and those who approach from an irreligious standpoint either withhold critique out of a sort of 

respect for those who are religious, or are universally critical of all missionaries. In an effort to 

combat this trend, and to complicate an oversimplified history, this work attempts to balance 

critique with an understanding of intent. 

Cultural Imperialism 

Within the larger historiography on missionaries exists a debate between historians: 

whether Christian missionaries were agents of imperialism, going to push their culture on the 

benighted heathens of the world, or whether they just went to share their religion. This is 

                                                 
18

 Other than cultural imperialism, which is the particular strand of historiography that this work deals with, two 

other major strands have become increasingly important in recent years. Scholarship on women in the mission 

field abounds, major works include,  Barbara Reeves-Ellington, Kathryn Kish Sklar, and Connie A. Shemo, eds., 

Competing Kingdoms: Women, Mission, Nation, and the American Protestant Empire, 1812-1960 (Durham, NC: 

Duke University Press, 2010); Dana L. Robert, ed., Gospel Bearers, Gender Barriers: Missionary Women in the 

Twentieth Century (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 2002). Scholarship on the theology behind the foreign mission 

movement is also common, for examples see Joseph Conforti, "David Brainerd and the Nineteenth-Century 

Missionary Movement," Journal of the Early Republic 5, no. 3 (1985): 309-329; Joseph Conforti, Jonathan Edwards, 

Religious Tradition, and American Culture (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1995); David W. Kling, 

"The New Divinity and the Origins of the American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions," Church History 

72, no. 4 (2003): 791-819. For the missionary movement in general, see Joh  K. Fai a k, Assig e t fo  the 
s, American Historical Review 74, no. 3 (1969): 861-879; John K. Fairbank, ed., The Missionary Enterprise in 

China and America (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1974); Hutchison, Errand to the World. 
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sometimes termed the Christianize versus civilize debate, or the cultural imperialist narrative, 

and is often traced back to a remark made by President William McKinley. When speaking to a 

group of Methodist ministers in 1899, McKinley—by all accounts a true believer, and deeply 

religious—stated that he had “prayed to the Almighty God for light and guidance,” and it was 

revealed to him that it was the duty of the United States to “take them all, and to educate the 

Filipinos, and uplift and civilize and Christianize them and by God’s grace do the very best we 

could by them, as our fellow-men for whom Christ also died.”19 

The cultural imperialism narrative revolves around the idea that to “civilize” meant to 

Americanize. The argument then becomes a debate over whether Christianizing counts as 

Americanizing, or whether it can be isolated. If missionaries were agents of empire or cultural 

imperialists, then they made room for American commercial and political dominance by 

"civilizing," or in other words, Americanizing, foreign lands. Of course, the argument is that 

American missionaries did just that, by oppressively pushing aspects of American culture, such 

as Christianity, the “Western religion,” on Asian and African people. The assumptions 

underlying this theory are that Christianity was uniquely a part of American culture, that it was 

pushed on people with the threat of force, that missionaries saw it as part of their duty to 

Americanize a native culture, that Christianity was new to Asia and Africa, and that religion and 

culture were inseparable.  Whether Protestant missionaries went to civilize, to Christianize, or 

both of these, is a complex question.  

 In 1966, Stephen Neill, in his classic work, Colonialism and Christian Missions, wrote in 

favor of studying missions on a case by case basis, instead of condemning all missionaries as 

                                                 
19Ja es F. Rusli g, I te ie  ith P eside t M Ki le ,  Christian Advocate, 22 January 1903, 810. For the 

religiosity of McKinley see Gary Scott Smith, Religion in the Oval Office: The Religious lives of American Presidents 

(New York: Oxford University Press, 2015), 159-195. 
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cultural imperialists.20 While Neill sometimes went too easy on missionaries in his analysis, and 

did not see them as imperialistic, he did concede that an "imperialistic spirit" occasionally 

subverted their true intentions.21 Writing a decade later, Catherine Albanese argued that Neill's 

interpretation was naive, as it was based on the assumption that religion could be separated from 

culture.22 She was not alone in thinking that Neill was too kind to missionaries in his 

interpretation. William Hutchison, in his previously mentioned, classic monograph, Errand to 

the World, claimed that missionaries must be imperialists if "the possible instruments of 

imposition are not limited to guns and power politics—if the tools of the trade include, for 

example, ordinary persuasiveness backed by vastly superior resources."23 

Since Hutchison, historians have continued to argue along those lines.24 Two recent 

books to add to the debate are Ian Tyrrell’s Reforming the World: The Creation of America’s 

Moral Empire, and Emily Conroy-Krutz’s Christian Imperialism: Converting the World in the 

Early American Republic, published in 2010 and 2015 respectively. In Conroy-Krutz’s effort, 

she used the term “Christian imperialism,” rather than cultural imperialism, but essentially 

agreed in her history of the first forty or fifty years of the Protestant foreign mission movement 

that Christian missionaries traveled to foreign lands with the intention of Americanizing their 

inhabitants.25 Tyrrell also attempted to avoid the term cultural imperialism, stating that: 

Historians are beginning to reassess religion’s role in American life, and a key 
element in this reassessment must be the role of evangelical missionary and moral 

                                                 
20

Stephen Neill, Colonialism and Christian Missions (New York: McGraw-Hill Book Co., 1966), 412-417. 
21

Neill, Colonialism, 417. 
22

Catherine L. Albanese, "Response to Dr. Bowden," in American Missions in Bicentennial Perspective, ed. R. Pierce 

Beaver (Pasadena, CA: William Carey Library Publishers, 1977), 63. 
23

Hutchison, Errand to the World, 204. 
24

 Some more recent works on cultural imperialism i lude, R a  Du h, Be o d Cultu al I pe ialis : Cultu al 
Theo , Ch istia  Missio s, a d Glo al Mode it ,  History and Theory 41, no. 4 (2002): 301-325; Carol C. Chin, 

Be efi e t I pe ialists: A e i a  Wo e  Missio a ies i  Chi a at the Tu  of the T e tieth Ce tu ,  
Diplomatic History 27, no. 6 (2003): 327-352. 
25

 Emily Conroy-Krutz, Christian Imperialism: Converting the World in the Early American Republic (Ithaca, NY: 

Cornell University Press, 2015), 209. 
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reform institutions during the era of high European imperialism. ‘Cultural 
imperialism’ is, as we shall see, too blunt an instrument to fully comprehend these 
relationships, but connections with the power of colonialism and imperialism 
there certainly were.26 
 

Tyrrell—his own claim to the contrary—did end up arguing essentially in favor of the cultural 

imperialism model in the end, locating “the origins of American empire in the phenomenal 

growth of Protestant missionary groups and moral reformers in the 1880s and the 1890s.”27 That 

being said, I argue below that Tyrrell’s assertion that cultural imperialism is “too blunt an 

instrument to fully comprehend these relationships” is true of the relationship between religion—

specifically missionaries—and the colonial endeavor in the Philippines.  

A recent monograph that contradicts the arguments made by Tyrrell and Conroy-Krutz is 

Jay Riley Case’s An Unpredictable Gospel: American Evangelicals and World Christianity, 

1812-1920, published in 2012. Rather than arguing that no missionary has ever been a cultural 

imperialist, Case refocused the historical lens by looking at missionary converts, instead of the 

missionaries themselves. He argued that, “following the rhetorical lead of prominent nineteenth-

century Protestants who spoke of the march of Christian civilization, most scholarly works (not 

to mention textbooks and novels) have understood the missionary enterprise in terms of Western 

cultural imposition and non-Western resistance. Flatly stated, these works usually define 

missionaries as cultural imperialists.”28 Case continued by writing that, “the cultural imperialist 

narrative, however, has not yielded fruitful explanations for why non-Westerner resisters 
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embraced Christianity with such confounding enthusiasm that they now outnumber the Western 

imposers.”29 

Emphasizing the fact that Christianity has never in its 2,000 years of history been a 

purely Western religion; Case spoke to the forgotten agency of the populations of the global 

south, by writing “Christians in Africa, Asia, and Latin America have not blindly and passively 

followed leaders from Europe and North America, nor were they unwillingly coerced into 

joining institutions they would rather avoid, but eagerly shaped Christianity according to terms 

and issues from their own cultures.”30 Explaining this point, Case highlighted the lack of success 

missionaries had in their conversion efforts: 

In fact, if conversion was a form of cultural imperialism, it proved to be a 
remarkably ineffective form of imperialism, at least compared with all of the 
other political, economic, social, and cultural encroachments of the West in the 
nineteenth century. Conversion to Christianity may have been the easiest 
injunction from missionaries for non-Westerners to resist. Millions refused 
successfully.31 
 

While Case did not prove that no missionary was a cultural imperialist, he did prove that those 

that were working towards that goal were not very successful.  

 Case's narrative added to the conversation between historians, by looking at the converts 

rather than the missionaries. This work also seeks refocus the historical lens. But instead of 

shifting from a look at the actions of missionaries to the actions of converts, this work focuses on 

the motivation of missionaries. The reason for doing this is because Case's work, while valuable 

for its evaluation of converts, still tethers itself to the cultural imperialist narrative. He defines 

missionaries in terms of their addition to imperial projects.  Whether missionaries were cultural 

imperialists or not is moot. The term itself represents the problem with the historiography on 

                                                 
29

 Ibid. 
30

 Ibid. 
31

 Jay Riley Case, An Unpredictable Gospel, 7. 



14 

missionaries. It creates a simplified view, and a binary answer to the problem of missionaries. 

They either were cultural imperialists used by the colonial system, or they were not. Just as in the 

historiography before the 1970s they were either saints, or they were racist imperialists. But the 

issue is more complex than that.  

Whether religionists were used by colonial government, or whether they used it, is 

merely tangential to the larger question of how religion fit into the colonial enterprise in the 

Philippines. That being said, even if missionaries had their own agendas—and I argue here that 

they did—they were still part of the American presence in the islands. Therefore, a complete 

study of American colonialism would include an intelligent discussion of religion, and so far that 

has been lacking. Missionaries have always been presented in scholarship from a religious 

perspective, with a focus on how they accomplished their religious goals, or from a scholarly 

perspective, highlighting how they aided colonial government. Both present part of a complete 

picture of the missionary enterprise. This study explores that complete picture of the crucial role 

of missionaries and American religion in the colonial endeavor, using Charles Henry Brent, his 

motivations, and his mission as a case study. Doing so, it argues that Brent simultaneously 

played the parts of cultural imperialist and defender of Filipino culture.   

Historiography on Charles Brent and Missionaries in the Philippines: 

This work not only contends with the historiography on cultural imperialism, but also 

with the narrower historiographies on Brent and missionaries in the Philippines. But, rather than 

confronting these historiographies, as is being done with the cultural imperialist narrative, this 

work primarily looks to fill in the blanks within the historiography on Brent and Philippine 

missions. The earliest biography of Brent was written just after he died. Eleanor Slater’s Charles 

Henry Brent: Everybody’s Bishop was published in 1932. Both concise and broad in scope, the 
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work said little of Brent's time in the Philippines. The official biography, Alexander C. 

Zabriskie’s Bishop Brent: Crusader for Christian Unity, elaborated to a much greater extent, 

while still being rather broadly defined. Published in 1948, Zabriskie’s book was the last to be 

written on Brent.32 Zabriskie organized his work topically, and devoted very little attention to 

any particular subject. The only other things written specifically about Brent since that time were 

a few articles and a book, all by Frederick Ward Kates, who, like Brent, was also a member of 

the clergy. As a result, his works were either devotional—almost hagiographical—in nature, or 

were just compilations of some of Brent’s unpublished writings. 

 A couple of important works within the historiography have not necessarily centered on 

Brent, but they have involved him to a greater or lesser extent. The only major work on 

Protestantism and Protestant missionary work in the Philippines, Kenton J. Clymer's Protestant 

Missionaries in the Philippines, 1898-1916, covers Brent and his mission alongside those of 

other Protestant sects. A synthesis of Protestant missionary work in the Philippines written in 

1986, Clymer’s work explores all the different missionaries and churches that entered the islands 

during the colonial period. While this makes for an important work in comparative history, it 

also results in no one church getting deep coverage, and some analysis being lost along the way. 

Moreover, the work exists to some extent in a vacuum, as it hardly addresses the colonial 

situation in the islands, choosing to discuss only the missionaries and not on the rest of the 

American presence. Despite these weaknesses, Clymer’s history is the perfect jumping point for 

a more in-depth study of a specific sect and their mission to the Philippines.  
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This is especially true because Clymer attempted to gage the impact of the missionaries, 

and in so doing illustrated their importance in the long run, something which could be added to 

by a narrower history that looks at the impact missionaries had in the short term—which this 

work does.33 Clymer’s argument was essentially that the result of the missionary presence was an 

Americanizing or a tying to the United States of those whom they converted.34 This happened to 

the extent that even as late as the 1970s Protestant Filipinos maintained close relations with 

American churches.35 They believed strongly in a sort of providential history, which said that the 

U.S. had come to the Philippines and annexed it to save it from the wicked domination of the 

Roman Catholic Church.36 While this is a fascinating observation, it was arrived at after little 

more than a cursory glance at each mission in the Philippines.  

While a couple of works do exist that look at the missions in the Philippines individually, 

the only one to highlight the Episcopal mission is a recent work by Arun W. Jones, Christian 

Missions in the American Empire: Episcopalians in Northern Luzon, Philippines, 1902-1946. 

Jones’s work—the published version of his dissertation, which appeared in 2003—is excellent. It 

targets the Igorots, animists of Northern Luzon, and the supposedly contradictory efforts of Brent 

and his successors to both civilize them and translate the Christian message into their language.37 

The work is, without a doubt, one of few seminal works on the Igorots and their history.38 
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Tracing Igorot history from the pre-Spanish Era, Jones notices historical trends and outlines a 

rarely touched upon historical narrative. 

The major problem with Jones’s book is his decision to look only at Northern Luzon. His 

work seems to center on the Igorots and those who interacted with them, as if in a vacuum. 

While the motives of the Episcopal Church are established, Brent’s individual motives, and those 

of his fellow missionaries, are not fully explored. This is a glaring error, as the missionaries 

themselves had extraordinary leeway in how they chose to conduct the mission. The focus of 

Episcopalian proselytizing under Bishop Brent was the conversion of Americans in the islands, 

more for practical reasons than theological, as Brent thought that conversion would encourage 

them to be better examples of good Christians to the Filipinos. After that, the emphasis was on 

both the Igorots and the Moros. Brent also made an effort at the conversion of the large Chinese 

population in the archipelago. Making judgments and forming an argument based on a study of 

only a fourth of the Episcopalian mission very seriously distorts the picture. A more accurate 

representation of the Episcopalian mission would go right to the source of its policies and 

doctrines: Charles Henry Brent. Doing so, and looking at all four parts of his mission, would 

prove that his beliefs informed his policies, and would erase any confusion over supposedly 

contradictory methods. 

Conclusion:   

 This work handles the aforementioned historiography in two ways. First, it addresses the 

larger historiography on missions, by complicating the cultural imperialist argument. Rather than 

classifying Brent in terms of whether or not he was a cultural imperialist, this work illustrates the 

deficiencies inherent in that label. Brent was many-sided, he was an imperialist, he was a cultural 

imperialist; but at times, he was also an advocate for the non-Christian Filipinos. He worked 
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within the colonial system, and he also directed it at times. This work transfers attention to his 

motives, illustrating continuity and complexity, and proving that Brent—and any missionary 

really—cannot be confined to the cultural imperialist box. This research also confronts the 

historiography on missionary work within the Philippines. A much smaller historiography, it 

need not be contended, only added upon. This work does so, by fleshing out the historiography 

on missions to the Philippines. It is the first scholarship to fully explore the Episcopal mission in 

the islands. 
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CHAPTER 1 

 

THE CREATION OF AN AMERICAN COLONY 
 

Entering the Philippines, 1898-1902 

At the launch of the 20th century the United States was in a unique position. It had greatly 

expanded over the previous hundred years, engulfing the continent and becoming ever-more 

important on the world scene. From the Louisiana Purchase, made in 1803, to the Annexation of 

Hawaii in 1898, the United States had more than doubled in size since the opening of the last 

century. Coming out of the Civil War, Reconstruction, and the Indian Wars, the United States 

was left without an enemy. Across the pond, the colonial effort was still in full swing. The Great 

Powers—even minor powers for that matter—competed to colonialize lands in Asia and Africa. 

Were the United States to follow in the footsteps of Europe, it would have to break from tradition 

and search for potential colonies beyond the confines of the North American continent. 

 But would the United States do so? Now that the country stretched literally from sea to 

shining sea—and into the middle of the Pacific in the case of Hawaii—would they reach beyond 

those borders? The political environment in the United States suggested that it would. Feelings 

of racial superiority, such as those that aided in Europe’s imperialist endeavors, also existed in 

the United States. Just twenty years earlier the Chinese Exclusion Act had prohibited the entrance 

of Chinese immigrants into the country. Scientific racism pervaded the United States, explaining 

in pseudo-scientific terms the superiority of the “white race.”39  Nativist movements in the mid-
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nineteenth century and again in the 1890s and early 1900s were anti-Catholic, anti-Chinese, and 

generally anti-immigrant.40  

It was also a period of  economic expansion. Big business, as evidenced by the Populist 

opposition of the 1890s, had never been more successful. Overseas markets were alluring, and 

acquiring an economic empire was an endeavor supported by right-wing political leaders and 

conservative Americans. The philosophies of expansionists such as those of Alfred Thayer 

Mahan—a U.S. Navy captain who championed the “seapower” strategy, which called for a big 

navy, overseas expansion, and control of the seas, in order to maintain economic and military 

supremacy and obtain national greatness—were incredibly influential.41  Economic opportunity 

and feelings of racial supremacy had already led Americans to spread across the continent, 

despite the best efforts of native peoples to stop them. In the case of the Philippines, these same 

factors continued to act as catalysts for further expansion.  

The historiography points to a combination of economic, military, and ideological 

motives behind the decision to annex the Philippines.42 The growth of American big business in 

the late 19th century, and the conquering of the continent during that same period fueled 
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expansionist ideology.43 American corporate interests supported the creation of a big navy to 

protect the formation of an economic empire, and they created many allies to their cause simply 

by advocating for American prosperity and expansion.44 This was not a difficult chore, as the 

disappearance of the frontier produced a real, or perceived, need for new markets. The Open 

Door Policy—initiated by the notes sent by U.S. Secretary of State John Hay in 1899 to the 

major powers of Europe asking them to keep China open to fair trade—was one of the major 

economic factors that spurred the presidents and other American leaders of the Progressive Era 

to act imperialistically in the Philippines and elsewhere.45 Racial and religious bias supported the 

expansion as well, since Filipinos were not white or Protestant. Among the groups supportive of 

this expansionist policy were most Progressive era U.S. presidents, as well as the missionaries 

and religious leaders of the time. The decision to annex the Philippines was the subject of a 

heated, nationwide debate in the U.S., with expansionists, or imperialists, favoring the economic, 

military, and ideological reasons for annexation, and anti-imperialists favoring an isolationist 

approach.46 

Imperialists: 

After achieving "overwhelming victory" in a one-sided, three-month war against Spain in 

1898, only two battles of which took place in the Philippines, the United States found itself in a 
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difficult position.47 During the war, American officials contacted  in Hong Kong the exiled 

Filipino Revolutionary leader, Emilio Aguinaldo, who led an aborted uprising against Spain in 

1896. American officials assured the Filipino that the U.S. had no intention of making the 

Philippines a colony, which resulted in Aguilnaldo returing to the Philippines, raising an army, 

and supporting the war effort.48 But, after being left out of the peace arrangements in Paris, 

Aguinaldo set up the Malolos Republic, declaring the Philippines independent. Meanwhile, the 

U.S. paid Spain twenty million dollars for the Philippines.49 Before diplomacy could achieve a 

peaceful solution to this conflict of interests, the two nations were at war. The Philippine-

American War, which lasted from 1899-1902, was a disaster for the Filipinos.50 Aguinaldo's 

capture in 1901 was a major part of the Philippine defeat. But, even from the beginning, the 

Filipinos learned that they could not face the Americans on the battlefield. Superior training, 

weapons, and leadership guaranteed an American victory in regular warfare. So, starting in 

November of 1899, the Filipino strategy involved guerrilla tactics, with the hope that the U.S. 

would tire of fighting and Philippine victories would influence the upcoming election. The 1900 

election pitted William Jennings Bryan against William McKinley. The Filipinos knew that a 

                                                 
47

 Willia  M Ki le , O e hel i g Vi to ,  i  The American Experience: The History and Culture of the United 

States through Speeches, Letters, Essays, Articles, Poems, Songs, and Stories, eds. Erik Bruun and Jay Crosby (New 

York: Black Dog & Leventhal Publishers, 1999), 487. 
48

 Teodoro A. Agoncillo, Malolos: The Crisis of the Republic (Quezon City, Philippines: University of the Philippines, 

1960), 121-128, 133-134.  
49

 T eat  of Pea e of De e e  Te th Eightee  Hu d ed a d Ni et -Eight,  i  Ago illo, Malolos, 753-760, see 

especially 754. 
50

 The most reliable and thorough histories of the Philippine-American War have been written by Philippine 

scholars. The best of these is Agoncillo, Malolos. As for American scholarship, see Brian McAllister Linn, The 

Philippine War, 1899-1902 (Lawrence, KS: University Press of Kansas, 2000); John M. Gates, Schoolbooks and 

Krags: The United States Army in the Philippines, 1898-1902 (Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1973); William T. 

Sexton, Soldiers in the Sun: An Adventure in Imperialism (Harrisburg, PA: Military Service Publishing Company, 

1939); Leon Wolff, Little Brown Brother: How the United States Purchased and Pacified the Philippine Islands at the 

Ce tu y’s Tu  (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1961);  Stuart Creighton Miller, Be evole t Assi ilatio :  The 
American Conquest of the Philippines, 1899-1903 (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1982); Sidney lens, The 

Forging of the American Empire: From the Revolution to Vietnam, A History of American Imperialism (New York: 

Thomas Y. Crowell Company, 1971).   



23 

victory for Bryan, an anti-imperialist, could mean the end of the war. So Aguinaldo employed 

guerrilla tactics in hopes of influencing the American debate between imperialists, or 

expansionists, and anti-imperialists. 

Imperialists in the Political Realm. Imperialists, or expansionists, who were generally 

Republicans, argued either that the Philippines should be an American protectorate, or 

transferred to another imperial power, but agreed that Spain could not have them back. One 

opinion piece published on May 4, 1898, immediately after Commodore Dewey’s victory, 

illustrates the two primary arguments of the average imperialist. In “The Future of the 

Philippines,” the author argued that Great Britain would not exploit the islands, and that it would 

be the most benevolent imperial master.51 This was a key part of the imperialist position: Spain 

was exploitative, as were other imperial powers. If there were an exception to this rule, it was 

either Great Britain, or as imperialists would later decide, the United States. The author went on 

to conclude, “Since we can neither return the Philippines to Spain, keep them for ourselves, nor 

yet hand them over to their negroid aborigines and Malay inhabitants, we must dispose of them 

to some other power.”52 This opinion was common, and it highlights the primary American 

stance on the Philippines and the Filipinos: Americans thought Filipinos to be racially inferior, 

and not capable of self-rule.  

Historians have stressed several sources of this imperialist position of the late 19th and 

early 20th centuries, the most important of which was the aforementioned Captain Alfred Thayer 

Mahan. Advocating mercantilist imperialism, or imperialism for the sake of furthering trade and 

expanding to foreign markets, Mahan often clothed his arguments in the Christian and racially 

charged rhetoric that appealed to the average expansionist. In his The Influence of Sea Power 
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Upon History, 1660-1783, Mahan’s advocacy of imperialism was tied to his belief that the 

United States must maintain a big navy to protect its potential economic empire.53 Probably of 

equal or even greater influence than Mahan, the historian Frederick Jackson Turner employed a 

similar argument. He published “The Significance of the Frontier in American History,” and 

presented it before the American Historical Association, in 1893, just three years after Mahan 

published his seminal work. The “Frontier Thesis,” as his famous argument has come to be 

known, hypothesized about a relationship between representative government, expansion, and 

prosperity. As Turner put it, “For nearly three centuries the dominant fact in American life has 

been expansion,” and the “demands for a vigorous foreign policy, for an interoceanic canal, for a 

revival of our power upon the seas, and for the extension of American influence to outlying 

islands and adjoining countries, are indications that the movement will continue.”54  

The influence of economic factors on the acquisition of the Philippines, as expressed by 

Turner and Mahan, was immeasurable. As proof of the attractiveness and pervasiveness of this 

idea among the conservative leadership of the United States at the turn of the century stands an 

interview with President McKinley by Senator Henry Cabot Lodge. McKinley—who, in 1896, 

had been the first presidential candidate in American history to receive large financial support 

from big corporations—was interviewed by Lodge in May, 1898, just as the potential of a 

colonial Philippines came into view. As the interview was reported in the Boston Evening 

Transcript, McKinley reacted favorably to Senator Lodge, who said, among other things: 

the time has now come when this market is not enough for our teeming industries, and 
the great demand of the day is an outlet for our products. We cannot secure that outlet 
from other protective countries, for they are committed to the same policy of exclusion 
that we are, and so our only chance is to extend our American market by acquiring more 
trade territory. With our protective tariff wall around the Philippine Islands, its ten 
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million inhabitants, as they advance in civilization, would have to buy our goods, and we 
should have so much additional market for our home manufactures.55 
   

Lodge, McKinley, Theodore Roosevelt,  and other members of the conservative elite were 

strongly influenced by Turner and Mahan, and they called for a big Navy and for economic 

expansion.56 It also did not hurt that many of them had a good relationship with big business. 

But, the Philippine Islands were not an exceptionally attractive market for American goods. They 

did however represent a potential foothold in Asia, which would make it easier to exploit 

Chinese and other markets.  

 Annexation was also favored by a good portion of the American public—especially the 

portion of it that supported McKinley and his party—based on a racial and religious bias toward 

the Filipinos, and a surety that Spain or another cruel overlord would take over if the United 

States did not. Thus, while economic expansion was among the leading factors behind the 

imperialist position among elites, it alone could not justify annexation of the Philippines. In the 

end, McKinley’s rushed decision to demand from Spain the entirety of the Philippines was the 

result of his expansionist outlook and perception that it would provide access to foreign markets, 

the product of his religious and racial views and those of his constituents, and the result of the 

assumption that another power would take the islands if the Americans did not, and the United 

States was the most munificent of the powers.57  

Different interpretations of McKinley and his decisions regarding the Philippines 

highlight his intense piety, and his conviction that it was God's will that the United States be an 
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instrument for the betterment of the Filipinos.58 While the evidence does confirm McKinley's 

extreme religiosity, it also points to his business connections, his expansionist outlook, and his 

political savvy. In other words, this pious Christian, whose motivations included the religious 

improvement of the Filipinos, also wanted an Open Door for trade with China. Spreading 

Christianity would be viewed as a more altruistic reason for annexation than an economic or 

military objective.  For this reason, McKinley couched his decision in terms of “Christianizing,” 

“civilizing,” and fulfilling a “responsibility” to the Filipinos; he spoke of “territorial expansion” 

as being a concern secondary to the “moral obligations of our victory.”59  

McKinley was not alone in providing these justifications, as senators clamoring for 

expansion had already attempted to appeal to all facets of American society by combining the 

racial, religious, and economic reasons why the United States should annex the Philippines. An 

especially flowery example comes from a speech given by Senator Alfred J. Beveridge of 

Indiana in January, 1900. Beveridge spent most of the speech arguing in favor of keeping the 

Philippines, "which Providence and our soldiers’ lives have placed [with] us," for the sake of 

access to the untapped Chinese market.60 Looking for every possible reason why annexation 

might be the best option, Beveridge also made more outlandish claims about the commercial 

possibilities in the archipelago itself, implying that there was an abundance of gold, and 
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exaggerating the extent to which the islands could be exploited for their rich cash of resources, 

both in terms of minerals and cash crops.61  

The various economic reasons for keeping the Philippines, though most highlighted in 

Beveridge’s exhortation, were not alone. Describing the Filipinos, Beveridge said, “They are a 

barbarous race, modified by three centuries of contact with a decadent race. The Filipino is the 

South Sea Malay, put through a process of three hundred years of superstition in religion.”62 

Relying on these supposed traits, Beveridge concluded that Filipinos were “children,” and that 

“They are not capable of self-government. How could they be? They are not a self-governing 

race. They are Orientals, Malays, instructed by Spaniards in the latter’s worst estate.”63 

 Beveridge even went on to denounce the claim of some anti-imperialists that the 

Declaration of Independence ought to protect the Filipino: “The Declaration applies only to 

people capable of self-government. How dare any man prostitute this expression of the very elect 

of self-governing peoples to a race of Malay children of barbarism, schooled in Spanish methods 

and ideas?” Nearing the end of his speech, Beveridge gave the rest of his time to pointing out the 

opportunity for a naval base in the Philippines, and once more reiterating that the United States 

was the chosen land of a providential people that had been marked by God and made “trustees of 

the world’s progress, guardians of its righteous peace.”64 The speech concluded in typical 

fashion, with a quote from the Bible used to justify expansion.65  

 Imperialists in the Realm of Religion. Politicians were not alone in employing religious 

rhetoric to support the annexation of the Philippines. Clergy, especially those who would become 
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missionaries, supported expansion. By their logic, the Philippines needed the U.S. for religious 

reasons. Nearly ten percent of Filipinos were non-Christian, and the other ninety percent were 

something almost as terrifying to an American Protestant; they were Roman Catholic.66 Taking 

the gospel to the heathen was an essential part of American Protestantism at this time. The origin 

of this missionary spirit that pervaded Protestant churches across the United States during Brent's 

era can be found in the First and Second Great Awakenings. Jonathan Edwards and Samuel 

Hopkins fathered the Protestant Missionary Movement in the U.S. through their creation of 

Edwardsean theology, as revivalists operating during the First Great Awakening, in the middle of 

the 18th century.67 Edwardsean theology argued that the revivalism of the First Great Awakening 

represented the dawn of the millennium. Unlike previous interpretations, which argued that the 

millennium would come via means that were very Old Testament, inclusive of fire and 

brimstone, Edwardseanism stated that the outpouring of God's spirit, evidenced by increased 

Christian teaching, preaching, and proselytizing, would bring forth the Second Coming.68 

Christians who took part in preaching and proselytizing actually preformed a divinely appointed 

role in ushering in the Second Coming of Christ.69 Their part was essential in preparing the 

world for its redeemer.      
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 Edwardsean Millennialism operated as the theological reasoning behind the foreign 

mission movement.70 Providence had divinely appointed American Protestants to further the 

Kingdom of God and usher in his Second Coming by taking American religion abroad. 

Evangelical reformers divided the world into Christians and heathens, and they determined that 

the gospel must be preached unto the benighted heathen for the furtherance of God's Kingdom. 

Inherent in this doctrine were the contradictory ideas of spiritual equality—the theory that all 

could be partakers of salvation—and a belief in American superiority. This argument found 

Biblical support in Matthew 28:19-20. Wherein there is reference to the Great Commission to 

"teach all nations," which missionaries believed was as relevant in their day as it had been for 

Christ's disciples in the 1st century.71 

During the course of the 19th century, this theological viewpoint led missionaries across 

the North American continent, and to British colonies around the globe. It was the theological 

justification for missionary work among Native Americans. It also took them to American areas 

of influence in South America, and Liberia. In 1898, with the continent religiously conquered, it 

led missionaries and Protestant clergymen to support the Spanish-American War. Missionaries 

also supported the Philippine-American War a year later.72 They took an expansionist view, 

lobbying for the acquisition of the Philippines.73 Spain kept Protestantism out of the Philippines, 

so the success of the United States in both wars allowed for the first Protestant missionaries to 

make it to the Philippines in 1898. Many sects still held to the millennial mission to usher in the 
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imminent Second Coming of Christ.74 Missionaries from these churches looked to follow the 

Great Commission to preach unto all nations, and they considered it their duty to save the 

heathen.  

But, when the U.S. arrived in the Philippines, the country consisted of over six million 

Roman Catholics, and only contained about 300,000 Moros and about 200,000 animists. How 

could an American presence in the Philippines be justified if the islands were mostly Roman 

Catholic?  How could missionaries rationalize an imperialist outlook if the Philippines was 

already filled with Christians? In two ways: by combining racial and religious arguments and 

focusing on the pagans and the Moros in their rhetoric, or—far more often—by acknowledging 

the Roman Catholics, but using racial and anti-Catholic arguments to justify the necessity of 

converting them to Protestantism. The following analysis covers both of these rhetorical 

alleyways, but for different reasons. The first, because Brent worked among the pagans and 

Moros, and it is important to establish the ideological difference between him and the other 

missionaries in order to further flesh out his thoughts. The second, because most Protestant 

missionaries evangelized the Roman Catholics in the Philippines, and it is essential to understand 

their justification for doing so. Most missionaries studied the pagans and Moros, but they 

concluded that it was not worth their time to do much work among them. Brent and his 

Episcopalians were the exception to this rule. On the other hand, Brent chose not to preach to the 

Roman Catholics, while the other missionaries focused much of their work on the Catholic 

Filipinos.  

Missionary Rhetoric Referring to the Moros, the Igorots, and the Chinese. Protestant 

missionaries commonly associated the non-Christian Filipinos with Native Americans. This is 
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unsurprising, considering that the American military presence in the islands often drew the same 

connection.75 Both were informed as to how to deal with non-Christians based on their previous 

experience with Native Americans. One missionary described Aguinaldo's decision to declare 

Philippine independence by saying, "No baser case of ingratitude and bad faith was even seen in 

all our long Indian wars in the West."76 He also noted the tribal nature of both societies, saying 

"The Malay race has produced less political results than the North American Indian. The latter 

did organize and maintain intertribal combinations."77 Comments such as these were common 

among missionary tracts aimed at Americans, this was how missionaries described Filipinos to 

their audiences back home, people who knew of Native Americans, but had never seen a 

Filipino. Even in works where explicit comparisons such as these were infrequent, the 

similarities that missionaries saw can be seen clearly in the language they used and the way they 

treated non-Christian Filipinos. 

Even when not directly comparing them to Native Americans, missionaries saw racial 

and religious difference in non-Christian Filipinos. They eventually determined that some non-

Christians in the Philippines, such as the Moros, were beyond conversion. That did not mean that 

the United States should not have a presence in the Philippines, only that it would have to deal 

with the Moros and other groups in a different sort of way. One example of this belief appears in 

an especially crude article written by Henry Otis Dwight. A veteran who served under General 

Grant in the Civil War, Dwight was a longtime writer and missionary in Constantinople. 

Believing his time there had given him special insight into the mind of the “Mohammedan,” 

Dwight argued that the Moros, like all people of their faith, “cannot avoid regarding others from 
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a religious standpoint; and they cannot set aside permanently the fact that God has commanded 

them to subjugate or exterminate all who refuse to believe in Mohammed.”78 He continued on to 

say, quite ironically given that he was writing during the American conquest of the Philippines, 

that “Not only does ‘peace’ mean something different to the Mussulman from what it means to 

the other party to a reconciliation…but such words as ‘honesty,’ ‘kindness,’ ‘pity,’ and ‘piety,’ 

do not, in the mind of the Mohammedan, have the sense which the Christian gives them.”79 

Throughout the article, Dwight spoke of the Moros as “wild tribes,” eventually mixing 

racial and religious arguments, calling Moros “ignorant and imperfect Mohammedans” and 

implying that their race made them somehow less than others of the same religion.80 Because 

they were supposedly not the racial equal of the Muslims he had attempted to convert in the 

Middle East, Dwight pointed to control, rather than conversion to Christianity, as the solution to 

dealing with the Moros.81 The United States, he argued, must control the Moro—through 

incredibly harsh and bloodthirsty means if necessary—and keep him from harming his neighbor, 

since “the ordinary Muslim, and especially so ignorant an ordinary Muslim as the Moro 

tribesman, really believes that the non-Muslim world thirsts for his blood; knowing neither 

righteousness, justice, nor mercy.”82 Dwight’s opinion on the Moro was not uncommon, and no 

missionary work was attempted among them until Brent started work in 1912, during the last part 

of General John J. Pershing’s tenure as Military Governor of the Moro Province. 

The Moros were not the only target of such oratorical abuse, the animists of Northern 

Luzon, including Brent’s Igorots, were also subjected to racist and religious prejudice. While the 

Igorot was unknown to the average American at the time, missionaries traveled throughout the 
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new American colony, and made it their business to learn of different ethnic groups in order to 

decide which represented the best opportunity for conversion efforts. After all, they left the U.S. 

with the promise that they would convert the heathen. Despite this, little work was ever done 

among the Igorots, probably because the prevailing opinion of them was so negative. Methodist 

bishop and missionary, Frank W. Warne, compared the Igorots to “quadrupeds.”83 While another 

leading Methodist who served in the Philippines, Homer C. Stuntz, wrote that the Igorots were 

“stolid, filthy, industrious savages.”84 Among other denominations, similar opinions could be 

found.85 The Igorots garnered compliments only in reference to their physique or their 

industriousness. While missionaries considered them above the Negrito—the original inhabitant 

of the archipelago, very dark-skinned and often under five feet tall—they were considered 

inferior to just about every other ethnic group in the islands. While some missionary work was 

done among them by other denominations, it was on a very small scale; Brent’s work was the 

only major effort to Christianize the Igorots.  

The Philippines was also home to a large Chinese population. People of Chinese origin 

traded with the Filipinos and migrated to the islands for hundreds of years. American 

missionaries recognized the Chinese as a distinct group, and often expressed the opinion that the 

Chinese were racially or culturally superior to the Filipinos. Stuntz again gives a good example 

of this in his book, The Philippines and the Far East, where he wrote, “the Chinese have been 

the chief instructors of the Filipinos in those practical matters of agriculture and trade which to-

day form the basis of the prosperity of the Archipelago.”86 Perhaps the reason that the Chinese in 

the Philippines were so well thought of was religious. Different estimates vary, but potentially 
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around half of the Chinese population was Christian, or at least nominally Christian—the 

Spanish had required Chinese immigrants to convert before doing any business transactions or 

get married to a Filipino.87 But not all things said about the Chinese were positive. Many 

missionaries decried their moral state, claiming that they were incessant gamblers.88 They were 

also blamed for the entry of opium into the Philippines. In the end, Brent was again the major 

source of missionary work among them. 

Missionary Rhetoric Referring to the Roman Catholic Filipinos. Missionaries favored 

the Christian Filipinos, especially those with some Spanish or Chinese blood. As a result, it was 

among them that missionaries did the majority of their work. Considered racially and religiously 

the superior of the non-Christians in the islands, missionaries described Roman Catholic 

Filipinos commonly in this way: “Mestizos, or half-breeds; these are again divided into ‘Spanish 

Mestizos,’ largely the children of unmarried priests, and ‘Chinese Mestizos,’ the children of the 

Chinese who have married Filipino women.  Both of these classes are gifted with stronger bodies 

and greater intellectual powers than the pure native.”89 Most often, missionaries referred to this 

group in a religious context, citing Catholicism as the reason they were greater than their fellow 

Filipinos. This should not surprise the reader, as it mimics the opinion of the American people at 

large, and that of the U.S. government, as evidenced by the 1903 Philippine Census, where 

Christians Filipinos were described as “civilized tribes,” while the non-Christians were labeled 

as “wild tribes.”90 According to the U.S. government, a Filipino’s religious beliefs determined 

whether or not he was “civilized.”  
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But, while it was good to be Christian, the Roman Catholic brand of Christianity only got 

a person so far. It made them above the heathens and the “Mohammedans,” but certainly did not 

put them on par with Protestants. After all, missionaries of many different denominations were 

called to the Philippines, and if they could only preach to non-Christians, they would be 

restricted to less than ten percent of the population of the archipelago. While missionary opinions 

on Moros and Igorots varied but slightly, a wider range of attitudes existed toward Catholic 

Filipinos. Missionaries variously praised or condemned—or both—the work of the Catholic 

Church in the Philippines, and the Filipino Catholics themselves. This should be unsurprising, 

considering the American view of Catholicism at the time. Anti-Catholic sentiment pervaded the 

United States, a predominantly Protestant nation. Americans connected Catholicism with 

Europe, especially Spain, and with immigrants.91 On one end, the Seventh-day Adventists saw 

no value in the Catholic Church, and considered the Catholic Filipinos to be as heathen as the 

Igorots or the Moros. J. Lamar McElhany, one of the first Adventists in the Philippines, wrote in 

the official publication of the church, Advent Review and Sabbath Herald, that: 

A “Roman Catholic Good Friday procession" was fully an hour in passing the building 
where we were staying. A vast crowd witnessed the procession, while thousands were in 
line marching, each one carrying a lighted candle. Image after image, gaudy with 
decorations and some decked with priceless jewels, were carried in the procession. Bands 
of music, singers, and surpliced priests, and the American archbishop in his purple robes, 
all combined to make up a scene long to be remembered. It would be impossible for one 
to imagine such a scene without seeing it. To the Filipino, this is religion. Naturally 
excitable and emotional, his senses are wrought upon as he sees and hears. He is carried 
away and mystified. The mystery of iniquity, Rome, makes ample provision for keeping 
him in that condition. As for touching his life and making a better man of him, restoring 
the moral image of God in his soul, there is nothing of the kind done. He turns away, 
after bowing to the image of the virgin, with its potential charm, to break every 
commandment of the decalogue.92 
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The solution to this problem, as far as McElhany was concerned, was “This [the Adventist] 

message is the only deliverance for any people from all the deceptions of the papacy. May God 

help us in giving the message to these millions in the Philippine Islands”93 

The Baptist view of Catholicism was a little kinder. The American Baptist Missionary 

Union published and authored a pamphlet in 1906 by drawing directly from the reports of the 

church’s missionaries in the Philippines.94 Within the official publication, the statement on the 

social condition in the Philippines touched on the benefit that Catholicism had brought to the 

Filipino, while still arguing that it was not enough; it read, “The rude form of religion brought by 

the Spanish friars has been civilizing and uplifting in a certain degree to the race as a whole, but 

it has merely started a development which true Christianity must needs proceed with and 

perfect.”95 While the Spanish friars had certainly uplifted the Filipinos, the true Christianity, that 

is, Baptist Christianity, needed to improve upon what had been done. The pamphlet concluded 

that only a foundation of Christianity had been laid.96 

Some missionaries at least had a positive opinion of the intentions of the Catholic 

Church. The ideology of Methodist missionaries is again instructive. In an article published in 

1905 in the Christian Advocate, it reads “there is no reason for believing that many of those early 

Romanist fathers were not as sincere and devoted as any who ever went out in the name of the 

Master. They certainly were so.”97 The author found fault not in the intent, but in the execution 

of Catholic missionary work. He explained that Catholicism, simply put, had inferior doctrine. It 
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was a “man-made religion” which had “brought there no Bible, no correct conception of God, no 

present Saviour, no personal experience of righteousness.”98 “In the stead of a vital religion they 

[the Catholics] gave empty rites and ceremonies, ofttimes borrowed outright from the heathen 

customs they undertook to supplant.”99 The aforementioned Frank Warne concluded that though 

Catholicism represented the lowest form of Christianity, it was still superior to non-Christian 

religions.100 

In heading to a nation that was majority Christian, American missionaries supporting 

annexation and going to the Philippines needed a justification. Why were they there? Why did 

they support American imperialism in a majority Christian nation? The Great Commission, and 

the Edwardsean ideology of the imminent Second Coming certainly motivated some of them to 

proselytize the so-called heathens. But, their disdain for animistic religion and for Islam was but 

a small part of their rhetoric. Two more important factors existed in the case of the Philippines. 

One was the pervasive racial ideology in the United States that the Filipino was not the racial 

equal of the American. The second was the religious reasoning, which argued that Catholicism 

was not the equal of Protestantism. Most Protestant sects—all in fact, except the Episcopalians—

chose to do missionary work among these Roman Catholic Filipinos.101 It is worth noting that to 

these missionaries, to be American was to be Protestant; converting Roman Catholics was 

Americanizing them, it was culturally imperialistic. Most of the missionary work that went on 

did not happen among the Moros, the Igorots, the Chinese, or other non-Christian groups. While 

their villages were explored and racially and religiously motivated rhetoric about them was used 
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to justify American and missionary presence in the islands, American missionaries had limited 

contact with non-Christians, Episcopalians being one of the few exceptions. 

Brent, Both Imperialist, and Critic of Imperialism. The Episcopal Church was 

different. Brent’s call to the Philippines was made by a nearly unanimous vote in the House of 

Bishops in San Francisco, something unheard of prior to his election.102 But, while supportive of 

his calling, many Episcopalians disagreed as to why Protestantism ought to be taught to the 

Filipinos. Many thought that proselytizing Catholics should be central to the Episcopal mission, 

just as it was the focus of the others. Brent disagreed. He insisted that American civilization 

brought with it certain vices, and introduced them into the Philippines. Catholic Filipinos had 

Christianity to guard against these vices, non-Christians did not, and therefore needed Brent. 

This idea that American civilization transplanted vice into the Philippines was a serious critique 

of American imperialism, one that other missionaries rarely expressed. As a result of this unique 

theology, Brent chose to make non-Christians and Americans, rather than Catholics, the targets 

of his missionary enterprise.  

As with other denominations, the Episcopal Church supported the war in the Philippines. 

That being said, Brent reacted to the Philippine-American War with disgust. He told Bishop 

Arthur Hall, an old friend and frequent correspondent, “I feel as though in the War we in our 

strapping manhood had struck a decrepit old woman, - it is about as bad as that.”103 But, once the 

United States came into possession of the Philippines, Brent’s opinion on what should be done 

was based on two ideologies: the essential nature of unity and the primacy of taking 

responsibility for what was under one’s care. As an ecumenist, Brent held unity in high regard. 

He thought that a united effort by all Christian denominations to Christianize the heathens of the 
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Philippines, without any infighting or backbiting, was necessary. But, missionaries ought only to 

proselytize non-Christians, and solely because they would need Christianity to withstand the 

vices that were arriving in the Philippines via the American occupation. But, while critiquing the 

nature of American imperialism, Brent remained supportive of the endeavor. As an imperialist, 

Brent ascribed to his own notion of the "white man's burden," believing that now that the United 

States had taken the Philippines, Americans had a responsibility to the Filipinos. While Brent’s 

opinion before arriving in the Philippines is for the most part lost to history, after becoming 

invested in the future of the islands and his own work there, Brent began spiritedly defending the 

American occupation of the archipelago. Noting that jealousies and hatreds still ran strong, that 

the country remained tribal, and that it was not a cohesive nation, Brent argued vehemently 

against granting the Filipinos immediate independence.104 This strange conglomeration of both 

critique and support of American imperialism was possible only because Brent viewed the 

operation from a religious, and specifically an ecumenical point of view. 

 American Catholics: Nationalists and Imperialists. One might assume that American 

Catholic missionaries stood out as Brent did, that they opposed the Spanish-American War and 

the Philippine War, and that they were anti-imperialists. This was not the case. While today, no 

scholarship explores this topic, it was considered particularly newsworthy at the time. The New 

York Times and Los Angeles Times alone ran well over a hundred articles between 1898 and 

1900 discussing American Catholic opinion of the wars, the opinion of Pope Leo XIII, and the 

opinion of multiple Catholic clergymen. Upon survey of Catholic views represented in both 

newspapers, the various sentiments indicated within include the contention that Spanish friars 

were successful in civilizing the Filipinos, the wish that American troops would not desecrate 
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Roman Catholic churches, the request to be more included in the new American presence in the 

islands, and the desire to achieve peace and an American victory.105  

Pope Leo XIII sent a letter to McKinley asking for the preservation of the Catholic 

churches in the Philippines, but he made no effort to support Catholic Spain during the Spanish-

American War.106 It is possible, as one commentator has speculated, that this was because the 

Vatican was ashamed of the misdeeds of Spanish friars in the Philippines.107 Whatever the 

reason, it seems Leo's only adjustment from the Spanish to the American era was to replace 

bishops and archbishops from Spain with eager new clergymen from the U.S.108 For more 

obvious diplomatic reasons, the Pope also supported the United States in the Philippine-

American War, standing firmly against the Filipino "insurgents."109 Like the Pope, many 

American Catholics did not support Spain or the Filipinos. They held the same nationalistic, 

imperialist view of the Philippines, the Filipinos, and the wars as American Protestants, the only 

differences being their defense of Catholic friars, and their contention that a Protestant 

missionary presence would not be welcomed in the Philippines.110 They made no justification for 

Spain or the Filipinos, only a defense of the Church.  
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Essentially, many American Catholics, like their Protestant counterparts, rallied around 

the flag in response to the imperialist effort in the Philippines. One New York Times columnist, 

clearly a Protestant, surmised in 1900 that the reason that "there was not a word of protest from 

this great body of Americans," despite Spain being recognized as a "Catholic power," was 

because the "Catholics of America then recognized, as they still recognize, that it is not against 

the religion of Spain, but against the cruelty and tyranny of her rulers and officials war was 

made."111 Much evidence exists to support this hypothesis, including the comments of many 

Catholic clergymen, most of whom spoke of  a "loyalty to their Church as well as to the flag of 

the United States."112  It also bears noting that some Catholics saw the addition of the Philippines 

and other territories as an opportunity to bolster their numbers, and increase the overall size of 

American Catholicism.113 After all, while their numbers would grow exponentially in the coming 

years, with immigration from Southern and Eastern Europe, the Catholic population in 1900 was 

still comparatively small, and not exceptionally powerful. 

Anti-Imperialists: 

While imperialists included a wide variety of Americans, from business magnates such as 

J. P. Morgan, to missionaries, to lawyers and judges, such as Taft, to anyone Protestant or 

Catholic who might benefit from the commercial or military success of the U.S., anti-imperialists 

represented a smaller fraction of the American people. Included among their ranks were farmers, 

immigrants, African Americans, and some white middle class professionals—who provided most 

of the leadership for the group.  Usually aligning with the Democratic Party, anti-imperialists 

were idealist intellectuals, minority groups that had been the victim of racist treatment, or else 

                                                 
111

 "Religion and the Philippines," New York Times, November 25, 1900. 
112

 "Bishop M'Faul Replies to Archbishop Ireland," New York Times, August 6, 1902. 
113

 "Religious News and Views: Protestant Mission Boards Irritated by a Statement Credited to Archbishop Ireland," 

New York Times, August 27, 1898. 



42 

those who were negatively affected by big business, including the Populists of the 1890s. 

William Jennings Bryan, leader of the Democratic Party and thrice its presidential nominee, was 

perhaps the most influential of anti-imperialists. Bryan ran against—and lost to—McKinley in 

the 1896 and 1900 elections, on free silver and anti-imperialism platforms.   

Racism undergirded the position of some anti-imperialists, just as it did that of many 

imperialists. Congressman John S. Williams, a Democrat from Mississippi,  illustrated this in an 

anti-imperialist speech given before the House of Representatives in December, 1898, when the 

Treaty of Paris had not yet been ratified. Williams said “In the case of Cuba, if Cuba should be 

willing in the future to throw in her lot with us, the case would be different. Sixty-six per cent of 

Cuba’s population was Caucasian, a fact not generally known. Her people could easily be 

assimilated.”114 Continuing to argue for racial reasons against annexation, Williams went on to 

say that if the islands were annexed, citizenship would, ipso facto, be given the Filipinos, 

insinuating the abhorrence of such a result.115 He even went as far as arguing that “There must be 

white supremacy.”116 

Williams was not alone in this thinking, especially among white Southerners. The Civil 

War was not long gone, and many feared that taking on the Philippines would be adding to the 

race problem that already existed in the United States; they associated Filipinos with African 

Americans. One example of this attitude can be found in an article written by none other than 

Verena Davis, wife of the former president of the Confederacy, Jefferson Davis. In a piece titled, 

“The White Man’s Problem,” published in a Boston periodical called The Arena, Davis called 
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herself both “anti-imperialist” and “anti-expansionist.”117 She conflated the situation in the 

Philippines with that in the American South, stating, “I cannot see why we should add several 

millions of negroes to our population when we already have eight millions of negroes in the 

United States. The problem of how best to govern these and promote their welfare we have not 

yet solved.”118  

Davis’s account was dripping with racist hatred and contempt for those with a darker skin 

tone than her own; she believed that if the Philippines were annexed, “when the revolt in the 

Philippines shall have been suppressed, we will have on our hands a very large population of 

negroes, or half-breeds, who are more ignorant and more degraded than those in our Southern 

States.”119 In the end, Davis did concede to “only one solution to the problem,” which was to 

“give the Filipinos the right to govern themselves under certain restrictions, commercial and 

otherwise.”120 While this response certainly was positive in that it was anti-imperialist, it also 

insidiously seems to match the Southern answer to the freedom of former slaves after the Civil 

War, who were also allowed to govern themselves, but with certain restrictions. 

Granted, Davis and Williams were from the Deep South, a place not then known for its 

progressive thoughts on race. But, Williams was cheered on by his fellow Democrats, regardless 

of where they were from, and The Arena published Davis’s words in Boston.121 Not only were 

anti-imperialists just as racist in their outlook, not all of them even opposed imperialism. 

Williams seemed somewhat ambivalent, reportedly arguing that “if we did not want to give the 

islands their independence or let them fall under the sway of another country, we could sell them 
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as a war indemnity to England. The islands would get freedom of religion and freedom of trade 

and we would get rid of a naval, military, political, racial, and social problem.”122 

Williams was in the minority though, as an elite and as one who did not promote self-

government for the Filipinos. Many anti-imperialists did truly desire independence for the 

Philippines. In fact, many were much less despicably hateful than Davis or Williams; though 

they were still racist. Founded by Charles Sprague Smith in New York City in 1897, the People’s 

Institute favored granting the Filipinos their independence. The Institute was populated primarily 

by working class immigrants. Smith would teach the group about the theory and practice of 

government. In December, 1898 they held a series of meetings discussing the Philippine 

question, the last of which was held on the 23rd.123 In this meeting the group voted in favor of 

granting independence to the Philippines, with a vote of 682-112.124 Another similar 

establishment, the Anti-Imperialist League of Boston, also held strongly against the annexation 

of the archipelago. The group claimed a membership of 30,000 all across the country, including 

prominent individuals such as Andrew Carnegie, Jane Addams, Mark Twain, William James, 

and former U.S. President Grover Cleveland.125 Those who formed the League in 1898, 

specifically in response to the Philippine problem, did so on the basis that—according to their 

established platform—it was “hostile to liberty,” and that it violated the most fundamental of 

American principles, that “all men, of whatever race or color, are entitled to life, liberty, and the 

pursuit of happiness,” and that “governments derive their just powers from the consent of the 
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governed.”126 While this may seem admirable, and to an extent it was, they did not claim that all 

men were created equal, only that all men had a right to govern themselves. These men still 

believed that some races were superior to others. Illustrative of this is a letter written by one of 

their leaders. 

William James, a nationally known psychologist and philosopher, was at one time vice 

president of the League, and wrote a letter in response to a speech by President McKinley that 

well expresses the ideology of the anti-imperialists in the group.127 Arguing in March of 1899—

just a month after the start of the Philippine-American War—against the McKinley 

administration, James described its Philippine policy as “piracy,” before holding up Aguinaldo 

and his followers as great nationalistic leaders, heroes forming “an ideal popular movement.”128 

Describing in detail this policy of piracy, James denounced McKinley for failing to be 

forthcoming with Aguinaldo and the Filipinos about American intentions, by saying: 

We were not to “recognize” him [Aguinaldo], we were to deny him all account of our 
intentions; and in general to refuse any account of our intentions to anybody; except to 
declare in abstract terms their “benevolence,” until the inhabitants, without a pledge of 
any sort from us, should turn over their country into our hands. Our President’s bouffe-
proclamation was the only thing vouchsafed: “We are here for your own good; therefore 
unconditionally surrender to our tender mercies, or we’ll blow you into kingdom come.” 
But that small concern, Aguinaldo, apparently not having the proper American business 
education, and being uninstructed on the irresistible character of our Republican party 
combine, neither offered to sell out nor to give up.129  
 

Continuing his letter, pen almost literally dripping with sarcasm, James wrote “We are to 

be the missionaries of civilization, and to bear the white man’s burden, painful as it often is. We 

must sow our ideals, plant our order, impose our God…Could there be a more damning 
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indictment of that whole blasted idol termed ‘modern civilization’ than this amounts to?” But, 

lest we mistake James for a saint, whose only concern was the welfare of the Filipinos, it must be 

added that at the end of his letter he did propose an alternate solution. He believed that a 

“protectorate” would be advisable, while the Filipinos lived in what he implied would be 

“anarchy,” until they “learn from each other, not from us, how to govern themselves.”130 All in 

all, the letter was more of an indictment of the policy of his political opponents, than it was a 

defense of the Filipinos. This attitude was typical. In a mass meeting held by the League on May 

24, 1900 several speakers spoke out against imperialism, or more exactly, against the Republican 

administration of President McKinley.131 

By this time, the debate had truly become politicized and the speakers chose to attack 

President McKinley, his party, and his administration.132 Ernest H. Crosby, who presided over 

the meeting, argued in his opening comments that, “If [George] Washington were alive to-day, I 

think that he would feel more at home with Aguinaldo than in our army.”133 Another speaker, 

longtime Republican and anti-imperialist Carl Schurz, also denounced the administration and its 

deception, arguing in regard to the Filipinos who fought in the Spanish-American War that “We 

permitted them to believe that in fighting on the same side with us they were fighting for their 

own independence. We permitted them to believe this until we had troops enough on the field to 

make us masters of the situation.”134 Leagues and associations were not the only place such 

sentiments could be found. The very same periodical that published Verena Davis’s scathing 
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critique also published more mellow pieces. In fact,  The Arena published many anti-imperialist 

articles by Americans from all across the country.135 

Anti-imperialists wanted to give the Philippines to a European power or leave them to the 

Filipinos. Enemies of big business, anti-imperialists rallied against expansion. Many of them 

believed annexation of the Philippines would further add to the race problem in the United 

States. They gathered in associations, published in periodicals, and their position became a 

prominent part of William Jennings Bryan's platform in the election of 1900. While their 

movement was widespread, the anti-imperialists could not compete with the promises of 

expansionists. Bryan lost the election by a significant margin. The triumph of McKinley and the 

imperialists in the 1900 election nailed the coffin shut on the dying movement for Philippine 

independence, while also tempering the American anti-imperialist movement in one swift blow.  

The Schurman Commission (1899-1900): 

On January 16, 1899, a week before Aguinaldo declared his Malolos government and a 

few weeks before the start of the Philippine-American War, President Jacob Gould Schurman of 

Cornell University met with President McKinley at the White House.136 There the president 

asked Schurman to lead a commission of five men, one of which would be Rear Admiral Dewey, 

to investigate the “commercial and social problems of the Philippines.”137 The commission spent 

from March, 1899 to March, 1900 in the islands, scrutinizing them during the Philippine-

American War. President McKinley supposedly did not create the commission either to “commit 

the United States Government to recognition of the independence of the natives, nor is it to 

frame a scheme of government for the islands, as was the case with the Hawaiian 
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Commission.”138 Ironically, it seems likely that whatever the declared purpose of the Schurman 

Commission, the real reason for its investigation—as evidenced by their report and its 

conclusions—was to determine the best option between imperialism and independence, and in 

the case of the former, set up just such a scheme for government as had been formed by the 

Hawaiian Commission.139  

The preliminary report of the Schurman Commission to McKinley outlined the same 

conclusions they would later expound upon in the full report, a tome of over 700 pages. In that 

preliminary report, written in November, 1899, the commission commented on the “diversity of 

their languages…, and the multifarious phases of civilization—ranging all the way from the 

highest to the lowest—exhibited by the natives” and concluded that: 

The Filipinos are not a nation, but a variegated assemblage of different tribes and 
peoples, and their loyalty is still of the tribal type. Their lack of education and political 
experience, combined with their racial and linguistic diversities, disqualify them, in spite 
of their mental gifts and domestic virtues, to undertake the task of governing the 
archipelago at the present time.140  
 

The commission had decided that the Filipinos were not ready for independence, implying they 

were incapable because of a lack of experience and because of the cultural diversity within their 

society. If McKinley did not already have enough reasons to assume Filipino inferiority and need 

of tutelage, this verdict gave him another. Based on this conclusion, the commission promulgated 

a Philippine policy of education for eventual self-government; this would become the major 

policy as long as Republican imperialists controlled the White House.141 What is more, the 

                                                 
138

 Ibid. 
139

 See U.S., Philippine Commission (Schurman), Report of the Philippine Commission to the President, 4 vols. 
140

 The P eli i a  Repo t of the Co issio ,  i  U.S., Philippi e Co issio  S hu a , Report of the 

Philippine Commission to the President, 1:181, 183. 
141

 The P eli i a  Repo t of the Co issio ,  i  U.S., Philippi e Co issio  S hu a , Report of the 

Philippine Commission to the President, 1:183. 



49 

Schurman Commission returned right as McKinley received the nomination to be the Republican 

candidate in the 1900 presidential election.142  

With their return and support for annexation, McKinley set out his imperialist policy. 

Declaring first his work in securing foreign markets for American goods, the president then quite 

contradictorily argued that under his tenure much had been done to bring “liberty and good 

government” to the Filipinos, which he referred to as “wards of the Nation,” before maintaining 

that: 

Every effort has been directed to their peace and prosperity, their advancement and well-
being, not for our aggrandizement nor for pride of might, not for trade or commerce, not 
for exploitation, but for humanity and civilization, and for the protection of the vast 
majority of the population who welcome our sovereignty against the designing 
minority.143 
  

Whether “every effort” was for the Filipinos’ “peace and prosperity,” is clarified in the next 

section, as the American policy toward the Philippines is explored. 

American Policy Toward the Philippines, 1902-1918 

Two primary strands of historiography exist on the American foreign policy toward the 

Philippine islands. The first is represented most accurately by the works of renowned historian 

Peter W. Stanley. Stanley published his first book,  A Nation in the Making: The Philippines and 

the United States, 1899-1921, in 1974. This seminal work avoided much condemnation of 

imperialism, or any kind of analysis of its value, necessity, or lack thereof. Instead, Stanley 

centered his scholarship on the question of whether or not the American imperial endeavor was 

successful. Stanley's work relied on what he called the “imperialism of suasion,” or the “policy 

of attraction” hypothesis.144 This theory argued that American imperialism was successful, and 
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that its triumph in the Philippines can be understood in terms of the Filipinos “be[ing] not merely 

defeated, but converted,” to the idea of American domination.145  

According to Stanley’s interpretation, the combination of the disjointed nature of 

Philippine society as a result of Spanish rule, and the ambivalent and domestically vulnerable 

nature of American imperialism, together made converting the Filipinos a necessity.146 In other 

words, because of the tribal nature of Philippine society, the Filipinos would continue to revolt if 

they were not united behind American rule; and because of the nature of American society, it 

was not suited for imperialism—unless the American people were convinced that the empire was 

for the benefit of the conquered and not the conqueror. So, the McKinley Administration 

persuaded the Filipinos of the value of American control. They did so by Americanizing and 

modernizing the islands, and convincing the Filipinos of the value of these efforts. Schools, 

roadways, trains, teachers, and other gifts were bestowed upon the archipelago according to this 

policy of attraction, which—Stanley argued—effectively pacified both the American public and 

the Filipinos, successfully prolonging American empire in the Philippines.147 

Glenn A. May’s Social Engineering in the Philippines: The Aims, Execution, and Impact 

of American Colonial Policy, 1900-1913, represents the other half of the historiography. While 

May acknowledged his intellectual debt to Stanley, who paved the way for him and other 

scholars attempting to write on the American colonial period in the Philippines, he also made it 

clear that he was a revisionist, whose interpretation was opposite that of Stanley.148 As May put 

it, “Stanley and I disagree considerably about the nature and the effectiveness of U.S. colonial 

policy. He implies that the Americans effected substantial change; I argue that they did not.” 
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Most of the rest of the literature by American historians can be framed within this debate 

between Stanley and May.149 It is a debate structured around the question of whether or not the 

Americans effected change and successfully implemented their policy.  

Determining the success of a policy requires identifying the goals behind the policy, and 

that is where Stanley and May differ. While Stanley defined the goal of the Americans as 

attempting to unite the Filipinos under American rule through the "policy of attraction," May 

argued that American policymakers wanted to prepare the Philippines and the Filipinos for self-

rule.150 Exactly what their specific goals were, and how they planned to implement them is 

explored in the next section, and May's interpretation is promulgated therein.  

Taft Era, Education for Eventual Self-Government, (1900-1913): 

Up until April, 1900, U.S.-Philippines relations had been military in nature. But, after the 

return of the Schurman Commission in March, 1900, and with the Philippine-American War 

going in his favor, McKinley created another Philippine Commission, appointed William 

Howard Taft to lead it, and tasked him with creating a plan for governing the islands.151 A native 

of Cincinnati, the Yale educated Judge of the Sixth U.S. Court of Appeals, Taft was conservative 

and a proponent of big business.152 Because the United States had no department or policy line 

for the governance of a colony, the creation of this second Philippine Commission, later known 
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as the Taft Commission, represented the solution to the very real problem of how the United 

States would administer a colony. The task given to Taft to develop a system of government  

ensured that his Philippine Commission would become and continue to be the governing body in 

the islands. The Commission appointed its leader, Taft, as Governor General. The problem was 

that the Executive Branch created this institution during wartime. After the end of the Philippine 

War in 1902, the Taft Commission should not have continued as the sole governing body over 

the islands. The Legislative Branch of the U.S. government normally had power over the 

formation of laws and policies. But, as the Taft Commission was already in place, it remained. 

So both Congress and the Taft Commission formulated the American polices toward the 

dependency. The Philippines would suffer for years from the conflicting policies of the 

Philippine Commission and the U.S. Congress, the latter of which bent and swayed in its course 

of action toward the Philippines.153  

Under the direction of the War Department, Taft’s five member commission was 

instructed by Secretary of War Elihu Root to find a way to govern the colony by reconciling 

American principles with Filipino customs, bowing to local traditions except when they 

contradicted American values.154 The commission interpreted its mission in very broad terms, 

and Taft was given a long leash. Hence, they immediately began setting up the governmental 

structure and policy line that would remain in the Philippines for years to come.155 As a result, 

the creation of the Taft Commission is interpreted by scholars as having inaugurated the Taft 

Era, which lasted from 1900 to 1913. During those years, Taft was the most influential man in 

the creation of American policy toward the Philippines, first as the leader of the Taft 

Commission and Military Governor, then as a civilian Governor General after the end of the war 
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in 1902, then as President Roosevelt’s Secretary of War from 1904 to 1908, and finally as 

president of the United States from 1909 to 1913. 

Taft formulated a three prong policy toward the Philippines, one that his right-wing 

successors as Governor General—Luke Edward Wright, Henry Clay Ide, James Francis Smith, 

and William Cameron Forbes—followed strictly, until Woodrow Wilson took office.156 Taft’s 

policy was to prepare the Filipinos and the Philippines for eventual “popular self-government,” 

by allowing Filipinos to participate in local government, by creating a primary school system for 

the masses, and by developing the economy and infrastructure.157 While originally opposed to 

the acquisition of the islands, Taft thought once the United States gained control of them, it had a 

“sacred duty,” to, as he told McKinley, “exert ourselves to construct a government which should 

be adapted to the needs of the people so that they might be developed into a self-governing 

people.”158 Taft reached this conclusion before even arriving in the Philippines or meeting a 

Filipino.  

Taft’s commission included only one member who had any prior knowledge of the 

Philippines, Dean C. Worcester, who had served on the Schurman Commission. It seems no 

coincidence that the two commissions came to the same conclusions about the abilities of the 

Filipinos and their readiness for self-rule. After his arrival in the Philippines, Taft decided that 

the eventual independence they planned for the Filipinos would not be possible, as the “Christian 
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Filipinos” would not be ready, for at least two generations.159 If a hint of American 

exceptionalism is evident in Taft’s outlook, it should be. Scholars argue that American policy 

hinged on the idea not only that Filipinos were incapable of self-government, but that the United 

States was the one nation on earth that could prepare them, by inculcating American values and 

American democracy.160    

The first two aspects of Taft’s “political education” policy were connected. Allowing 

local participation in government by a select few would train the elites, and the rest of the 

Filipinos would slowly be educated as well through the effort to spread primary schooling, until 

all were ready to self-govern.161 Taft best described the connection of these two parts of the 

policy in a special report to President Roosevelt in 1907: 

The Philippine government concluded that the only persons in the Philippines who had 
intelligence enough to make their exercise of political power useful to them as an 
education and safe as a governmental experiment were those who spoke and wrote 
English or Spanish, or who paid $7.50 a year in taxes, or whose capacity had been 
recognized in Spanish times by their appointment as municipal officials. Adult males 
who came within these classes, it was thought, ought to begin their political education by 
assuming political responsibility, and so they were made electors in municipal, 
provincial, and assembly elections, and embraced, as near as it can be estimated, about 12 
to 15 per cent of the adult male population. Of course, as the common school education 
spreads, the electorate will increase.162 
 

Thus, a limited electorate of only the more educated or more wealthy adult males was 

established, and coincided with a mass schooling effort to increase the electorate of the next 

generations, and both were done to prepare the people for self-rule.  

The third prong of Taft’s policy, building up infrastructure and economy, was something 

Congress had more control over than did the Taft Commission. But, many proposals were 

presented to Congress for the building or improvement of roads, harbors, bridges, and railroads. 
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Congress, with members either trying to placate their constituents or vote along party lines, 

showed no consistency in dealing with the Philippines or granting the requests of the 

commission. Nonetheless, the Philippine Commission did have minor successes in some of its 

own efforts, including improvement of the harbors and road building.163 Congress did finally 

pass one bill that stimulated the Philippine economy; not surprisingly, it did so during Taft’s 

presidency. On August 5, 1909, Taft signed the Payne-Aldrich Tariff Act, initiating free trade 

between the Philippines and the United States, and finally allowing Filipinos—at least affluent 

landowning ones—access to the American market.164 

 The most interesting fact about Taft’s policy was its potential lack of permanence. The 

Taft Commission formed their policy during wartime, and the Democratic leadership did not 

want to be in the Philippines, or at least not for as long as the Republicans did. With Taft’s 

estimation of over two generations before the Filipinos would be ready for self-government, he 

assumed that the U.S. presence there would endure for well over fifty years. The policy he 

established called for eventual self-government based on that judgment. He instituted policies 

that would slowly improve the Philippines, and by his reckoning, its people. But, if the 

Democrats gained control of the White House, a majority in Congress, or both, then the whole 

plan could be discarded. But, Taft set out as if his policy, and the place of the U.S. in the 

Philippines, would continue for at least half a century. As it turned out, only a slight change in 

the policy occurred during the Harrison Era, which began in 1913. But, that deviation was 

enough to convince Brent of the possibility of his leaving the islands, as becomes clear in 

Chapter 3.   
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Why were the priorities what they were? Why prepare the Filipinos for self-government? 

Doing so, at least in opinion of many Americans, distanced their brand of colonialism from its 

European counterparts. But, it also established a discrepancy. The policy created by Taft and his 

commission for governing the Philippines did not reflect the primary reason McKinley and other 

U.S. leaders had for acquiring the islands in the first place, that is, access to China. Nor did 

Taft’s policy reflect their military reason for overtaking the islands, that is, for the purpose of 

establishing military bases and naval outposts to compliment a big navy and a large commercial 

effort in the area. The cause for these discrepancies was simple, the reasons for annexing the 

colony had nothing to do with the people in the Philippines. Not to say the United States did not 

accomplish those goals, it did, but their accomplishment did nothing toward the government of 

the islands. But, the ideology behind them, the ideology Americans used to substantiate the 

economic and military factors for annexation, the ideology of racial and religious superiority that 

flowed from the American people and was adopted by American elites, that is the thread that 

connects the Philippine-American War, and the Philippine Commission. It is the element that ties 

together all American dealings with the Filipinos, from the Spanish-American War down to the 

Taft Commission, its successors, and their in-many-ways benevolent policy that hinged on the 

not-so-benevolent premise that Filipinos could not govern themselves because of racial and 

religious inferiority.  

Continued Pacification and the Moros, (1899-1915): 

 An exception to the rule, when it came to the American policy for governing the 

Philippines, Mindanao and the Sulu Islands, populated by the Moros, saw continued military rule 

for the first fifteen years of the twentieth century. The Moros, a collection of Muslim groups who 

inhabited the southern third of the Philippines, enslaved the animistic peoples who also lived 
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there. Islam originally traveled to Southeast Asia in the ninth century by way of Arab Muslim 

traders. In 1380, missionaries spread Islam to the Sulu Archipelago in the Philippines, and from 

there it spread to Mindanao. One of the missionaries, Abu Bakr, established a government based 

on the Arab sultanate, and became the first sultan of Sulu in 1450.165 His kingdom extended to 

cover much of Mindanao by the time of the Spanish arrival a hundred years later. While Spain 

did not immediately conquer the Moro people, who continued to control Sulu and much of 

Mindanao for most of the 300 years of Spanish rule, continuous war slowly eroded the Sultan’s 

power to almost nothing by the time the United States arrived. 

On August 20, 1899, in the midst of a war with Aguinaldo’s revolutionaries on Luzon, 

the U.S. Army successfully made a treaty with the Moros to keep them out of the war. Brigadier 

General John C. Bates represented the U.S. in creating the Bates Treaty with the Sultan of Sulu 

Jamalul-Kiram II, which affirmed that the Sultanate would continue to be ruled by the Sultan 

himself and his datus, or chieftains, but that the United States had sovereignty over the whole 

area, and while allowing the Sultan to govern, would provide military protection from foreign 

powers.166 While the treaty kept the Moros out of the Philippine-American War, it did not keep 

the peace for long. In 1903, the Philippine Commission abrogated the treaty and established a 

form of civil-military government, creating the Moro Province. The new province was led by a 

Legislative Council and a Military Governor, both of which were staffed by military officials, 

with the governor also serving as the commander of the Army’s Department of Mindanao.167  
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Pensioned off and stripped of their secular power, the Sultan and his datus continued to 

be recognized as religious leaders.168 The Military Governor of the province, Major General 

Leonard Wood, greatly aggravated this already tense situation. This former rough rider, known 

for his aggressive tactics, disapproved of a conciliatory policy toward the Moros. As Military 

Governor from 1903 to 1906, Wood legally abolished Moro slavery, and sent his troops into over 

a hundred engagements with the Moros, preferring to “civilize” them by violence than to 

cooperate through policy concessions.169 

Wood and his successors continued their attempts to “pacify” the Moros, in a series of 

campaigns now referred to as the Moro Wars. Wood's successors as Military Governor 

maintained more conciliatory policies, only rarely using regular troops and instead relying on 

constabulary forces.170 Tasker Howard Bliss served as Military Governor from 1906 to 1909. 

Best regarded of the Military Governors by historians, Bliss transitioned from the militarism of 

Wood's tenure to a policy of strict policing in order to combat the continued tribal feuding, 

murder, and raiding taking place in the Moro Province.171 John J. Pershing, the last to serve as 

Military Governor, also tried to transition away from militarism. Despite his best efforts to quell 

the fighting, his term as governor is most well-known for his attempt at Moro disarmament, 

which culminated in the bloody and brutal battle of Bud Bugsak, on June 11-15, 1913.172 Over 

500 Moros were killed in the fighting, including women and children.173 This was the last of the 

Moro Wars, and in 1914 the Moro Province was disestablished and replaced by civil leadership 
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under the Philippine Commission. The first civil Governor, Frank W. Carpenter, established a 

new treaty with the Sultan on March 22, 1915; the Carpenter Treaty guaranteed the religious 

rights of the Moros, named the Sultan their religious leader, and asserted the sovereignty of the 

United States over all of Mindanao and Sulu.174 Forced upon the sultan was a “Complete 

Renunciation…of His Pretentions of Sovereignty and a Definition of His Status.”175 

Harrison, Filipinization, and the Jones Act, (1913-1918):  

 The election of Woodrow Wilson in 1912, and his taking office in 1913, ensured that the 

American policy toward the Philippines would change in certain ways, while maintaining some 

of the Taft Era’s original policies. While the intervening years had killed the anti-imperialist 

movement for immediate Philippine independence, Democrats still believed that self-government 

should be promoted at a more rapid pace than Taft Era policies. Wilson’s Governor General, 

Francis Burton Harrison, who served from 1913 to 1921, initiated a policy of rapid 

Filipinization.176 Essentially, Filipinization was the replacement of Americans by Filipinos in 

various government positions. This process was still predicated on the Taft Era theory that 

Filipinos needed to learn how to govern themselves, but it assumed that they could do so much 

sooner than Taft, Roosevelt, or any other imperialists had predicted. Harrison, a Yale man, 

adventured somewhat less than most of the Americans who arrived in the Philippines. 

Governors, Army men, missionaries, and civilian teachers usually all traveled widely upon 

arriving in the islands. But, Harrison rarely went beyond Manila—and it was said that the one 

time he visited Brent’s Igorots, he brought with him a bar of soap with which to wash as often as 
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possible after shaking hands.177 But, despite not being at ease with the Filipinos, Harrison 

believed intensely in the necessity of independence. So he required a looser grip on Philippine 

affairs, seeing the United States as a trustee, holding the islands only the minimum amount of 

time it would take to prepare the Filipinos for self-rule.178 

 The high point in Harrison’s crusade to provide Filipinos with a greater role in their own 

government came on August 29, 1916, with the Jones Act. This legislation replaced the 

Philippine Organic Act of 1902, which had allowed for a “lower house” known as the Philippine 

Assembly to be the only elected body within the Philippine government, and to operate under the 

“upper house,” or Philippine Commission, which was appointed by the U.S. President. The Jones 

Act altered Taft’s governmental structure by allowing both houses in the bicameral system to be 

fully made up of elected individuals, allowing more autonomy and putting more Filipinos into 

the government.179 The Philippine Assembly would now be the House of Representatives. Most 

significantly, the Jones Act was the first formal declaration that the United States intended to 

grant independence to the Filipinos. The only weak point was that the Governor General, who 

would continue to be an American, would still be an appointed and not an elected official.  

Though not the author of the legislation—which actually came about due to the work of 

Manuel Quezon, future president of the Philippines and current member of the Philippine 

Assembly—Harrison supported the Jones Bill, as it complimented his own filipinization 

policy.180 After 1916 though, despite continued efforts at filipinization, American entrance into 

World War I and the return of the Republicans to the White House essentially halted the progress 

being made toward independence under Harrison. It was not until 1934, with legislation 
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promising that Philippine independence would come after a ten year period as a commonwealth, 

that more progress again began to be made toward the independence that would come on July 4, 

1946.     

Conclusion:  

American interactions with Filipinos from 1898 up through the year Brent left the 

Philippines behind in 1918, were predicated on religious and racial beliefs. Whether the policy 

was to impose sovereignty for selfish economic and military benefit, as during the Philippine-

American War, or to “educate” for self-rule, as during the first couple of decades of American 

occupation, the ideological justification behind it all was the same. Feelings of racial and 

religious superiority, combined with a surety of American exceptionalism, caused Americans to 

treat the Filipinos as they did. By the time of Brent’s arrival, these ideologies were motivating 

Taft and his commission to formulate the ruling policy toward the Philippines. During Brent’s 

sixteen years in the islands, the policy went from a three tiered approach involving allowing elite 

Filipinos into local government, schooling the masses, and attempting to incorporate economic 

and structural improvements, to a strategy of rapid filipinization. Chapters 2 and 3 illustrate how 

missionary ideology meshed with that of the Philippine Commission, and how Brent’s policies 

aided, impeded, and redirected those of the colonial government. 
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CHAPTER 2 

 

THE THEOLOGY OF CHARLES HENRY BRENT 

 
 While the bishop’s fellow missionaries had an anti-Catholic view of their purpose, and 

the majority of the country—if the 1900 election may be used as a barometer to measure national 

opinion—believed in the racial and religious inferiority of the Filipinos, what did Brent believe? 

It was he who decided how the Episcopal mission to the Philippines would interact with the 

Filipinos. One statement that best sums up Brent’s feelings on the Philippines, the Filipinos, and 

his mission can be found in his address to the Twenty-eighth Annual Lake Mohonk Conference 

in 1910. The meeting was the yearly gathering of a group of wealthy philanthropists who called 

themselves the Friends of the Indian and Other Dependent Peoples, and who looked for 

opportunities to help Native Americans, and, as in this case, Filipinos. In a speech entitled, 

“Progress and Problems in the Philippines,” Brent explained to those who had power and 

influence to aid him, exactly what he thought his mission was: 

He [the Filipino] is not endowed with great powers of resistance, either physically or 
morally. The result is that the bad concomitants of Western civilization are a constant 
menace to him. If we with our higher degree of vitality and the vigorous moral training of 
centuries stand so badly the pressure of that refined materialism which is the bane of 
modern civilization, we must not be surprised if the Filipinos are injured by it.181 
 

Brent did not think he was in the Philippines to civilize the Filipinos, but to save them from 

civilization. He believed tempting aspects of civilization arrived in the Philippines through the 

American presence there, and that the Filipinos struggled to withstand such forces.  

Brent worked to convert the Igorots, the Chinese, and the Moros to Christianity because, 

it was in his mind "the one means by which the Oriental can be made strong enough to meet the 
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menace of civilization, even in a third-rate way.”182 This argument was unique to Brent and 

implied that it was the advent of American civilization that caused the non-Christian Filipino to 

need Christianity. Brent went even further by stating this outright, when he argued that, 

“Heathen cults may be good enough for him [the Filipino] as long as he lives in isolation, but the 

moment the flood-gates of civilization are opened and he is caught in the swirl, the one 

conserving force of civilization, Christianity, must be given him or he will perish, and involve 

others in his ruin.”183 For a Christian missionary bishop to argue, even based on the restriction 

that one must be isolated, that heathen cults—that is, any non-Christian religion—were “good 

enough,” is unheard of, and implies a level of respect for Filipino culture. More specifically, for 

Igorot and Moro culture, as Brent saw both groups as isolated from civilization. That is not to 

say that Brent was not racist, and sure of American superiority. He was. So was virtually 

everyone around him, as the previous chapter has proven. But, Brent alone attempted to be a 

savior from civilization. He alone held the view that some Filipinos might be as well off with or 

without American civilization, or American Protestantism. 

In order to establish the fact that Brent's primary goal was to save the Igorots—and 

eventually the Moros—of the Philippines from civilization, this chapter explores every section of 

Brent’s mission, and lay out the theology and ideology behind each. Brent split his mission into 

four parts. He focused on the Americans stationed in the islands, the Igorots—the pagans of 

Northern Luzon, the Chinese population in the Philippines, and the Moros—the Muslim 

communities of Sulu and Mindanao. Brent’s thoughts on each of these groups make up four of 

the sections below. There is also a section on Catholicism, since Brent made the Episcopal 

Mission the only one in the Philippines not to proselytize Catholics. The remaining sections 
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cover some of Brent’s core theological beliefs, including unity and morality, and his political 

opinion on the Philippine-American relationship. Together these segments create an accurate 

picture of both Brent’s theological and secular views, and prove that his policies were rooted in 

these beliefs.   

On Christianity 

Brent held the view that a bishop could run a mission as he saw fit, and that there was 

room for leeway as far as how a group of people was taught the gospel.184 The leadership of the 

Episcopal Church did not always completely agree with this view, but, fortunately for Brent, 

they did give a missionary bishop a lot of latitude, and license to run a mission according to his 

vision. Brent took the same approach with his missionaries, assuming that the man on the ground 

had the best idea of the necessary approach. One of his missionaries, the Right Reverend John A. 

Staunton, Jr., had a tendency—as did Brent himself—to use methods not always approved by the 

Episcopal Church. Brent’s opinion on the matter is clear; in a letter to Staunton he told the man, 

“If the time came when I was even doubtful about my loyalty to the Church…I can conceive of 

myself being in a position where I would be in doubt, and if I can not adhere to the Church’s 

belief and laws in those unambiguous matters where private interpretation has no place, at all 

costs I am ready to step out. On certain matters not touching essentials I am in a position of 

reverent agnosticism.”185 Brent continued on to say that, “In other matters, matters of importance 

where there is ambiguity, my ruling must be the final one.”186 

The bishop thought that “private interpretation” did have a place, especially in “matters 

not touching essentials.” But, in “matters of importance,” he expected Staunton to understand 

that his was the final word. The result of this belief was that Brent exercised independence in the 
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way he operated his mission in the Philippines, often disagreeing with others in his church, 

including some of his missionaries and the Board of Missions. This meant that the bishop 

occasionally sanctioned missions and mission related operations that were self-supporting, or 

sustained by himself or other donors, as they were without support—financial or otherwise—

from the Church.    

The two issues which most set Brent apart from others in his church were how he dealt 

with pagans and how he dealt with Catholics. As far as the pagans were concerned, Brent 

believed that different people learned and absorbed principals in different ways, and therefore, 

Christianity was allowed to take on the character that would make it best suited for the people in 

question. In the Triennial Sermon to the Board of Missions, given on October 9, 1903, Brent 

argued that “Christianity must not only be absolute, it must be tolerant, in the sense of studying 

other religions, and building upon whatever may be true in them. A native religion cannot be 

annihilated.”187 Brent truly believed that “each non-Christian nation may make some 

contribution to the better understanding of Christian truth.”188 The members of the Board of 

Missions did not hold so closely to this interpretation of pagan religion, and they also clashed 

with Brent on his approach to conversion. As is discussed in Chapter 3, this resulted mostly in 

increased fundraising opportunities for Brent, as the Board of Missions refused to support many 

of his missionary endeavors. This was especially true for many of Brent's humanitarian programs 

that, though helpful to the Filipinos, did not result in many conversions. The Board of Missions 

condemned these as unrelated to missionary work. 

In regard to Catholicism, Brent also stood apart from some of his fellow Episcopalians. A 

high churchman, Brent maintained a fondness for a more ritual-driven, Catholic service. In the 
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Episcopal Church, where there was an ideological split between those who leaned more toward 

the Catholic Church and those who were more Protestant, Brent tried to find a middle ground. 

Predictably, this appealed more to the Catholic side than to the more Protestant Episcopalians. 

Brent endeared himself to most of his fellow missionaries and most of the Episcopal and 

Anglican clergy throughout the world, but he did not always get along as well with the more 

extreme, fundamentalist Protestants in his or other denominations. His decision not to preach to 

the Catholics in the Philippines set his mission apart, and caused problems between him and the 

other Protestant Churches. Even more importantly, it was the source of tension between him and 

one of his missionaries, Mercer G. Johnston. The most Protestant of all the Episcopalian 

missionaries in the Philippines, Johnston was often at odds with the bishop. Brent had good 

things to say about Johnston, who felt as strongly as he did about moral issues, but he ultimately 

concluded that “if you want a man who would be in the forefront of battle rather than 

conciliatory Johnston is he.”189 

While, to many members of their faith, Episcopalianism was not far from being 

Catholicism without the Pope, to Johnston the Roman Church was an abomination, as it was to 

the typical Protestant outside of the Episcopal Church. In 1908, Johnston left the mission, citing 

a difference in churchmanship between himself and the bishop.190 But, the problem between 

them had been developing for some time; in a letter to Bishop Hall in 1906, Brent wrote:  

Johnston, who has shown an admirable spirit in relation to our differences and who I 
think is less violent in his negotiations than formerly, presses for work among the R. C. 
natives. If he would be content with a school I would concede that but I feel that he is at 
heart a rabid Protestant and hardly understands what I mean by the Church, though he has 
been consistently desirous to be sympathetic with and generous to my viewpoint. If our 
Church were clear enough in her doctrine and pure enough in her life for the task, if she 
were in short truly Catholic, it would be our manifest duty to try and win the Roman 
Church to a better mind and failing that to call her adherents to the shelter of our pastoral 
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care. But as strife as we are within our own fold and without a conspicuously splendid 
saintliness of character, whatever else we may do we have no business to intrude 
ourselves into Roman Catholic precincts with Protestant intent.191 

 
Johnston was not the only one who hardly understood what Brent meant by the Church. 

Despite having a greater number of friends amid the more Catholic of his fellow Episcopalians, 

Brent did not always get along well with them either. The more extreme among them decided 

that there should not be any Episcopal presence in countries under the influence of Latin 

Christianity. So, there was on one end the notion that Catholic countries ought not to be 

evangelized, and on the other end, the idea that all Catholics needed to be converted to a higher 

form of Christianity. Arguing against the extremes on both the Protestant and the Catholic side, 

Brent was “convinced that our Communion has a special mission in Latin countries, and that it 

need not be an iconoclastic venture.”192 The “special mission” Brent believed in was the 

conversion of the pagan—and later the Muslim—to Christianity in order to save him from the 

evils of civilization. The reason that Brent held these views on Catholicism and Protestantism is 

discussed below, but first his two guiding theological principles are presented. Brent believed 

above all else in the need for Christian unity, and in the necessity of maintaining morality to 

oppose the evil vices of civilization. 

On Unity: 

Likely, the reason Brent became an ecumenical had as much to do with the 

aforementioned divide in his own church as it did with the many schisms within worldwide 

Christendom. The division in the Episcopal Church caused clergymen to argue over the mission 

in the Philippines and its legitimacy.193 While Brent did not want to interrupt the efforts of the 
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Catholic Church, he did believe in a mission in the Philippines, at least as long as the United 

States was involved in the islands. Brent’s experiences in the Philippines greatly strengthened his 

belief in Christian unity, and made him into one of the leaders of the ecumenical movement. He 

saw not only the divisions that existed at home, but he also witnessed firsthand the struggle that 

it was to convert Filipinos to Christianity when Christendom was divided and factious.  

Originally though, Brent was quite optimistic about the true nature of Christendom. 

Shortly after arriving in the Philippines, Brent wrote to a group of Filipinos of, "a unity which 

abides unchanged even though some of us deny it,” which he believed was “Underlying all the 

differences of Christendom, deeper far than most of us realize."194 In sharp contrast to his earlier 

optimism, after fifteen years in the islands Brent wrote in his diary, “The war of the Churches is 

dreadful—the most serious war. If there is no peace table of the Churches preparing then there is 

no hope for democracy or for the world. If spiritual forces cannot come together we cannot 

expect world forces to do so. If they do they are greater than spiritual forces.”195 To call the “war 

of the Churches” the “most serious war” during the height of the First World War might have 

been an overstatement. But, Brent had truly had enough of what he often referred to as 

“competitive religion.” The bishop had striven to avoid entanglements with other sects, 

intentionally setting up his missions in parts of the Philippines where there was no Roman 

Catholic or Protestant presence because he wanted unity.196 After all, “Simple folk such as the 

Igorots and Ifugaos can hardly bear up under the divisions of Christianity which more intelligent 

and experienced peoples can endure without serious spiritual disturbance.”197 Because of this, 
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Brent had made it his goal to do “constructive work,” in “proclaiming positive truths,” and “not 

decrying anyone else’s doctrine.”198 

Brent’s brand of ecumenism was an accepting one; he was not looking to pick apart the 

doctrine of others. This belief, often termed latitudinarianism, meant that Brent did not expect 

strict conformity to doctrinal standards. Latitudinarianism was essential to Brent’s ecumenism. 

Rather than desiring uniform doctrine, he wished for solidarity between all the churches. Brent 

wanted each part of Christendom to respect the others as components of Christ’s fold, not 

worrying about dogmatic difference, but being as one in Christ. This meant not trying to take one 

another’s converts, respecting that a follower of another sect was as much a Christian as a 

follower in one’s own denomination. A true ecumenist, Brent believed that unity had everything 

to do with his work in the Philippines. Once he confided in Bishop Hall that, “There is nothing 

that is being done in the Church that so moves me as the effort toward unity. If it means nothing, 

or unless it is going to be prosecuted with vigor, my life and work in the Philippines is mere 

waste. The thought of it is the one thing that gives me courage to go on.”199 He continued to 

describe unity, writing, “it is the one thing worth while in the face of a half converted Western 

World and an unbelieving Orient, albeit an Orient that would quickly be a believing Orient were 

there one Church of Christ to come to its succour.”200 By one “Church of Christ,” Brent meant 

not one church, but a group that was one in purpose, without infighting, backbiting, and 

competing for converts. 

On Morality and Vice: 

The importance of moral and upright living has historically been a focus of Episcopal 

missions, and other missions as well, for that matter; Bishop Brent did not deviate from this 
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pattern.201 The relationship between morality and vice was vital to him. He argued in a document 

entitled “Suggestions for Statement Regarding Moral Conditions in the Philippine Islands,” that 

“the state of morals is very loose” in the Philippines, after which he continually referred to the 

“Natural weakness of the native.”202 This “natural weakness” resulted in many sinful behaviors, 

as Brent argued, “It would be a waste of time to do more than reiterate the well-known truth that 

the constitutional fault of the Filipinos, a fault common to all Orientals, is sensuality, which in 

this case finds vent in laziness, concubinage, and gaming.”203Among these problems, Brent was 

especially worried over fornication, and what he called “concubinage,” which happened even 

among Filipinos who were Roman Catholic priests.204 According to Brent’s theory, the tropics 

bred sensuality and sin, and Christians with loose morals only exacerbated the problem by 

introducing other sinful behaviors. Brent believed—clearly motivated in part by feelings of racial 

superiority—that the Filipino was especially susceptible to vice, and therefore must be protected. 

Thinking that American clergymen had a responsibility to provide this protection, he wrote, “Our 

first duty is to place exalted ideals of moral living before the people. We must insist that the 

representatives of religion should be in the matter of morals above reproach.”205 

It must be made clear that Brent fully believed that both Americans and Filipinos could 

protect themselves from the corrupting nature of the tropics. Christianity, and even paganism 

could protect a person from the sensuous nature of the tropics, if the individual followed strictly 

to their religion. But, while either religion could protect one from the temptations of the tropics, 

only Christianity could protect one from the vices of civilization. While Brent does not ever 
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explicitly distinguish the sensuous nature of the tropics from the concomitants of civilization, 

from his descriptions, one can infer that the tropics are a naturally "tempting" environment, while 

the concomitants of civilization are specific vices that follow civilization wherever it goes. For 

this reason, Brent did not worry about the sensuous tropics tempting the Filipinos to wrong doing 

if they were following their religion, but he decided that they needed Christianity to combat 

civilization. Missionaries who could withstand the tropics because they were adhering strictly to 

their religion would most help Filipinos in this effort. 

But, having good moral examples among the American missionaries was not enough, 

“The relation of the Philippine Islands to our country demands that a large number of our young 

men should spend more or less time in the Islands. They are immediately exposed to 

extraordinary temptations. Without any of the saving conventions of society, and uninspired by 

sound public morals, it needs a strong character to preserve self respect and to avoid being 

tainted.”206 Brent determined that all Americans coming to the Philippines ought to be of the 

highest moral character for their own sake, as well as that of the Filipinos. If they were not, they 

would easily be dragged into sinful behavior because of the sensual nature of the tropics, and the 

distance from an established Christian society. As a result, they would also serve as poor 

examples to the Filipinos, similar to the Spanish friars. Such behavior would produce an inferior 

form of Christianity, leaving the islands full of vice. Brent concluded that, the “American youth 

is placed in grave peril,” upon coming to the Philippines, and the danger is not for him alone, 

“The careless regard in which common morals are held in the Philippine Islands is such as to 

arouse concern in the mind of every man who has the welfare of the Filipinos at heart.”207 
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But it was not only sexual sin that worried Brent, gambling, drunkenness, and drug use 

also earned condemnation from him.208 Complaining that “it is all too common to find the parish 

priest an accomplished gamester,” Brent insisted there was no reason why those who had a 

Christian education should be involved in such behavior.209 For Brent, the worst vice in the 

Philippines was opium. The drug entered the Philippines by way of China, the large Chinese 

population of the Philippines used it, as did a growing number of Filipinos. In 1903, in a letter to 

the Commissioner of Education for the Philippines, Brent wrote of the opium issue, “The 

question is first and foremost a moral one. The use of the drug otherwise than medicinally is a 

vice.”210 Believing the British and other European imperialists to be responsible for the spread of 

this dangerous drug, Brent argued that it was a black mark on Great Britain for saying “India 

must have a revenue” and for forcing “opium down the throat of the Chinese nation.”211 Brent 

believed that the Filipinos were simply “fellow-victims” beside the Chinese.212 Seeing Asians as 

victims, innocent or unknowing, was common for Brent; he often thought that Americans, the 

British, or the Spanish had taken advantage of, or led astray, the simple Filipinos. In this way he 

often heaped responsibility and blame upon the backs of white conquerors, clearly drawing from 

the mindset of the time, most famously represented in Rudyard Kipling’s “White Man’s 

Burden.”213 
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On Christians 

On Catholics: 

 Hoping to fight moral issues in the Philippines, Brent was expecting to succeed where he 

thought the Catholic Church had failed. In 1901, after receiving his call, Brent declared “I am 

going to the Philippines, not as the enemy of the Roman Catholic Church, but as the enemy of 

her enemies—lust, extortion, dishonor and oppression. For centuries she has fought these foes, 

and, judging from the reports of the Philippine Commission, she has failed dismally.”214 

Originally inclined favorably toward Rome, Brent hypothesized that the fault for the state of 

Catholicism in the Philippines may lie with the Spanish leadership, “the Government of shame 

and corruption,” but he still believed that “it was the duty of the Church to leaven the 

Government rather than to be corrupted by it.”215 “Leavening” the government was the approach 

that Brent would end up taking in his own mission work, as he focused primarily on the 

American officers and officials stationed in the islands.  

While Brent never preached to the Roman Catholic Filipinos, his opinion toward the 

Church was fluid, and continued to decline. In fact, before even arriving in the Philippines, his 

attitude toward Catholicism was deeply affected by a visit to Rome. While fundraising in the 

U.S. for his mission to the Philippines, Brent met William Howard Taft; the two became fast 

friends.216 Taft invited the bishop to wait a couple of months and depart with his party for the 

Philippines. Taft planned to stop in the Vatican to negotiate with Pope Leo XIII on the way to 

the islands. Traveling with the Taft party to the Philippines by way of Rome, Brent saw firsthand 

as the American delegation that would become the Philippine Commission approached the 
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Vatican about the purchase of the massive amount of land formerly held by Spanish friars in the 

Philippines. The friar lands included nearly half a million acres, and it seems the Vatican was not 

exactly eager to let go of them.217 While the negotiations went well enough, what Brent saw in 

Rome opened his eyes to moral corruption within the Catholic Church. This was an experience 

no other missionary had, and it is unfortunate that Brent did not write much about this incident. It 

is ironic that Brent, the only Protestant missionary in the Philippines to witness this event, was 

also the only one who refused to reconvert Catholics in the islands.218 Brent wrote to his closest 

friend, Bishop Hall, about his experience, stating:   

One has only to go to Italy to be disillusioned regarding the Church of Rome. It is so 
material and scheming…Surely, surely no religion can be blessed by God that tampers 
with truth, that schemes and plots to gain its own temporal ends, that winks at the 
dishonorable. I would rather throw in my lot with honest heretics than with an orthodox 
body whose selfishness was obvious and which maintained its prestige by violating the 
simple principles of straightforwardness and honor. If men fail in truthfulness- no, that is 
not what I mean for I fail in truthfulness myself: If men deliberately depart from 
truthfulness and embrace a lie when it is expedient for their system, how far from the 
Kingdom of heaven must that system be! I am glad to have seen Rome, I who will be 
obliged to confront her representatives in their worst character in the Philippines. All her 
glamour has gone for me. I pity her and her people. I used to fear them and dreaded to 
come into contact with a Roman priest. He seemed to me to have logic and a continuity 
that was as powerful as logic. But the defense of Christianity is not logic: it is 
righteousness. And even the historical interest of Rome has largely faded away in the 
presence of the painful facts with which one is confronted in the Imperial city.219 
 
Despite seeing Roman corruption up close, Brent chose not to proselytize Catholics. 

While this was in part because of his belief in Christian unity, it was also because, as he went on 

to say in the letter to Hall, “I believe the poorer people are of purer mind than their pastors. Their 

belief is sincere and simple even if much superstition and ignorance is mixed with it.”220 Again, 

this was an instance in which Brent found the fault to be in the hands of white men—in this case 
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Spanish friars—rather than in the hands of his simple Filipinos. This is further evidenced later in 

the same letter, where he wrote of the Filipinos, “To them Christ is Savior in this world and in 

the next. I have watched the peasants on their knees before a shrine and seen most touching 

things.”221 While Brent was moved by the intentions of the Filipinos, he wished they were not 

led astray by those who knew better. If the islanders were ignorant, “the shame is in the centre of 

authority and in the pastors.”222
 

 But in what way was the Catholic Church acting immorally in the Philippines? What 

kinds of methods were employed by the friars that Brent so vehemently disagreed with? 

Unsurprisingly, considering his Catholic leanings, Brent believed, “The cause of this, however, 

lies not in the doctrinal teaching or the ceremonial, which seems to be adapted to the 

temperament of the natives.”223 The problem with the friars was not doctrinal; it was their 

method of conversion. In his first annual report to the Board of Missions, Brent argued that 

“Wherever in the past the Roman Church has proved to be an oppressor instead of a spiritual 

mother, there has been revolt, and will be again,” implying that imperialistic methods were the 

source of Catholic injustice.224 Upon travelling through Northern Luzon, Brent became aware of 

the use of bribery by Spanish friars looking to force conversion. “It seems that the Spaniards 

used compulsion to bring the people to an acknowledgement of Christianity. In Lepanto they 

were bribed by being exempted from taxation, while the non-Christians were burdened by taxes 

and forced labor.”225 Brent also decried the abhorrent state of the Filipino clergy, whom he 

described as “incompetent where they are not bad” and who participated in concubinage, 
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gaming, and other sinful behaviors because of the influence of the Friars, who had shown the 

same proclivity for moral laxity.226 Claiming that the friars had wanted Filipino clergymen who 

were ignorant, Brent argued, “The Frailes wanted muchacho-priests, and they certainly got 

them.”227 

 Despite the immoral methods used by the friars, Brent did not wish to convert the large 

majority of the Filipinos to Episcopalianism. Even acknowledging that many Filipinos were only 

nominally Christian, and believing that this was the result of the unrighteous methodology of the 

Spanish Catholics, Brent still thought that “The greatest satisfaction I could have would be to see 

the Roman Church purify her skirts.”228 His position was that Rome still had a job to do in the 

Philippines, and still had a responsibility to the Catholic residents of the islands. Often, Brent 

saw Catholic populations in his travels in the Philippines that had no priest; he saw this as 

abandonment of one’s flock.229 He did not believe that it was the duty of the Protestant 

missionaries in the Philippines to preach to these Roman Catholics, doing so would only spread 

disunity and further separate Christendom. Rather, Brent held to the idea that the Protestants had 

an urgent duty to help the non-Christians of the archipelago come unto Christ in order to save 

them from the vices that American society was introducing to the Philippines. 

 While finding plenty of negative things to say about Catholicism in the Philippines, Brent 

also believed in the positive impact of the church. Arguing that the Spanish, with Christianity, 

gave the Filipinos “the one unifying force they have ever had,” Brent even went as far as saying 

that it was fortunate that Catholicism arrived in the archipelago first, since it was undivided, 
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whereas the Protestant denominations would have produced chaos.230 Brent also found reason to 

praise the Catholic Church for the teaching of the Gospel in the vernacular.231 A firm believer in 

the value of adapting Christianity to native cultures, Brent argued that “Even superstitions cannot 

always bar a soul from God.”232 He thought that though Filipino Catholicism was full of 

superstition, the work of Spanish and Filipino priests had still been valuable, and was a credit to 

the church.233 

 Despite these few good things that came out of the Catholic presence in the Philippines, 

Brent had to conclude that their overall influence was negative. In 1904 he wrote that, “No one 

but a blind partisan, afraid to recognize and face painful facts, seriously denies any longer the 

grave moral laxity that has grown up…in the Philippines. Inch by inch I have been forced back 

by the pressure of facts from the position I originally held that there was a minimum rather than a 

maximum of immorality.”234 Brent did not put blame solely on Catholicism though, as he began 

work in the islands he realized that unity was impossible there, since “Both Rome and extreme 

Protestantism are absolutely consistent. Their denunciation is followed up by an attempt to win 

followers from the enemy’s camp.”235 The “extreme” Protestants that were pouring into the 

Philippines were from every other sect, and their denunciations of Catholicism were certainly 

followed by their efforts at the conversion of the Catholic Filipino. 

On Protestant Americans: 

 As far as the Americans in the Philippines were concerned, Brent thought that their 

religious nourishment was his primary responsibility, remarking in 1903 that, “the most 
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important section of our work at present, and it will be so for some time to come, is among 

Americans and other English-speaking people.”236 Why did Brent believe this work to be so 

significant? Well, for two reasons. The first was—as has been explained—the fact that Brent saw 

the islands as a sensuous place that would tempt men to sin if their religious needs were not 

cared for. The second reason, stemming from the first, was that Brent held that the American 

population in the Philippines had a responsibility to be righteous Christian examples to the 

Filipinos, rather than wicked Christians inviting vice into the lives of the primitive people.  

 This idea of responsibility was very important to Brent. He believed firmly in the idea 

that every man must be inspired by a sense of responsibility, and connected that ideology with 

the theology behind Christian missions. The Episcopal Church had called every member a 

missionary, and Brent therefore believed that every Christian had a responsibility to play the part 

of missionary. This ideology was best encapsulated in an article called “The Inspiration of 

Responsibility,” which Brent republished in 1915 in a book entitled The Inspiration of 

Responsibility and Other Papers. The thesis presented in the paper was that everyone needed one 

primary goal in life and that such a goal—if worthy of one’s dedication—would inspire a person 

to a sense of responsibility.237 A believer in a sort of Rooseveltian bravado, something required 

of a man roughing it in the Philippines well into his fifties, Brent advocated risk and adventure 

for the sake of a responsibility that would earn eternal reward. In typical fashion, Brent's article 

pleaded with those young people with time and talents to spare to devote themselves to a 

righteous responsibility, such as missionary work, advocating any risk involved in doing so—as 

it would result in the development of a robust character—and arguing that “over-motherliness” 

should not keep young people from mission work, as it had too often “mollycoddled” the virility 
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out of youth.238 Brent believed that risking all for a responsibility that inspired one was only 

returning to the Master with usury the talents that He had given you.239  

In regard to the Philippines, this ideology of the “inspiration of responsibility” meant four 

things: that soldiers in the Army ought to take advantage of the opportunity to be lay preachers to 

their fellow soldiers, that any Americans in the Philippines ought to be good Christians, that 

members of the church at home in the United States should contribute money or time to the 

missionary cause, and that they should do so because Brent was risking all for the responsibility 

in the Philippines that had inspired him. 

As far as those Americans that were actually in the Philippines, whether as part of the 

Army, the government, or for business reasons, their responsibility was to preach to one another 

and act as righteous Christians. As Brent said, “It is my purpose to try to establish lay services, at 

any rate wherever there are Americans, by urging them to avail themselves of that priestly 

privilege which belongs to every Christian and to accept the responsibility that flows there-

from.”240 Expressing frustration over the fact that so few were willing to step up to the 

metaphorical plate and hit spiritual home runs to their fellow Americans, Brent compared them 

to Catholic Filipinos, saying: 

no one seems to think it is his duty to take a position of leadership and gather his fellows 
from week to week to join in those services of the Church which a layman can conduct. It 
is an interesting fact that in several communities where I have been I have found that 
Roman Catholic natives, neglected through a long stretch of time by their Church and 
priesthood, have had their weekly services with a layman as leader; this in a Church 
where the rights of the priesthood are exaggerated, and lay encroachment strongly 
deprecated; whereas in our communion, as well as among the various Protestant bodies in 
which the priesthood of the laity is theoretically exalted as a pivotal tenet, no similar 
sense of responsibility seems to exist.241 
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Brent had a strong desire for the entire American presence in the islands to have access to 

religious services and teachings. This was because, as Brent put it, “The gravest drawback to 

Mission work in the Philippines is the same that exists elsewhere- the indifference and 

wickedness of nominal Christians.”242 

 Unfortunately for Brent, the number of nominal Christians was—according to him— 

disproportionally large. Noting the number of people making sweeping statements about the 

large number of degenerate Americans in the Philippines, Brent wrote in an article on the 

religious conditions in the islands that, as to the number of nominal Christians, “we have no 

more than the share that the history of expansion warns us to expect. There is nothing 

extraordinary in the situation.”243 As for the “the history of expansion,” Brent clarified by 

writing, “For the same reason that the opening up of the western territory of the American 

continent carried to the frontier the adventurer, the irresponsible weakling, the human bird of 

prey, our occupation of the Philippine Islands has swept thither much folk of the same ilk.”244 In 

the same article, Brent went on to argue that even those “men and women of whom we would 

have prophesied good things have disappointed us by spiritual callousness or moral 

collapse…They arrive not infrequently with protestations of loyalty to the Church and with a 

record of religious activity in the past, only to disappear in the round of unwholesome pleasure-

seeking which is the undoing of many in Manila.”245 

This “failure,…the conspicuous failure, of the professed followers of Christ to obey His 

obvious ethical teaching,” was named by Brent in 1907 as one of the greatest hindrances to 

mission work in the Philippines—the other being “the division of Christendom,” by which he 
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meant not the “diversity of opinion but the spirit of partisanship.”246 Along this same line of 

thought, Brent argued that “Until we have a higher type of righteousness lived out in the 

presence of the non-Christian world by the great majority and not by the insignificant minority of 

professing Christians, we can hardly hope to win people to Christ.”247 In the Koran, the Pali 

Canon, and the teachings of Confucius, “the Oriental of any education already has…a large body 

of moral precepts, some of them extra-ordinary beauty,” so why should they look among 

immoral Christian men for new doctrine?248 

On the other hand, the members of the Episcopal Church at home in the United States 

were also on Brent’s mind. From the moment his election was complete on October 15, 1901, 

Brent was worried about funding and manpower.249 Upon realizing that the Church would only 

provide him with a few thousand dollars, the new bishop immediately started a fundraising 

campaign. He sent a letter first to a number of influential bishops, including Henry C. Potter of 

New York, William Croswell Doane of Albany, Henry Yates Satterlee of Washington, D.C., and 

William Andrew Leonard of Cleveland.250 The letter was a plea for help in fundraising; it 

explained that the money given by the Church for Brent’s mission was “less than many a parish 

would spend on its parish house.”251 In Brent’s eloquently worded petition he argued that the 

church had both great opportunity and great responsibility in the Philippines, and that “A 

glorious opportunity calls for glorious equipment. Sacrifice on the part of the missionaries sent to 

the field calls for corresponding sacrifice on the part of those who send them.”252 
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Who did Brent want to sacrifice? The answer is the whole church, which he believed 

ought to contribute to his effort. This was especially since he was risking life and limb to go out 

to the dependency in the first place. A good portion of Brent’s plea—as well as his diary entries 

and other letters he sent around the same time—focused on his assumption that the tropics would 

likely be the death of him.253 While this worry may seem unwarranted, it was not; deaths from 

disease and bad health resulting from harsh conditions were regular worries for Americans in the 

Philippines. Many of Brent’s missionaries had to return to the U.S. because of sickness or 

weakness that either resulted from the climate, or at least could not be treated in the islands.254 

Brent was also sick quite often, and occasionally sought treatment in the U.S.255 While 

expressing a willingness to devote the rest of his life—what he assumed would be a shortened 

life—to the work in the Philippines, Brent, understandably, did not desire to do so if the work 

was to be unsupported. Especially since his family did not want him to go. As a bachelor, and the 

oldest boy of ten children—with his father having passed away—Brent was responsible for the 

care of his unmarried sisters, his mother, and his brother Maurice, who was in bad health and 

who—along with his only other brother, Willoughby—died while he was stationed in the 

islands.256 Expressing this to Bishop Potter and the others, Brent wrote:  

Without true backing that would contribute support for a considerable group of men, any 
attempt to lay foundations would as fruitless as laborious. A builder cannot construct 
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without materials; a general cannot command without an army. There would be a few 
years of earnest work with all the anxieties that belong to a workman without tools, then 
would come broken health, and the end, - for a man must face the fact, as I have faced 
(and accepted) it, that missionary life in the Philippines means an early death for a son of 
the North.257 
 

Brent’s suggested solution to this problem was a church-wide appeal to be made by the bishops, 

in order to gather 100,000 dollars for men and materials.258 This effort did not go to waste, Potter 

donated on behalf of the Diocese of New York, while Satterlee and Leonard published letters 

asking for donations in The Churchman.259 

The fundraising did not end with the bishops. By the time of his consecration to the 

bishopric of the Philippines on December 19, 1901, Brent had organized “a group of men of 

national repute” to create a leaflet and start a fundraising effort for the mission; included among 

the men were such notables as financiers J. Pierpont Morgan and William H. Crocker, Senator 

Marcus A. Hanna, well-known industrialists and philanthropists Samuel Mather and George 

MacCulloch Miller, and a prominent Episcopalian from a wealthy Chicago family, James L. 

Houghteling.260 Brent attempted to recruit William Howard Taft and Senator Henry Cabot Lodge 

as well.261 The leaflet asked for all who were interested in “the spiritual development of the 

inhabitants of the islands for whose welfare we are responsible to contribute such a sum as will 

establish a Church worthy of American Christianity.”262 Brent continued to fundraise, traveling 

the country until he left for the Philippines with the Taft party on May 17, 1902, spending time in 
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Washington, among other places, and rubbing shoulders with senators, supreme court justices, 

and even President and Mrs. Theodore Roosevelt—who invited him to the White House.263 This 

effort to involve not only his whole church, but the whole country in his efforts was something 

that Brent continued throughout his time in the Philippines. He became a master philanthropist; 

he decided that being a good Christian American involved fulfilling both a Christian and an 

American responsibility to the Filipinos. 

On Non-Christians 

 As far as the non-Christians of Asia were concerned, Brent’s primary opinion of them 

was in relation to Christianity. He believed in the ability of Christianity to meet their needs, and 

to adapt to their culture. In a letter to a friend in the Army, Brent wrote “I am heartily in accord 

with you in thinking that the Asiatic must always be an Asiatic; my contention is that 

Christianity is a principle so permeative [sic] and so universal” that it can “lay hold of those 

common elements of humanity which constitute the hope of all races.”264 The catholic 

applicability of Christ’s gospel—which Brent thoroughly believed in—was dependent upon the 

religion’s malleability. This theology favored the creation of national churches and indigenous 

Christianity. Brent wrote the same friend a year later, in 1907, extolling the importance of 

national churches run by native peoples, saying: 

Never yet has a nation Christianized except through its own prophets…the earliest point 
of contact must be through other nationalities. This is doubly necessary, first in order to 
assert the essential unity of Christendom, which rises above all distinctions of race and 
class; and secondly because no one nation can handle the interpretation of Christ and His 
relation to the world without the aid of universal conscience. The relation of universal 
Christianity to local Christianity is analogous to that of the federal government to the 
governments of the States. The broad principles that transcend time and tongues and 

peoples are interpreted locally.265 
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Continuing along this vein, Brent used as an example the situation under the British in 

India. He wrote, “as much as I admire England’s achievements in India, I feel that her pride in 

her own institutions and her disdain of that which is contrary to her conception of good taste 

have blinded her eyes to latent possibilities among the natives.”266 Brent admitted that, “We are 

not wholly free from a similar fault: the contemptuous expressions about Filipinos, many of 

which I have been guilty of myself, do no good, and betray a lack of sympathy and a failure to 

see the other man’s point of view which are fatal to a just weighing of the limitations and 

capacity of inferior peoples.”267  Because he believed in the formation of a native variety of 

Christianity in the Philippines, Brent determined that it was important to have “an intelligent and 

sympathetic study of eastern thought and Eastern life.”268 He even argued, “Until the East tells 

what it thinks of Christ, we shall never know Christ.”269 

On Igorots: 

The Igorots were the pagan people of the mountainous region of Northern Luzon. They 

were the first Filipinos to receive the ministrations of Brent and his missionaries, and the group 

among which the highest rate of conversion was accomplished.270 In the mountainous provinces 

of Benguet and Lepanto Brent established two major mission stations among the Igorots—at 

Baguio and at Bontoc—and eventually had his preeminent mission in Sagada, a village near 

Bontoc, and several substations in the areas surrounding Bontoc and Sagada missions.271 Leaving 

on January 3, 1903, after having been in the islands just four months, Brent made a trip he would 
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make dozens of times in the next sixteen years.272 Leaving at dawn with his only two 

missionaries thus far, John A. Staunton, Jr. and Walter C. Clapp, Brent took a train from Manila 

to Dagupan, and from there walked and rode on horseback through Northern Luzon, a distance 

of over 120 miles.273 Upon arriving in Benguet, Brent met his first Igorots. Despite calling them 

“naked, tattooed, long-haired barbarians,” one of Brent’s first impressions was based on the 

religion of the people, which he described, saying “It partakes, perhaps, of ancestor worship, but 

they have a definite belief in a supreme being, whom they worship in their own way.”274 

Barbarians or not, Brent found that the Igorots were “a fine, good-natured people.”275 

In fact, Brent was so impressed with the Igorots, seeing them as the epitome of the noble 

savage, that he often compared these mountain dwellers favorably with the Christian Filipinos of 

the lowlands. In his first annual report, sent in 1903, Brent implied that his Igorots were the equal 

or superior of their Christian neighbors, saying, “The tribes of the highlands are numerous, 

domestic, industrious and naturally religious; they are primitive people of considerable promise, 

the superiors of their lowland neighbors in physique and energy, and seemingly their peers in 

intelligence.”276 This was quite a unique sentiment, as most other missionary efforts found work 

among Roman Catholic Filipinos, and did not have the highest opinion of the Igorots, who lived 

tribally in small villages. In fact, the term Igorot refers to several different tribal groups who 

fought one another. In the village of Bontoc Brent found the Igorots among whom he desired to 

work. Known for their headhunting, the Bontoc Igorots, were “winsome,” according to Brent; he 
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believed that something about them “speaks to a man’s highest nature.”277 Noting that there were 

naked children everywhere among them, he made these observations about the adults, “Most of 

them carry their spears and axes, and have tattoo marks on their faces, arms and breasts. An odd 

little cap is perched on the back of their heads. This is used as a receptacle for tobacco, when 

their long hair is not gathered up into it.”278 

Brent made immediate plans for work among the Bontoc Igorots. His reasoning for doing 

so remained the same for the entirety of his time in the islands. According to Brent: 

We have plans for educational and medical work, as well as for bringing them to a 
knowledge of our Saviour and theirs, which I trust the generosity of the Church at home 
will enable us to carry out successfully. If we can get well established at an early date, we 
shall be able to guard their interests and protect them from injustice when the evil 
concomitants of civilization assail them, as is bound to be the case upon the opening up 
of their beautiful mountain country,”279 

 
Brent wished to save the Igorots from what he deemed to be wickedness. He handed them “a 

knowledge of our Saviour and theirs” in order to protect them from “the evil concomitants of 

civilization.” What made the bishop decide that he could save the Igorots from vice? What made 

them different from other Filipinos? Their isolation. Brent said of them, “There is a rich harvest 

for Christ to be reaped there. No modern influences have touched those people…I saw more 

virtue in them than I did vice.”280 The bishop believed that the virtuous nature of the Igorots was 

connected with the lack of “modern influences,” which seemed to be the root of vice and the 

corruptor of civilization, as far as he was concerned.  

Believing that there was a true urgency to this work, Brent reported back to the Board of 

Missions via the Church Missions House in New York, wherein his contact was one of the 

secretaries, John W. Wood. In one of his many reports to the Board by way of Wood, Brent said, 
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“Whatever is to be done must be done quickly before the evil forces which accompany 

civilisation [sic] enter.”281 He spoke to a friend, and benefactor with the same tone of urgency, 

“Now is our opportunity: the Vices of civilization have not come here, and we have practically 

200,000 people to minister to.”282 In picking this focus, Brent argued that he saw great need 

among the Igorots, and no other mission effort was being undertaken among them.283 He also 

noted that the interior of Northern Luzon had barely been touched by the Roman Catholic 

Church and argued that “If we were striving for prominence as a Church, or for some political 

foothold, we would turn our eyes toward the coast, but I believe that the function of our Church 

in these islands is to search out and to find God’s most needy children.”284 Brent determined that 

these “needy children” must be protected. This is evident in his diary, where on February 2, 

1903, Brent remembered the undue cruelty put upon another needy people by the United States, 

“As one sees these non-Christian tribes the memory of our unfairness to and exploitation of the 

North American Indians rises to the mind. The interior and weaker tribes like the Igorot and 

Tinguianes will fall prey to cupidity if we do not watch carefully every step taken.”285 Brent was 

hardly the first or only American to make this association, comparing Filipinos to Native 

Americans was commonplace, especially in the case of the Igorots, whose dress, religion, and 

culture made the link to Native Americans more likely. Considering what befell the Native 

Americans upon contact with white settlers, Brent knew the fate of the Igorots if he did not 

intervene. While admitting that “Achievements that can be tabulated—perhaps I am too 
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indifferent to such—will be slow in coming,” Brent still thought that the best work that could be 

done was among this group of non-Christians.286 

 As far as the nature of Brent’s work among the Igorots, the bishop believed in the value 

of medical work. Not only would it improve the lives of those to whom he felt a sense of 

responsibility, but he also theorized that it would make them more amenable to conversion.287 

Brent believed the same thing of educational work, and the creation of schools for Filipinos, 

saying in a letter to Bishop Hall, “Our first need is for medical and educational agencies: 

everything else will follow naturally.”288 In order to accomplish these goals, the bishop relied 

heavily on the importance of preaching in the vernacular. Tagalog—which eventually emerged 

as the national language of the Philippines—was the dialect of those in Manila, while the Igorots 

had their own tongue, and so did the Ilokanos, who were the Christian peoples that lived among 

them. Though Brent spoke some Spanish, with it he could only reach a miniscule percentage of 

the population, the wealthy.  

 While he took irregular lessons in Tagalog, Brent never did become fluent.289 On the 

other hand, many of Brent’s missionaries excelled linguistically, and he encouraged their efforts. 

Writing early on, Brent spoke of language lessons in the mission’s Settlement House in Manila, 

of his desire to master the language, and of the necessity of learning it in order to effectively 

preach to the people, “With commendable energy the residents at the Settlement are struggling 

with the ‘aug’ and the ‘mauga,’ the ‘ay’ and the ‘na’ of Tagalog, leaving me far in the lurch. I get 

both impatient and sad because I am unable to speak the tongue of the people. It is the only way 
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to reach and win them—to become one with them in language and life.”290 The bishop continued 

on to argue that God reached out to man in man’s own language, and “Who would venture to 

improve on God’s way?”291 

 This belief in the use of the vernacular should not be surprising. As has already been 

established, Brent believed as a latitudinarian in a malleable Christianity that would fit itself to 

the needs of different peoples. Using the vernacular was not all that could be done; Brent was 

convinced of the importance of training native missionaries as well, believing that they could 

reach their own people better than any foreigner. Naturally flowing from this was Brent’s 

previously mentioned belief in the importance of national churches. In a letter written in 1912 

advocating Christian unity, Brent wrote in favor of national churches, explaining that “People are 

vastly different in their composition and you have to make provision for it in ministering to them 

spiritually.”292 

 In order to get to know the Igorots, that he might minister to them spiritually, Brent spent 

a good deal of time investigating their animistic beliefs.293 Noting that there was more to the 

“head-cutting” going on among the Igorots than he had originally assumed, Brent wrote in 1904 

that “It seems that the motive for the ‘head-cutting’ is religious, or perhaps it would be better to 

say, superstitious, and not martial. The Igorrotes believe that it is necessary to take a head or so 

to appease the anitos or spirits and so secure a good harvest.”294 In an article entitled “The Joys 

of Pioneering,” published in 1905 in the The Spirit of Missions, the official missionary periodical 
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of the Episcopal Church, Brent described in greater detail what he had learned in his pioneering 

effort among non-Christians. Along with a description of the Igorot’s two major religious 

organizations—the “Guardia de Honor” and the “Sapalada,” the bishop volunteered the 

hypothesis that, “The Igorots are at bottom a religious people. They always have their system of 

prayers and religious offerings as well as their sacred spots—a hilltop, a tree, a grove. The 

hidden working of God’s Spirit has stirred them to feel after something more satisfying than they 

possess.”295 With an air of superiority, Brent concluded, “However superstitious and corrupt 

their system may be, it has been an earnest reaching after God and has received its reward.”296 

On Moros and Pagans of Mindanao: 

 While he would eventually go on to do the most important missionary work among the 

Moros, the Muslim peoples of the Philippines, Brent did not look to do anything in the Southern 

Philippines until 1904, after over a year in the islands. Even then his primary objective on 

Mindanao—the second largest and southernmost island of the archipelago—was to explore the 

potential for work among Americans stationed there and amid the pagan tribes subjected to the 

Moros.297 Brent saw similarities between the pagans of Mindanao and the Igorots. They were at 

war with, and often enslaved by the Moros, just as the Igorots were under the influence of the 

Ilokanos and Tagalogs and other Christian Filipinos.298 The pagans also lived in the interior of 

Mindanao—the coasts being controlled by the Moros—just as the Igorots lived in the interior of 

Luzon.  
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Living in the interior, the animists of the Southern Philippines were isolated as the 

Igorots were, and Brent noticed that: 

Their isolation has not injured their morals; indeed, one fears for them if, or when, they 
come under the influence of ‘civilization.’ Adultery or fornication is punished with 
death—but, they say, it is never committed. Lying has for its penalty social distrust so 
strong that it is unpleasant for a liar to continue in the community. It would be a real 
wrong to these people if any formal or weak attempt were made to bring the power of 
western belief to bear upon them. On the other hand, it is possible to add beauty and joy 
to their lives if we go about it in the right way.299 
 

The similarities to the Igorots—in Brent’s mind at least—were clear; he could save them from 

civilization as well. It was among such peoples that Brent wished to start a mission in Mindanao. 

While he considered many groups, his favorite was the Bagobos. In a draft of his annual report 

for the 1905-1906 year, Brent again paralleled his argument for preaching among the Igorots, 

this time arguing for the urgency inherent in the situation in Mindanao. Citing the drunkenness of 

two young Moro boys, implying they were influenced to become inebriated by the Americans in 

the area, Brent reported “The evil forces of civilization are streaming in,…Unless help comes 

soon the chance to guard  helpless people from the vices of civilization will be irrevocably 

lost.”300 This and other similar pleas fell on deaf ears. 

 The bishop was eventually able to do work in Mindanao, but by that time he was more 

interested in the Moros. Brent’s initial opinion of the Moros was not positive. Originally, as he 

wrote to Taft, Brent imagined that “little can be done for them.”301 As early as 1904 Brent 

advocated medical work among the them, saying, “I believe that even the Moros, whose 

knowledge of Christianity is only the doctrinal aspect of it as set forth by the Jesuits, could, after 

a long time, probably be softened and won if Christian physicians were to settle among them and 
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minister with healing hand to their many and grievous bodily ills.”302 While this was just the 

seed of an idea, a hypothesis really, on how the Moros might be reached by Christian 

missionaries, it would become the strategy of Brent’s mission among them. It was spurred on as 

Brent made continued trips to Mindanao, where he preached among Army men, including 

General Leonard Wood, and learned of their struggle to pacify the Moros. Witnessing this and 

becoming a personal friend to the two generals most involved in the Moro Wars, Wood and 

Pershing, Brent became enthralled, remarking in 1906 that “I do not see how anyone can fail to 

be interested in the Moros.”303 He had begun to see the Moros as “men of independence of 

character and courage,” and theorized that their negative view of Christians was—as well as that 

of all Muslims—a result of the Crusades and other wars initiated against them by Christians, all 

the way down to the Moro Wars of Brent’s own time.304 By the 1910s, Brent’s work among the 

Igorots had slowed, and the opportunity to save the Moros from civilization became his primary 

motivation for staying in the islands. 

On the Chinese of Manila:  

 The Chinese population of the Philippines was about 40,000 in 1903.305 Brent desired to 

work among the Chinese residents of Manila, which included about half of the overall 

population.306 One of the major reasons was the connection that the Chinese had to trade. They 

were the primary importers of opium from China, and were considered to be influential citizens 

in their communities.307 Despite wanting to rid the Philippines of the opium evil, this was not the 
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primary reason for the creation of Brent’s mission among the Chinese. Looming larger was the 

fact that the Chinese of Manila had been subjected to a negative Catholic influence. Speaking of 

Spanish Catholic law in the Philippines, Brent said, “It has been impossible for a Chinese to get 

married hitherto unless baptized, and the frequency of applications to us for baptism to-day that 

marriage may take place to-morrow, together with an insinuation that a liberal fee will be 

forthcoming, reveals several things regarding past ecclesiastical history.”308 Needless to say, the 

bishop did not find this form of conversion to be worthwhile. He took it upon himself to start a 

mission among the Chinese in Manila, so as to convert a prominent population that had been thus 

far bribed to enter the waters of baptism. In taking upon himself this work, Brent quickly learned 

“The difficulty of reaching a heathen population familiar with a Christianity that was cheap 

enough to be bought for a fee”309 

On the United States and the Philippines 

 In order to fully understand Brent’s motives, and why his mission fit into the colonial 

endeavor as it did, it is essential that his opinions on colonialism be understood in context. What 

has come before has been an exploration of Brent’s theology, and why he decided he needed to 

proselytize, or not proselytize a specific group of people. This section highlights his views of 

colonialism and the relationship between the United States and the Philippines. The theology that 

has come before makes it clear that the ideologies of this section are still religiously motivated. 

While Brent was an imperialist, his reasons for being one were partially based in religion. This is 

because, like many religious individuals from his day on up to the present, Brent viewed 

government from a religious perspective. Simply put, he saw God pulling the strings behind 

good government, and even behind American imperialism. Brent believed in democracy, calling 
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it, “the principle of Christian brotherhood applied to government,” and arguing that the 

imperialist endeavor offered the chance to bestow this god given institution on the Filipinos.310 

 While Brent expressed many times his opinion on American imperialism, he most 

succinctly and eloquently explained his position in an article published by The North American 

Review in 1905. Brent’s “American Democracy in the Orient” was well received, even 

prompting President Roosevelt to write the bishop and express agreement that the United States 

could educate the Filipino to the extent “that he can stand alone as Cuba does.”311 Roosevelt 

relayed that he could not say much of independence in public at the moment because it would be 

interpreted to mean a quick U.S. withdrawal, when Filipinos may not be ready for a century to 

come.312 As illustrated in Chapter One, the “Philippine Problem” was a contested issue. Though 

Roosevelt could not say too much in public, Brent could. Brent's commentary in “American 

Democracy in the Orient” responded to two recent articles critiquing the administration. 

Following a scathing analysis of the two previous articles, in which Brent wrote that one author 

“does not seem to have learned that hearsay is not necessarily fact,” the bishop went on to give 

his opinion on the situation.313 

 Unsurprisingly, the article defended the administration which Brent so strongly 

supported. A staunch conservative, Brent argued that the U.S. kept Aguinaldo in the dark about 

Philippine independence only because it had not yet come to a decision, that the Schurman 

Commission went out for that very purpose, and if they had deemed the Filipinos ready for self-

government, it would have happened.314 As Brent put it: 
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America instituted measures to inform her ignorance; but, by the time the matter seemed 
clear, the foundling had become wayward. It was to ascertain what was wise and just that 
the Schurman Commission was appointed. Had the commissioners brought in a finding 
that, in their judgment, at an early date the Filipinos would be capable of setting up a 
republic, the same processes would have been set in operation as have become a part of 
history in Cuba.315 

 

Brent further argued that the American method would prove far kinder than the European 

imperialism, which he noted “starts with the assumption that the natives are and always will be 

incapable of complete self-government.”316 “America,” according to Brent, “was and is still 

uncertain whether or not the Filipino will ultimately rise sufficiently to be able to govern his own 

affairs without outside help. At any rate, she refuses to accept it as an axiom that Western nations 

must govern the tropics.”317 

As an example to prove his point, the bishop pointed to British colonialism in Egypt, of 

which he wrote: 

In Egypt is perhaps the most advanced effort of England to develop an Oriental people. 
Some Americans of prominence hold it up as the model on which we should shape our 
Philippine administration. Undoubtedly, it is a fine piece of work, and has brought a 
country from bankruptcy to affluence in an incredibly short time. But a careful study of 
the history, methods and present temper of the English "occupation" of Egypt leads me to 
characterize it as a beneficent despotism. The morale of the people has been advanced 
only in a minute degree, and the prospect of an independent Egypt is further below the 
horizon than it was when Lord Milner wrote his book.318 
 

Adding to this indictment of English policy was the statement that “British rule tends to destroy 

native originality, vigor and initiative.”319 While the argument that American imperialism would 

be of a higher type than that of Europe may seem typical for a conservative American in that 

time, Brent’s preferred model was not what one might expect. He determined that Japan offered 

a more successful representation of colonialism than Europe, writing that “My observation of 
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Eastern colonial methods leads me to fix upon Japan's rule of Formosa, both in its moral flavor 

and in considerateness for and understanding of the people of the island, as being the most 

advanced of all.”320 While this thought was surprisingly culturally sensitive, Brent took a step 

backward by attributing Japanese success to the fact that “there you have Orientals dealing with 

Orientals.”321 

But the United States was not an Asian country, why was it as capable as Japan? 

According to Brent, it was morality of method that Japan and the U.S. shared. Brent believed that 

while early imperialistic efforts had been the result of greedy self-interest, the U.S. in the 

Philippines represented a newly developing, more benevolent form of colonialism.322 The 

American presence in the Philippines was “laying unwonted emphasis on political development 

and education in self government,” which Brent found unselfish when compared with the British 

method.323 As Brent explained patriotically, “It was because Great Britain gave too exclusive 

attention to her own commercial interests, and too little to the growing political character of her 

colonial child, that the cord that bound the Old World to the New was snapped asunder.” 324 How 

was the U.S. attempting to selflessly prepare the Filipinos for self-government? Through the 

introduction of democracy, of course! While giving democracy to the Filipino was good, it must 

be done the right way; again, Brent’s belief in the importance of adaptation for native culture is 

clear. He argued that: 

Westerners went to the East and tried to build up their own institutions without regard to 
the native bent, trampling on his traditions and sneering at his political creed. Both 
missionaries and representatives of government have come to their senses for the most 
part. They have learned that their function is not to destroy but to fulfil; that the first thing 
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to do is to observe, to secure common standing-ground where sympathy may have free 
play, to avoid violent changes.325 
 

Believing, in regard to democracy in the Philippines, that the U.S., had “laid our system, 

with its refined features and fully clothed form, on the shoulders of the native before wholly 

understanding him,” Brent suspected they had been “inclined to legislate too freely and too 

minutely.”326 Giving an example in another article, this one published in 1904 in The Spirit of 

Missions, Brent wrote, “The methods of democracy in Massachusetts are fine, but they cease to 

be democratic when applied to the Orient, just as a watch ceases to mark the time if it is set to 

saw wood. American democracy is part of a civilization, without which it becomes a pelican in 

the wilderness.”327 In other words, Brent was in favor of a slow, sure pace, in order to adapt 

democracy to Filipino culture and give it to them in a form they would appreciate.328 The best 

way to do this, according to the bishop, was to send officials that could “command respect as 

being upright, efficient, just,” and whose characters were “sans reproche,” avoiding inefficiency, 

mediocrity, and moral unworthiness.329 

Offering up an explanation as to why low moral standards existed among American men, 

Brent hinted at government fault; he advocated for higher pay for men being sent to the islands, 

so they could make a career out of their service there, rather than resorting to gambling for extra 

cash.330 Brent also called for better roads and a general hospital.331 If these goals sound familiar, 

it is because they should. Brent’s secular goals for the Philippines, though rooted more firmly in 

religious purpose and occasionally deviating slightly, still echoed many of the policies of the 

Taft Era. Brent believed in the eventual formation of both a native church and a native 
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government, concluding in a statement that—though meant in a political sense—could be 

interpreted as regarding Christianity in the islands, “Our work in the Philippines has begun with 

the right motive—that is to say, it starts at the top notch of colonial ideals, assuming the possible 

capacity of the natives under our training, at however distant a date, for complete self-

government.”332 

From beginning to end, Brent’s argument connected “the responsibility to the weaker 

people of the stronger,” and the forging of “the East and West into an intelligent and sympathetic 

unity.”333 Clearly, this was both a religious and a secular responsibility, in order to obtain both a 

religious and a secular unity between the East and the West.334 How could the U.S. accomplish 

this unity and fulfill her responsibility? In the speech entitled “Progress and Problems in the 

Philippines,” cited at the opening of this chapter, Brent perfectly illustrated the combination of 

what he saw to be the religious and political problems in the Philippines. Before concluding, as 

was previously mentioned, that the Filipino was “vain, not endowed with great powers of 

resistance, either physically or morally, the result of which is that the bad concomitants of 

Western civilization are a constant menace to him,” and that, “[Christianity] is the one means by 

which the Oriental can be made strong enough to meet the menace of civilization,” Brent 

described the job the U.S. had in the islands. In so doing, he made Christianity the solution to 

both the spiritual and secular aspects of the “Philippine Problem.”335 He said, “America’s task in 

the Philippines is no easy one, it is the moral regeneration and unification of a people, these are 

the prerequisites of self government.”336 So, Christianity was the solution to the spiritual problem 
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of the arrival of vice in the Philippines by way of American civilization, and “moral regeneration 

and unification” was the answer to the political problem that was the preparation of the Filipino 

for self-government. What might morally regenerate and unify a people, especially in the mind 

of a Christian clergyman? The gospel, of course! Establishing that Brent’s motivations—whether 

in the political or the spiritual realm—were always religious, is essential to understanding the 

place of religion in the colonial enterprise.  

It is also necessary to point out that unification of the Filipinos would bring the isolated 

Igorots and other non-Christians into more contact with the Roman Catholic Filipinos who had 

been subjected to civilization and vice; that was why moral regeneration must go hand in hand 

with unification and independence, to save Brent’s mission. For this reason, Brent saw it as his 

duty not only as a Christian, but also as an American, to provide for what he saw to be the 

religious needs of the Filipinos. The government had no “right to ride rough shod over religion,” 

and could not ignore the “religious sentiment and customs of those who are its wards;” it needed 

him and the other missionaries to provide for the religious needs prerequisite to independence, 

while it provided the political necessities.337 For, as absolutely indispensable as democracy was 

for a sense of nationhood to emerge, Christianity was even more so; Brent believed Christ to be 

the ultimate unifier, and therefore the principal ingredient in the formation of a cohesive 

nation.338 

Conclusion 

Above all else, Brent believed in the necessity of a unified Christendom. Being an 

ecumenist informed all of his theology. It meant that morality and clean living were essential, 

since being a good moral example, either as a church or as an individual, would lead to more 
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converts and further unity. Bringing the Filipinos together and unifying them under Christianity 

by only working to convert those who were non-Christian would create national and spiritual 

cohesiveness. Brent’s theology called for him to search out those of good moral character—who 

could be added to the fold of God—before it was too late; he was to find those that needed 

Christianity to save them from the encroachment of civilization. At the same time, Brent had to 

locate a people who did not already have a shepherd, so as to maintain unity. He wished for the 

Christian sects to carve up the archipelago into spiritual pastures at peace with one another, that 

they all might convert a portion to Christianity. This would create a Christian nation with 

different denominations that respected each other’s territory and rejoiced in a unified 

Christendom. This would create a nation ready for independence, both spiritual and secular 

independence, which would in turn mean that Brent, his fellow missionaries, and his fellow 

Americans had fulfilled their responsibility to the Philippines and the Filipinos. This was Brent’s 

utopian dream. It was a dream that would never be realized, but, nevertheless, knowing his 

motives adds clarity to his actions, as discussed in the next chapter. 
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CHAPTER 3 

 

 

THE PLACE OF RELIGION IN THE COLONIAL ENTERPRISE 
 

Before the calling of Bishop Brent, Episcopalianism had an inauspicious start in the 

Philippines. To start with, Brent had the services of two missionaries and their wives. As has 

been previously mentioned, he was also only given a few thousand dollars. With this small force 

and miniscule budget, the bishop was to create a mission from the ground up. Fortunately for the 

Board of Missions, they had selected the right man for the job. Brent immediately threw himself 

into the task of increasing his resources, both monetary and in manpower. By his arrival in the 

Philippines in May, Brent had garnered over $100,000 for the mission, and had secured the 

services of another missionary, Reverend Irving Spencer, his wife, and a Kindergarten teacher, 

Harriet B. Osgood.339 By the end of the year, Brent added to the ranks another two missionaries, 

Reverend Hobart E. Studley and Reverend Mercer G. Johnston, the latter's wife, a missionary 

physician named C. Radcliffe Johnson and his wife, and three missionary nurses, Beatrice 

Oakes, Clara Thacher, and Jane Jackson.340 Along with all of these came Miss Margaret P. 

Waterman, a “parish visitor,” who had known Brent in Boston, and would go on to do the best 

translation work in the mission.341 

With a much larger force of missionaries, Brent was ready to get to work. By 1904, he 

had thoroughly explored the islands and had decided what his duty was in the Philippines. He 

wrote to the Presiding Bishop, Daniel S. Tuttle, and explained what he supposed were the 

primary purposes of his assignment: 
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1. To minister to the American population residing in the Archipelago so far as our 
meagre [sic] Missionary force would allow. 2. To seek out and shepherd those peoples 
who know not the Name of our Saviour, and whose plight is of all men the most pitiable. 
3. To declare by the establishment among Christian Filipinos, irrespective of their 
sectarian attachment, of social, hospital, and educational work, that the Church of my 
allegiance believes in the Divine character of the human touch.342 
  

Out of these three pillars, the four elements of Brent’s mission were already well formed by 

1904. He had established missionary work among Americans in Manila, and at different Army 

posts throughout the islands. “Those peoples…whose plight is of all men the most pitiable,” 

Brent had already found in the Igorots and the Chinese, that is, in the non-Christian populations 

of Luzon. Work had begun among both of these groups. He had also already sent Clapp to 

discover those “most pitiable” in Mindanao, and was planning for eventual work in the south.343 

Finally, more “social, hospital, and educational work” would come, but Brent had established a 

successful dispensary in Manila among Roman Catholic Filipinos. 

 This chapter focuses on the work Brent and his workers established in the four sections of 

his mission, among the Americans, the Igorots, the Chinese, and the Moros. Before jumping into 

his policies toward these groups, this chapter looks at the humanitarian work Brent did among 

the Catholic Filipinos of Manila. The exploration of these five groups and Brent’s policies 

towards them illustrates three things. First, it provides proof that Brent’s ideological and 

theological views on morality, unity, and responsibility, as put forth in Chapter 2, instructed and 

informed his policymaking. This chapter also makes it clear that the work Brent did among all of 

these groups was in some way connected to his ultimate goal to save the Igorots and the Moros 

from civilization. Finally, the five parts of this chapter illustrate the relationship of Brent’s 

mission to the Philippine Commission, and provide evidence that the bishop at times aided, 

impeded, and redirected the colonial government.   
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Work Among Catholics 

Once writing that Rome was “a world power and nothing more,” that she was “the enemy 

of Christ in morals as well as in policy,” and that “the Tammany like intrigue of Rome” did more 

than anything else to damage to native life in the Philippines, Brent still avoided mission work 

among the Christian Filipinos.344 Because he did not proselytize the Roman Catholic Filipinos, 

Brent’s relationship to them can be viewed as his various reactions to Catholic intrusion, moral 

laxity among Catholic Filipinos, and a schism in the Catholic Church in the Philippines known as 

the Aglipayan Movement, as well as by exploring the humanitarian work he did in Manila. 

Reaction to Catholic Intrusion: 

Brent’s relationship with Catholics—especially clergymen—in the Philippines was 

characterized by intrusion. This section deals with how Brent reacted to the Catholic 

infringement upon his work. On New Year’s Day, 1908, perhaps with resolutions and a fresh 

start in mind, Brent wrote in his diary “’I can do all things through Christ who strengtheneth me.’ 

I need courage—courage to be unpopular if need be, to blaze a new trail for my fellows. Lord 

help me to be daring.”345 It is likely that for no other decision was Brent more “unpopular,” than 

for his choice to prohibit the proselytization of Filipino Catholics. This was especially true after 

Belgian Catholic priests encroached on Brent’s territory, attempting to steal away converts. In 

1907, less than a year before Brent wrote of the “courage to be unpopular” in his diary, the 

Catholic Church placed missionaries in both of Brent’s major mission stations among the 

Igorots, at Bontoc and Sagada.346 With three priests headed to Sagada and one to Bontoc, Brent 

expressed anger that “the whole province beyond, with a teeming population, remains destitute 
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of a single pastor.”347 While Brent questioned a friend, saying “is it not lamentable that with 

great unshepherded districts this man should think that he is doing the work of Christ in 

deliberately planting the seeds of dissention,” he still did not adjust his own policy to meet that 

of the Catholics—or the other Protestant sects, for that matter.348 

If this had been the first offense, or the last, Brent’s reaction may have been 

understandable. But, for years he struggled with the Catholic clergymen in the Philippines. In 

1905, Catholic priests first approached one of Brent’s missions. While Staunton was away from 

his post at Bontoc, the Catholic Bishop of Nueva Segovia, Dennis Joseph Dougherty, re-baptized 

some of his converts.349  By 1909, the Catholic Church had more workers among the Igorots than 

Brent did.350 What is more, Brent—potentially feeling some level of paranoia—believed the 

Catholic clergy and laity in Manila to be using “all means possible to loosen my hold on the 

people that we have succeeded in reaching; the strongest kind of propaganda is in operation 

among both civilians and army people.”351  

While this angered Brent, what really irked him was the possibility that some of the 

Catholic propagandists were among the civil service and were “attempt[ing] to control 

appointments in the Civil Government.”352 Nothing bothered him more than a church which 

looked to interfere in government; Brent, rather ironically, as shall become clear, found 

immorality in such behavior. “As you know, I am not a violent opponent of the Roman church as 

a Christian organization, but as a mode of intrigue and as a political meddler, and as an 

institution that uses methods unworthy of the name of Christian and hardly that of moral, I shall 
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oppose it to the bitter end.”353 The Archbishop Jeremias J. Harty, Brent believed, was behind the 

worst of Catholic offenses. Harty poached Episcopal converts, and Brent suspected that he acted 

behind the scenes to derail a joint operation by Brent and the Philippine Commission to build a 

General Hospital.354 The archbishop also made inquiries about who owned the building Brent 

was leasing for his dispensary in Manila.355 It just so happened that Harty was building his own 

hospital at the time.356  

What was Brent’s response to all of this? Despite feeling strongly that this practice of 

“competitive religion” was an affront to Christian unity, Brent still would not fight back in the 

form of poaching converts of his own. But, he did write a “scathing denunciation” of the Belgian 

friars, Harty, and other Catholic leaders in a letter to a friend, which eventually made it into the 

hands of The Outlook.357 But, the letter was never published, and Brent decided to “let the matter 

drop.”358 He did so despite pressure from his missionaries and his church to proselytize the 

Catholic Filipinos.359 Confiding in Bishop Hall in 1912, Brent said “If the Church expressing 

herself through General Convention, or even the House of Bishops, desires a different policy I 

shall gladly step aside and let a man of their own sort undertake that for which I have no 

vocation.”360 By 1915, Brent developed what could be described as an amicable relationship with 

the Belgians, happy that their work—which was better funded than his own—would bring more 

Igorots into the fold of God.361 
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In fact, Brent was so adamant about avoiding contention with the Catholic Church, that 

he would turn away potential converts from Catholicism. Responding to a letter from some 

Filipinos—who were eager to convert because of discontentment toward the Church of Rome 

based on corruption among the friars—Brent advised against conversion from one “branch of the 

Historic Church,” to another.362 It seems that in the pecking order of religious principles to live 

by, “unity” was ultimately more important to Brent than “morality.” While he despaired that the 

morally corrupt friars had driven Filipinos astray, he still did not want to convert them to 

Episcopalianism. He thought that Rome had a responsibility that was unfulfilled, and he would 

not fulfill it and cause further disunity by counting Catholics among his fold.  

Reacting to Moral Laxity Among Catholic Clergymen: 

Throughout his tenure and wherever he traveled, Brent found serious moral issues among 

Filipino clergymen, which he assumed resulted from improper teaching at the hands of equally 

immoral Spanish friars.363 Brent’s reaction to this was essentially an effort to spread the word, 

hoping to influence the leadership of his church and of the Philippines, in order to put a stop to it. 

In a document entitled, “Suggestions for Statement Regarding Moral Conditions in the 

Philippine Islands,” written in October, 1904 and presented to the House of Bishops, Brent made 

his case for the seriousness of the situation, attempting to achieve government involvement from 

the Philippine Commission. He wrote, “The matter is not of ecclesiastical or theological 

significance. It is a situation which threatens the very foundations of society and must be taken 

cognizance of by the government. The recognition of common morals demands that no clergy 

should be allowed to live in concubinage, as is the case at present.”364  
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Despite decrying concubinage, Brent advocated for an end of enforced celibacy among 

Roman Catholic Filipinos. “The passionate son of the tropics is ill-fitted for a discipline which 

taxes to the utmost men of sterner stuff,” Brent argued, and so enforcing celibacy in the 

archipelago “contradict[ed] nature” and put the Filipino clergy “before their fellows as promoters 

of vice.”365 This was not the first time Brent had reported this opinion, after meeting his first 

Filipino clergyman in Baguio in 1903, Brent wrote in a piece for The Spirit of Missions that he 

thought the man nice, but not incredibly competent.366 He then hypothesized that the man 

represented the average Filipino priest in that way, and again put the blame not on the Filipino 

but on the Catholic Church and the Spanish friars.367  He came to the same conclusion in his 

statement to the House of Bishops, and argued that since the blame was on the Catholic Church, 

so too was the responsibility to fix the problem: 

Protestant Christianity can accomplish but limited work. The chief responsibility rests 
with the Roman Catholic Church. The American hierarchy consists of high-minded men, 
equally intolerant of religious morals with other Christians. There should be nothing to 
hinder concert of effort between both Protestants and Roman Catholics to save the moral 
situation. It is not the desire of protestants to hinder, but rather to sustain the efforts of the 
Roman Catholic Hierarchy in this respect.368 
 

In order to achieve unity among the different sects in acting upon this moral crisis, with 

the Catholic Church taking the lead, Brent suggested that the House of Bishops make the 

following statement, that their concern might ensure that the issue was “taken cognizance of by 

the government:”  

THEREFORE, be it RESOLVED, that the House of Bishops of the Protestant Episcopal 
Church of the United States in general convention assembled, hereby records its solemn 
protest against the open violations of the christian law of marriage now prevailing among 
religious teachers and leaders and encouraged by them among the people of the 
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Philippine Islands, and appeals to all christian believers, to unite in a combined effort to 
reform the condition of social life.369 
 

No evidence exists to suggest that the leadership in the House of Bishops took Brent up on this 

offer. It seems likely that not all were as ecumenical as Brent. It is also possible that the more 

Protestant members of the House of Bishops prevented the more Catholic elements from 

supporting the proposal. 

Brent wanted to influence change, and to create a different situation among Catholic 

Filipinos, that is, among the 90% of the population that he had sworn not to proselytize. He 

believed that the Catholic Church had a responsibility to them. While he would not take that 

responsibility upon himself, he would encourage them to make a change by urging important 

bodies to speak out. Not only did he attempt to sway the Episcopal leadership that they might 

encourage the Philippine Commission, he also took any opportunity to encourage prominent 

Filipinos to speak out against moral laxity. An interaction between Brent and an affluent Filipino 

stands as example to illustrate this point. Around Easter, 1904, a man named Benito Legarda—a 

former member of Aguinaldo’s Malolos government, and a current member of the lower house 

of the Philippine Commission—came to Brent, despite being Catholic, asking for advice on 

repenting of a grievous sin. Brent’s response is instructive; he decried the extreme moral laxity in 

the islands, saying: 

 Manila, ay and the Philippines too, are full of men who are heaping shame on the family 
and dishonoring marriage. A few days ago I went to see a Roman Catholic priest who is 
living openly with his querida. No country can allow this moral laxity as a custom 
without sounding its own death-knell; the penalty is as unerring as it is awful, nationally I 
mean, and France is an example before our eyes.370 
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Brent further suggested that to be fully repentant this man should take an opportunity to 

influence Americans and Filipinos by going to a newspaper and asking them to print his words of 

repentance.371 Brent even suggested what Legarda might say:  

My object in writing this is to use my experience as an opportunity for making an appeal 
to my fellow-countrymen and others whose feet may have been in the same toils. Any 
custom that is a dishonor to the sanctity of married life, or that stains the virgin purity of 
manhood or womanhood, is an evil which calls down the anger of God, ends in the 
destruction of character, and paralyzes national life.372 
 

 

Reacting to the Aglipayan Movement: 

 For his participation in the Philippine-American War, the Vatican reprimanded Filipino 

priest, Gregorio Aglipay. A political and religious agitator, Aglipay refused the punishment, and 

instead started his own independent church in the fall of 1902.373 This was the beginning of the 

Aglipayan movement. By 1904, Aglipay, who named himself Obispo Maximo, or Chief Bishop, 

had an estimated 3-4 million followers.374 Citing issues with the excesses of corrupt Spanish 

friars, the 44 year old Ilokano named his new church La Iglesia Filipina Independiente—the 

Philippine Independent Church.375 With over two hundred priests and nineteen Bishops, some of 

which were ordained by Aglipay himself, while others were previously Catholic clergy, the 

Aglipayan Church became a serious threat to the Catholic presence in the islands. The doctrine 

was the same, but the leadership was Filipino rather than foreign. This was very attractive to the 

average Filipino, and resulted in half the country breaking away with Aglipay. 
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Brent believed the Aglipay movement had some staying power, and he was right. The 

church still exists today, and has about as many adherents as the Episcopal Church.376 In fact, 

after losing a legal battle to keep all of the Catholic buildings in the Philippines, arguing that the 

Filipino people had constructed the buildings and therefore should have the right to them, the 

Aglipayan Church joined in communion with the Episcopal Church and became part of the 

worldwide Anglican Communion. But, the joining of the Episcopal and Aglipayan Churches 

happened long after Brent’s time, and likely the bishop would have disagreed with the 

relationship. After initially suggesting such a relationship to the House of Bishops, Brent came to 

see Aglipay as somewhat of a charlatan, involved in political intrigue.377 Aglipay sought to make 

an ally out of Brent, expressing a desire to change his doctrine and incorporate the Prayer Book 

used in Episcopal services, and even having him pass along a letter to the Episcopal leadership—

in which Aglipay formally requested a partnership.378 While originally backing Aglipay, Brent 

quickly decided that the man was not only a threat to Christian unity, but was insincere, not 

breaking with Rome for religious reasons as much as for political ones. Brent, quite ironically 

considering Henry VIII and the Anglican tradition of which the Episcopal Church was a part, 

warned Aglipay and his bishops that “To use the Church as means for political intrigue is to 

prostitute it,” and advised that if they “wanted to be of any spiritual help to the Filipinos they 

must make high moral living their first goal.”379 
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Humanitarian Work in Manila: 

The first of Brent's humanitarian efforts in Manila was his Settlement House. Set in a 

poor part of town, the institution included a kindergarten, playgrounds for children, a woman's 

exchange, and work opportunities for the poor.380 On the same property, in the summer of 1902, 

Brent started a dispensary for the poor, eventually called St. Luke’s Dispensary. By 1903 St. 

Luke’s was serving around 150 Filipinos a week—over 1400 total that year—with the help of 

Brent’s missionary doctor, his three missionary nurses, and several other volunteer physicians, 

both Filipino and American.381 Soon visitations to the other hospitals in the area, as well as to the 

prisons, were arranged.382 Brent’s goal was primarily to serve the poor Filipinos who could not 

afford care, but St. Luke’s soon began attending to Americans and other foreigners in Manila as 

well. While initially renting property in a Manila neighborhood called Trozo, Brent was offered 

property for a larger hospital by Benito Legarda.383 Legarda’s only condition was that the 

hospital be named after Taft, employ Filipino doctors, and serve Filipino patients.384 Brent was 

happy to comply with the demand that the hospital admit and hire Filipinos, replying to Legarda 

that it would be so; he even made the interesting case that American hospitals did not 

discriminate and so his would not either, saying “Thus, for instance, in Boston hospitals you will 

find Swedes, Germans, Englishmen and negroes side by side in a public ward with 
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Americans…It is one of the happy features of our home hospitals that no distinction of race or 

color is recognized in the admission of patients.”385  

In following years, Brent raised funds to build a permanent hospital to replace the 

dispensary. As far as the surviving evidence suggests, he only ever declined a charitable donation 

once. The Manila Jockey Club, managed by Juan Proyeler, gave Brent $500 to go toward St. 

Luke’s in the summer of 1903. Along with a letter written on July 2, the bishop returned the 

donation on moral grounds; he wrote, “money made by resorting to the exigencies of chance, e.g. 

lotteries, gambling in its manifold forms, raffles, etc, ought not to be received into the Treasury 

of God.”386 While apologizing for his frankness, Brent went on to explain: 

If I feel a thing to be wrong my first duty as a leader in morals and teacher of religion [is] 
to say so, not merely for the sake of relieving my own conscience, but to the end that 
those who through a lack of knowledge of the highest standards, if not from the frailty of 
the flesh, may perchance be led to lay aside what is wrong or even doubtful, and adopt 
that course which is without reproach or shadow of reproach in the eyes of God and 
man.387 

 

 The bishop determined that it was morally wrong to take the money, and that he, as a Christian 

and an American, ought to be a good example to those Filipinos who may not know better. But, 

as it turned out, Brent was the only one in a leadership position who would have turned down 

such a donation, as both Taft and his fellow Protestant missionaries suggested he keep it.388 “And 

everybody in high places is against my action- even Presbyterian divines. However I know I am 

right and if the sum had been a million it would have made no difference. How people worship 

money: they cannot think honestly when they look toward the golden idol.”389  
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Despite Brent’s moral qualms with taking money that was earned by gambling, he did 

eventually obtain the necessary funds to build the hospital. By 1907 the dispensary was 

transformed into St. Luke’s Hospital, with an increased staff, including a world renowned 

doctor—previously employed in the Moro Province—named Najeeb M. Saleeby.390 Schooled in 

Syria and Brooklyn, Saleeby already knew Spanish and the language of the Moros, and was 

working diligently to master Tagalog.391 Within five years, by the end of 1912, St. Luke’s had a 

training school for Filipina nurses, who would receive final exams in the U.S. after their 

education, and who were receiving jobs all across the Philippines.392 Two years later, Brent 

reported to a potential missionary nurse from the U.S. that the hospital was servicing 20,000 

outpatients a year, that its fifty beds were “nearly always full,” and that if she were to come to 

the Philippines, she would have to learn the language as part of her training to work at St. 

Luke’s.393 By the time Brent left the islands, St. Luke’s Hospital had seventy beds, a maternity 

ward, and was continuing to grow.394  

As just the second American hospital in a recently war-torn country, St. Luke’s was a 

boon to those that had never received such medical care. Brent also encouraged the government 

to set up what he called a "General Hospital," but the project was put in abeyance in 1904 

because of a lack of funds, and was shelved permanently in 1905.395 As previously mentioned, 

the Catholic Archbishop may have orchestrated this abandonment of the project. That being said, 
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the story behind the effort is illustrative of the relationship between religious missionaries and 

the colonial government.  

The Philippine Board of Health, run by the Commissioner of Public Health, while 

fundraising, obtaining vaccines and working in the Leper Colony in the Philippines, reached out 

to missionaries for help with hospital work.396 The Board needed the willing labor that 

missionaries could offer, and access to the funds they could gather from parishioners back home. 

Such help was easier to come by than the alternative given the Board: petitioning Congress for 

funds. As a result, it was the Commissioner of Public Health who formed a civilian commission 

for the building of a General Hospital with Brent at the head.397 While Brent worked with the 

Board of Health to get funds for the hospital, they often paid the bill for his dispensary.398 In 

essence, although the Taft Commission had enormous plans for the betterment of the 

Philippines—and supposedly for the betterment of the Filipinos—they did not have the funds or 

manpower to accomplish everything. The erection of hospitals, not fitting under their three major 

goals, would only be accomplished with the help of charitable civilian groups from the United 

States. St. Luke’s and the Archbishop’s hospital were without a government equivalent until 

1910, when the General Hospital was finally constructed in Manila.399 Many of the hospitals still 

in the islands to this day were built by missionaries during the American colonial era, including 

St. Luke’s, and the Catholic Archbishop’s hospital in Manila, St. Paul’s. 

To work alongside his other humanitarian efforts among the Catholic Filipinos, by 1915 

Brent established dormitories for students who were in Manila for college.400 Soon Brent 

assigned both a foreign missionary and one of his first Filipino missionaries to stay in the 
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dormitory.401 Reverends H. Masterson Jr. and Loreto Serapión were assigned to create a moral 

atmosphere for students who were far from home.402 By 1918 the dormitory was a self-sustaining 

enterprise and was serving students of many different sects.403 Brent especially praised the work 

of Serapión, believing that he, as a Filipino, was best suited to be the spiritual counselor of the 

students in the dormitory.404 

Work Among Protestants 

Relationship with Protestant Missionaries:  

As an ecumenical leader and a latitudinarian who was insistent upon being inclusive 

toward Catholicism, Brent always had a tense association with the Protestant missionaries in the 

Philippines. Most representative of their relationship is Brent’s refusal to join the Evangelical 

Union and his essential role in the formation of the two major ecumenical conferences of the first 

half of the 20th Century.   

The Evangelical Union. In his first annual report to the Board of Missions, Brent 

announced that he and the Episcopal mission in the Philippines had been invited to join a loose 

alliance formed by all the other major Protestant sects operating in the islands.405 According to 

his report, “The Evangelical Union has extended us a cordial invitation to membership in their 

body, but we are unanimous in feeling that we cannot subscribe to some of the principles implied 

or set forth explicitly.”406 While the bishop did not express in his annual report exactly what the 

differences were that were holding him back from joining, he did explain in later years. In a 
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letter to a friend written on November 10, 1905, Brent said of the Union that there were several 

reasons he had not joined, but that: 

as far as the plans of work are concerned I respect the principles of comity. If I may say 
so, I have done it more than any members of the Evangelical Union, in-so-much as the 
stations that we have established among the natives are only in those places where the 
name of Christ is not preached or known. In other words I recognize the Roman Catholic 
Church as also belonging to the Church of Christ…My whole position regarding unity is 
one which I am very tenacious of. I believe that Christendom in its entirety belongs to 
Christ,—every last section of it, no matter what its defects or faults may be; but I cannot 
feel that it advances the real progress of unity to make artificial or merely economical 
alliances.407 
 

Clearly, the omission of the Catholic Church, and the joint effort of the unionists to steal away its 

converts, contributed to Brent’s decision to stay out of the alliance. But he also believed that the 

Evangelical Union risked ignoring differences in doctrine, when the best way to deal with them 

was to “admit them frankly, and not to try to make alliances on a basis that would leave one’s 

higher faculties bruised.”408 Brent wanted unity, and the Evangelical Union did not have it.409 

 After refusing to join, though Brent hoped for a good relationship with other Protestant 

missionaries, he did not often get one. In late 1906, a group of Evangelical Unionists wanted to 

use Brent’s cathedral in Manila, St. Stephen’s, for a meeting. Knowing that some Methodists 

among them had “tried to win our people and had constantly decried our methods and teaching,” 

Brent chastised them before giving up his building.410 In a rant that underscored the importance 

of unity and borrowed from the second chapter of Philippians—which talks of the saints being of 

one mind in Christ—Brent told the ministers that “the way to promote Christian as distinct from 

ecclesiastical unity was not merely to have union worship meetings but to be loyal to those with 

whom they differed, behind one anothers backs.”411 Brent tersely scolded the missionaries for 
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decrying his doctrine, saying, “we ought to walk together as far as we could side by side, and 

then at the parting of the ways be silent regarding the constructive belief and teaching which was 

foreign to our thought and experience.”412 Only after giving this sermon and closing with a 

prayer for unity, did he give up the use of his building.  

This was not Brent’s last dealing with the Evangelical Union. Missionaries continued to 

poach his converts and speak behind his back. Two more incidents occurred in May, 1907. First, 

United Brethren missionary Ernest J. Pace intruded upon Brent’s work. Brent wrote Pace, asking 

him not to interfere, as the Catholics had already done so.413 Reiterating his position on unity, 

Brent wrote, “I have, with the agreement of all my missionaries, steadfastly adhered to the 

principle of not establishing work among natives…where other Christian bodies were already in 

operation,” and even stated that he had “no desire to enter into competition even with the Roman 

Catholics, whom I consider to be as a church—however much I differ from them theologically—

an integral part of the Body of Christ.”414 No evidence exists to suggest whether or not Pace 

acquiesced to Brent's request by leaving the bishop's territory. 

The previously mentioned Methodist missionary, Homer C. Stuntz, also earned Brent's 

ire. Clearly upset by claims Stuntz had made behind his back about his doctrinal practices, Brent 

wrote  the man an angry letter on May 27, 1907. While maintaining that Stuntz had been a fair-

minded man, and that he could have misunderstood the man’s intentions, Brent urged him not to 

“hamper the advance of God’s truth” by defaming other churches.415 While confessing that 

“there are differences of belief and differences of method so fundamental as always to 

necessitate a difference of organization” Brent argued that they must “lay aside our sectarian 
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spirit which is always bent on converting the adherents of other churches to its own 

viewpoint.”416 While not an “advocate of that weak spirit of compromise that has no convictions 

of its own,” Brent was convinced that what “breaks the unity of Christendom more than anything 

else” was the “clamorous desire to make other men think that any single position is the sole 

embodiment of God’s truth.”417 Finally, moving from an impassioned pleading to the blunt 

condemnation of Stuntz’s actions, Brent concluded that he would take “frank criticism made face 

to face,” but that “stabs in the dark” whether with the “theological knife or with the bolo,” were 

“equally treacherous.”418 

Despite often antagonizing the other Protestant missionaries in the Philippines with his 

preachy, pro-Catholic attitude, the bishop did have some positive interactions with the Unionists 

as well. Brent commonly made conciliatory efforts toward the Evangelical Union, inviting them 

and their congregations to take part in the consecration of St. Stephen’s in February, 1907.419 

Describing his reason for doing so, Brent said, “it is not my temperament to be an extremist in 

any direction, and the longer I live the more beautiful and the more possible becomes the 

position of compromise.”420 On another occasion, in his effort to create a school for the boys of 

American Army men in the islands, Brent approached the Methodists and the Presbyterians in 

1907 about making it a joint venture.421 The Methodists at least gave him a positive response.422 

Stuntz also acted more positively toward Brent in later years, especially when he needed help. In 

correspondence written in 1910, Stuntz pleaded with Brent to help him with an issue he had with 
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the Board of Education.423 Stuntz believed that the government was intervening in Filipino 

homes by instituting a policy that said that any teachers it employed may not—in or out of 

school—impart religious teaching.424 The issue was that the government employed some 

missionaries as teachers in schools, and with this policy, those missionaries would not be able to 

use their excess time in the homes of their students, teaching religion. Having approached 

President Taft to no avail, Stuntz looked to Brent, who had more influence with the government 

than he did—especially with Taft—and who would hopefully be willing to help.425  

Unity and the Conferences. While not taking place in the Philippines themselves, the 

ecumenical conferences Brent participated in either allowed him a voice to express ecumenical 

concerns, or came about due to concerns based in great part on the disunity that the bishop 

witnessed in the islands. After nearly ten years in the Philippines, Brent expressed the idea that 

“the Church’s Mission is missions, and that the means thereto is unity.”426 Asked by the Board of 

Missions to represent the Episcopal Church at the World Missionary Conference held in 

Edinburgh in June, 1910, Brent went with unity in the Philippines in mind.427 The conference 

lasted for ten days and when it came to be Brent’s turn to discuss missionary work, he dedicated 

his time to the Igorots and the necessity of Christian unity. Repeating his basic argument on the 

necessity of saving the primitive “children of nature” from the “vices of Western civilization,” 

and arguing that it was “impossible to shut them out from the material concomitants of 

progress,” Brent argued that unless “powerful forces for good come in without delay to 

counteract the evil and to invigorate their spiritual and moral being, their fate will be worse than 
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that of the North American Indian.”428 In Brent’s mind, the conference was necessary because it 

would help unite those “powerful forces for good,” and as he put it, “How to minimize the evils 

of our divided Christianity and hasten the day of unity outweighs all other considerations.”429 

After attending the World Missionary Conference in June, Brent was so inspired that 

after pondering for months, on October 5, 1910, he came up with the idea for an ecumenical 

gathering that he called a World Conference on Faith and Order.430  That same month, at the 

General Convention of the Episcopal Church, held that year in Cincinnati, Brent presented the 

idea. Noting that Episcopalians had always stood apart and that they needed to take the lead in 

developing Christian unity, Brent even inspired the likes of  J. Piermont Morgan, who was 

among the laymen who attended the meeting, and who said, “That’s good. I’d like to give a 

hundred thousand dollars to it,” of Brent’s plan for developing a worldwide conference.431 An 

official invitation to participate in the creation of a World Conference on Faith and Order was 

sent out to all the Christian sects around the world; in it the Episcopal Church declared:  

We confess with grief that we Episcopalians have stood aloof in the past and exhibited 
other faults of pride and self-sufficiency which make for schism, but we have sought to 
be loyal to the truth as we see it, and now, respecting the convictions of those who differ 
from us, and longing for greater unity we would like to have clear and full consideration 
both of the things in regard to which we differ, and the things in which we are one.432 
 

Brent had created a worldwide ecumenical movement, and went on to lead a Joint 

Commission for the organizing of the conference.433 As part of his efforts the bishop gave 

sermons on the correlation between unity and missions and the necessity of a conference every 
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time he was in the States, once giving over thirty such sermons in a two month period.434 He also 

led the commission, which included three other bishops and J. P. Morgan, in contacting churches 

for help with the conference.435 A lack of unity had handicapped the efforts in Scotland. Brent 

believed that unlike the Edinburgh conference, his ought to have the attendance of the Catholic 

and Orthodox Churches, and not be “too greatly influenced by the presuppositions of American 

Protestantism.”436  

In the prospectus created for the conference, the commission set forth two safeguards, 

with the intention of better appealing to every sect. The commission described the safeguards 

saying, “What we desire is not compromise but comprehension; not uniformity but unity,” a 

conference and nothing more, “for the purpose of study and discussion,” with no power to adopt 

legislation or resolutions.437 The commission—which planned to take a number of years to 

organize the conference sufficiently—lost some steam when Brent spent four months ill with a 

nervous dyspepsia in 1911, and then was completely derailed when war broke out in 1914.438 

After years of meetings and letter writing campaigns, Brent's Joint Commission finally convened 

the conference, which lasted from August 3-21, 1927.439 

Missionary Work: 

Brent’s work among Americans in the Philippines was based on two previously discussed 

principles, morality and responsibility. In reviewing the religious conditions in the islands in 

1904, Brent spoke to both of these issues. First he argued that the “Orient” could unmake the 
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character of a Christian that was not wholly converted, and that the “superior moral surroundings 

at home” had kept that person in line, but without their own conversion, their “true self is laid 

bare” in the less moral atmosphere of the Philippines.440 But, speaking to the responsibility made 

possible by the relationship between the U.S. and the archipelago, Brent stated that just as the 

Philippines could break down the religious character of a person not wholly converted, it could 

also form religiosity in those who took up their responsibility. As an example, he pointed to 

some who had been living “carelessly, irreligiously” or “without high purpose,” but who had 

“opened their lips to the sparkling cup of unselfish responsibility,” and had been “stimulated to 

an unprecedented pitch of righteous endeavor.”441 In order to improve the state of the 

“civilization” that was bearing down upon his Igorots, Brent focused his missionary efforts in the 

Philippines on the Americans in the islands—both the average Americans and those of political 

or military stature. 

Inspiring and Working Among Americans. Brent’s first effort at improving the 

morality among Americans and encouraging them toward righteous responsibility involved 

sending missionaries to every concentration of American soldiers that he could.442 He tasked 

these missionaries primarily with preaching, but also with converting soldiers when possible. 

While Brent preached in Manila, and sent a missionary, Reverend Spencer, to the Division 

Headquarters of the Army in Iloilo, the bishop lacked the manpower and funds needed to supply 

every concentration of Americans with a spiritual leader.443 So, in an effort to make up for a lack 

of “permanent pastoral care,” which he could not provide, the bishop attempted to set up a 
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“Layman’s League,” through which all Americans could receive religious nourishment.444 This 

effort was intended not only to strengthen morality, but to inspire to a sense of responsibility 

those who participated as laymen preachers.  

Brent also attempted in 1909 to increase the number of naval chaplains in the Philippines, 

lobbying Congress for the removal of an outdated law that limited the size of the chaplaincy.445 

In his "Memorial to Congress," Brent pointed to an Act of Congress from 1842, which limited 

the naval chaplaincy to twenty-four men.446 Pointing out that the twenty-four men served a Navy 

with less than eight thousand officers and men, Brent argued that "said number is wholly and 

grotesquely inadequate to minister to the present Naval establishment of fifty-five thousand 

officers and men."447 Again, for Brent this issue related back to responsibility, the responsibility 

of the U.S. government in this case. He argued that "it is the Nation's duty to safeguard and foster 

the moral and spiritual well-being of the self-respecting, American-born, young men who are 

enlisting...and who are exposed from time to time to the extraordinary temptations and dangers 

of great sea-ports and tours of duty in the demoralizing conditions of Oriental and other foreign 

service."448 Brent disapproved of the ever-growing number of naval stations without a chaplain 

to service them, and called for immediate action.449 One among many who brought this issue 

before Congress in the first decade of the twentieth century, Brent's plea went unheard.450 The 
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navy's Board on Personnel even suggested as Brent did, but Congress denied them too.451 Only 

the advent of the First World War brought an increase to the size of the naval chaplaincy.452   

While failing to increase the size of the naval chaplaincy, Brent did add to his Laymen’s 

League, with several other endeavors as part of a much larger solution to the morality problem. 

In his work among the ordinary Americans in the islands Brent instituted two essential programs 

to try and inculcate a sense of morality and responsibility, and started another program to deal 

with a lack thereof. His boys and girls schools were meant to introduce family life into the 

islands, keeping the men morally clean. His Columbia Club was to give men a place to place 

clean sports, rather than gambling away their money. Finally, Brent set up his House of the Holy 

Child Orphanage to care for the abandoned children of mixed race copulations between U.S. 

soldiers and Filipina women.  

Brent’s foremost concern upon arriving in Manila was the construction of a proper 

Cathedral for Americans to worship in, and he arrived with funds in hand for the building of St. 

Stephen’s Cathedral. Before it was even complete though, Brent had another goal in mind. 

Brent’s original venture into schooling American children began in 1906. Noticing a lack of 

moral behavior among American soldiers stationed in the islands, he decided that men’s families 

ought to be able to come out with them to prevent improper behavior. He believed that without 

the development of “family life” in the Philippines, there would be “moral degeneration 

continually.”453 As he put it, men who were “compelled by the Government to live in enforced 

celibacy,” would face “temptations of extraordinary power.”454 Knowing that a lack of schools 

for their children could keep soldiers from bringing their families to the islands, Brent decided on 
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the idea for a “Boarding School in Baguio for American Boys” in 1906.455 He created a 

prospectus, proposing that it be for boys from ten to sixteen, that they be required to bring a 

Bible, and that the purpose of the school would be to “promote Christian character, intellectual 

vigor, and respect for the body.”456 The school, while offering religious teaching, would also 

have a regular curriculum similar to that of a prep school in the U.S., and would cost 300 dollars 

per annum for room, board, and tuition.457  

Prior to 1906, Brent had not received much support for the idea, but after that time 

General Greene, General Wood, and others spurred him on in his efforts.458 Some problems 

arose. Brent thought that Samuel Smith Drury, one of his missionary teachers, a Harvard 

graduate who ran his Easter School for Igorot boys, could run his school for American boys on 

the same campus. Unfortunately, backlash from concerned parents over the mixing of the races 

kept Brent from being able to do so, and delayed the creation of the school.459 To add to his 

difficulties, the Board of Missions did not support Brent’s efforts, believing the school to be 

irrelevant to his purpose as a missionary.460 The leaders in the Episcopal Church did not see any 

value in humanitarian works that had no evangelization effort attached to them. This meant that 

Baguio School would have to be self-supporting. 

While it took a large donation from a doctor in the U.S. to erect the school, it paid for 

itself for the most part once in use.461 After finding a teacher in an old friend—Remsen B. 
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Ogilby—in the fall of 1908, the school was finally up and running by the end of 1909.462 Ogilby 

spent the interim preparing for the voyage from the U.S., and fundraising among senators and 

other wealthy Americans.463 Ogilby and Brent got along well, and were of a similar mind 

doctrinally, when they opened the school they had eighteen students by January, 1910.464  

After a rocky start, Baguio School was very successful. With an extension to make room 

for fifty boys by 1913, it drew on patrons not only from among local British and Americans, but 

also drew students from as far away as Java, the Federated Malay States, and China.465 The 

success of the school led Brent to consider starting a second one, for girls, in 1912.466 Knowing it 

would again be a personal venture without the support of the Episcopal Church, Brent was able 

to secure a location and a principal—Barbour Walker—by 1913.467 By the time Brent left the 

islands in 1918, the National Cathedral School for Girls—as it was called—operated out of 

Governor General Cameron Forbes' vacation residence, “Topside,” and Brent’s sister, Helen 

C.C. Brent, acted as principal.468 Both schools continued to flourish, and the Baguio School not 
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only exists to this day, but has expanded, with three campuses—Brent International School at 

Baguio, Manila, and Subic—and students from forty-two countries.469  

Unlike his schools, the Columbia Club was meant specifically for the men stationed in 

the islands themselves. Founded by Brent in 1905, the club was to be a moral alternative to the 

numerous private clubs in Manila that catered to Americans and offered gambling and other 

immoral behavior.470 He also saw it as an opportunity to keep soldiers out of houses of ill-fame. 

Prostitution and gambling were legal during the colonial rule of the Spanish, and encouraged by 

the great number of Spanish and Chinese men who came to the islands with money, but without 

a spouse.471 By the arrival of the Americans, both industries were running rampant in Manila, 

and the war-torn state of the islands certainly did not help.472 Not only that, through the 

establishment of a red-light district, legal support for the institution, and the mindset that 

prostitution was a “military necessity,” Taft and his commission influenced the continued 

importance of the vice in Manila.473 After Taft assured Secretary of War Root that “total 

suppression” of prostitution was “futile” in an “Oriental city of 300,000,” it was not until 1918 

that the U.S. made the solicitation of a prostitute by a member of the U.S. Army illegal.474 

While Brent believed that family life, as supported by his schools, could combat these 

vices, he also thought that clean sport could do so. Upon creating the Columbia Club, he cited its 

purpose as giving American “young men such opportunities for pleasant intercourse and 
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wholesome amusement as will enable them, amidst all the temptations of Oriental life, to 

maintain the high standards of person and national duty with which they left home.”475 Brent 

believed that athletics would provide “wholesome recreation,” which was a “tremendous moral 

force,” and was necessary because the government had compelled men in the islands to live in 

“enforced celibacy,” and given inadequate attention and no budget to “the amusements of 

soldiers.”476 In fact, Brent thought that the War Department should be creating similar 

establishments, and that he was doing them a service with the creation of the Columbia Club.477  

Describing the club to Governor General Forbes in 1906, Brent argued that its purpose 

was “to promote all athletic sports such as experience has shown are necessary for the 

maintenance of moral and physical health in the Tropics.478 He further argued that the Columbia 

Club would “discountenance gambling,” along with anything that would tend to “degrade 

pastime.”479 Based on these arguments, the bishop told Governor Forbes that he was doing the 

government a favor by making a “direct contribution to the morale of government life,” since 

most of his membership was employed in civil service.480 Since such work was of the highest 

importance, Brent even suggested that the institution be exempted from taxation.481 

An athlete himself, often enjoying a game of tennis or a round of golf when he could be 

pulled away from his mission work, Brent instituted tennis, chess, swimming, billiards, 

basketball, bridge whist, and bowling at the Columbia Club.482 In order to maintain a religious 

atmosphere, Brent outlawed drinking, gambling, and excluded the use of the bowling alley and 
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the tennis courts from the Sabbath; he also lobbied different American institutions to donate 

trophies to the club for tournament winners, as he associated cash prizes with gambling.483 The 

club was successful as far as attendance was concerned, ranging from 200 to 500 members each 

year Brent was in the islands.484 Consistently being improved and enlarged, the club had a pool, 

four bowling alleys, tennis courts, and by the time Brent left the islands, a brand new 

gymnasium.485 Because he wanted it to be true, Brent believed it when he heard that the 

Columbia Club was “the most powerful influence for moral protection and invigoration among 

young men in Manila.”486 

Unfortunately, Brent’s efforts to improve the morality among Americans and other 

foreigners in Manila were not always successful. Prostitution and gambling still ran rampant. 

One unfortunate result of such behavior was a large number of orphans. While his other 

institutions tried to combat this problem at the source, Brent’s House of the Holy Child was 

meant to simply clean up the mess. Brent organized the orphanage on February 6, 1909, to give 

“a Christian home to Filipino and mestizo children who have been abandoned, or have lost one 

or both parents, and who are legally committed to the care of said corporation.”487 Reporting that 

the “mestizo problem” was “acute,” Brent expressed distaste for miscegenation between 

foreigners and Filipinos, but found it to be much preferable to fornication, which he described as 
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the “unhallowed connection” of the “undisciplined man."488 Brent’s orphanage and many similar 

institutions throughout the islands remained understaffed and overfull.489 As a result, many had 

to close their doors, including a Methodist institution whose children were taken in by Brent in 

1915.490 In 1918 the orphanage had sixty children, most of them mixed race, all in need of a 

home.491 

Inspiring and Converting the American Leadership. Beside his efforts to improve 

morality among common men, were Brent’s efforts to instill a sense of responsibility in the elite. 

He believed they needed to be moral examples and enact moral legislation. While agreeing with 

the Taft Commission’s plan for eventual self-rule, Brent still assumed that the men enacting the 

plan needed moral guidance. Constantly writing, Brent published several religious books while 

in the Philippines, all of which he had mailed to the current U.S. president, the governor general, 

the military leadership in the Philippines, or other influential people.492 Brent also formed 

friendships with nearly every U.S. president from Roosevelt to Coolidge.493 He often gave them 

and other Americans solicited and unsolicited advice, seeing it as his duty as an unofficial 

religious advisor to the American aristocracy. Commonly, Brent rendered such counsel upon the 

receiver’s achieving a new position of power.494 Upon being elected to the presidency of the 

United States, William Howard Taft received just one day later a letter from his friend, Bishop 
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Brent. It congratulated him and advised, “the first and most important duty” of a man in high 

office, should be “by example and precept, to set up a high standard of morality, both in his 

public and private life, and thus endeavor to raise the standard of those around him.”495 

Brent also attempted to reach influential men through speech giving, lecture tours, and 

missionary work. During one lecture tour in December, 1907, Brent spoke at Harvard, Yale, 

various schools in Virginia, and at the University of Wisconsin-Madison, where he preached to a 

combined meeting of the American Political Association and the American Historical 

Association.496 Brent’s effectiveness cannot measured in terms of a sense of increased morality 

or responsibility, but it can be in terms of dollars raised. Many elite Americans came to call 

Brent a friend and were inspired by his impassioned pleas, as evidenced by the generous 

donations he so often received.497 One extreme example is a gift given to the bishop for his 

fiftieth birthday in 1912. A group of over thirty friends came together and donated to Brent a 

sum of $10,000 for his mission work in the Philippines.498 Among those who contributed were 

Taft, Forbes, the Archbishop of Canterbury, the Bishop of London, and several other elite 

individuals.499  

Most relevant to his work in the Philippines were Brent’s efforts at missionary work 

among influential Americans, whom he noted, like other Americans in the islands, were not 

church-goers.500 Working hard to ensure that Taft and his family attended worship every Sunday, 

Brent even had a larger, sturdier chair made when Taft claimed that his absence was due to the 
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unavailability of a seat that could support a man of his substantial girth.501 The bishop also did 

work among the Army generals stationed in the islands, confirming three of them, Daniel H. 

Brush, John J. Pershing, and Leonard Wood.502 The latter two, both leaders of the Moro 

Province, had lasting friendships with the bishop. It is worth noting that most of Brent’s success 

in converting elite Americans came during the Taft Era, and the influence he could bring to bear 

significantly waned during Harrison’s tenure.   

Conclusion. Whether efforts at conversion and the Laymen’s League really improved 

morality in the Philippines is impossible to say. Equally difficult to judge is whether the 

Columbia Club made a dent in the rampant immoral practices of gambling and soliciting 

prostitutes. While the Baguio School for Boys and the National Cathedral School for Girls 

certainly brought more wives and families to the islands, they did not do anything to curb 

immorality among the single, childless majority of men serving in the civil service. Brent’s 

success in converting and advising the powerful elites serving in the Philippines is also difficult 

to measure. Sure, he confirmed influential men, but St. Stephen’s Cathedral only saw a regular 

attendance of about eighty. Whether those men were truly won over to the ideals Brent believed 

in, and whether they heeded his advice to become the righteous examples he implored them to 

be, is something unknowable. But, Brent did act as an advisor to the elite members of the 

Philippine Commission and the U.S. Army. That was part of his self-imposed role, and the role 

of religion. His schools also aided the commission by providing a place for them to educate their 

children. His orphanage attempted to right the wrongs committed by American servicemen. And, 

Brent’s efforts to create a Laymen’s League, send missionaries to Americans, and increase the 
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size of the chaplaincy provided religious services for those in the Philippines who truly desired 

them. These were among the many contributions of religionists to the colonial endeavor. 

Work Among Igorots: 

After sixteen years in the Philippines, the central component of Brent’s mission remained 

unchanged. He believed that Filipinos had a weak constitution, and would not be able to handle 

the vices that were concomitants of the civilization that was arriving at their shores. He believed 

that Christianity was the one means by which they might be prepared. While it was the 

responsibility of the Catholic Church to better prepare their membership, Brent had taken on the 

responsibility of preparing the Igorots, and others, who as non-Christians, were least prepared for 

civilization. He expressed these feelings in 1918 in a way similar to previously, saying: 

It might be—I think it probably so—that pagan superstitions are measurably adequate for 
the religious needs of tribes who are wholly excluded from outside contacts. It is due to 
God's ordering and not man's that such peoples are in the main what they are and where 
they are. Their twilight beliefs are God's witness to Himself and by their loyalty to the 
dim knowledge they possess they must be judged…The moment a secluded people are 
introduced to the big world of men, it becomes the responsibility of the Christian Church 
to furnish them with the best it has in its gift. The American nation was responsible for 
dragging the Igorot into the market place of the world. The American Church, I argued, 
ipso facto became responsible for giving them the equipment of manhood and 
womanhood. To me the existence of such people in my jurisdiction was a call to their 
evangelization.503 
 

Non-Christians clearly fell within Brent’s “jurisdiction,” while the Catholics were the 

responsibility of their ecclesiastical leadership. The non-Christians that most inspired Brent were 

the isolated—and therefore least prepared—Igorots, whom he decided to make his focus. 

Sticking to this assertion, Brent reported to the Board of Missions in 1914 that the Episcopal 

Church could render the largest service to the Catholic Church by preaching to the pagans and 

“Mohammedans,” and “Failing this, I would recommend that the field be abandoned as a 
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Missionary District upon my death.”504 With this outlook, Brent and his missionaries were 

relatively successful, nearly doubling their number of converts within five years, and recording 

2,450 baptisms, 900 confirmations, and 634 communicants by the end of 1914.505 While much 

smaller than the Methodist mission, which claimed 45,000 converts by 1916, and the 

Presbyterians, who counted 15,700 converts by 1925, the Episcopal mission was as successful as 

missions of its same size, such as Seventh Day Adventists and the United Brethren in Christ.506 

The Episcopal mission, though small, achieved some of the greatest success in humanitarian 

work, captured the most prestigious American converts, converted the largest percentage of non-

Christians, and had by far the most influential bishop. In order to accomplish this feat, Brent and 

his missionaries instituted an odd combination of humanitarianism, work toward the creation of a 

native Church, the institution of American Protestant principles, and efforts at a moral crusade 

against opium and other vices. The following sections explore these different aspects of Brent’s 

mission to the Igorots.  

Schools and Dispensaries: 

Easter School was Brent’s major effort at creating a school for the Igorots, and his only 

missionary institution in Baguio, which never had the success as a mission of the two other 

Igorot missions at Bontoc and Sagada. Easter School was founded in 1906 as a boy’s school.507 

Reverend Samuel Smith Drury, trained at the Pomfret School—an, at the time, relatively new 

boarding school in Pomfret, Connecticut—responded to Brent’s call for teachers.508 In their first 

term, Brent corresponded with the boys, telling them of the importance of education, that they 
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were getting one just as American boys did, and that they were as good as any Christian boys.509 

From the beginning, Brent’s greatest success in converting Igorots was among the children, and 

Easter School served as an opportunity to reach more potential converts—since those attending 

did not have to be Christian—and as a way to create a future native clergy.510  

By January, 1907, Drury had ten students, six of them converts, and all of whom were 

described by Brent as “bright and intelligent,” “full of humor and merriment,” and “very well-

mannered and capable boys.”511 His intention being to potentially create native missionaries or 

doctors out of some of the students, Brent had already made arrangements for one of them.512 His 

very first convert from 1903, Pitt-a-Pit, who after his conversion took on the name Hilary 

Clapp—the surname being that of the Reverend Clapp who ministered to him—was already set 

up to go to Brent's "old school in Canada next year, where he will receive education to fit him, 

we hope, to become a missionary to his own people.”513 Hilary was not meant to be an exception, 

Brent believed that upon the success of Easter School “depends the whole future of our work 

among the Igorots.”514 Considering this mindset, it must have been encouraging that by the end 

of January, 1907, Drury had added another four students, and a further four by the end of the 

year, for a total of eighteen.515 The school also had a building by that time, built with money 

Brent received from the U.S. Government for serving on an Opium Commission.516 

As the Taft Commission had also made it their goal to establish schools for the masses, 

Brent expressed that “our desire ever since we started in has been to supplement what is done by 
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the Government rather than to overlap and attempt with an insufficient staff what the 

Government schools are able to do with a full staff and good equipment.”517 And supplement is 

exactly what Brent did. The government efforts were mostly among Catholic Filipinos, and were 

not extensive enough to reach every part of even that population. A significant addition to that 

effort, Brent’s Easter School had over seventy children by 1913, with a separate section added 

for younger children of both genders.518 These children came to Baguio from both Sagada and 

Bontoc. To further spread his efforts, and to reach children who were too young for a boarding 

school, Brent added other schools in his many mission substations.  

On the octave of St. James’ Day, 1913, under the care of a deaconess named Anne 

Hargreaves, the New St. James School was initiated in the village of Besao—an outstation of 

Sagada.519 One of many women essential to the operation of Brent's mission, Hargreaves was the 

primary caretaker of the mission work at Besao and the New St. James School. While only a 

small part of the Sagada mission, Besao came to have as many communicants as the entire 

Bontoc mission and had about forty students at the New St. James School by 1916.520 In that 

same year, a substation of Bontoc, Tukukan, also had a school established under the direction of 

a deaconess, M. Routledge, with a regular attendance of twenty-five.521 Two smaller schools 

were also established at Bagnen and Fidelsan, both Sagada substations, with lay workers as 

                                                 
517

 Brent to Mrs. Schulte, 13 August 1909, box 8, Charles Henry Brent Papers. 
518

 B e t, A ual Repo t: The Missio a  Dist i t of the Philippi e Isla ds,   August , o  , folde  , RG . 
519

  I id; B e t D aft: A ual Repo t of the Bishop of the Philippi e Isla ds,   No e e  , o  , folde  , 
RG 76. 
520

 Cha les He  B e t, A Bea o  o  the Mou tai  Top: The Ne  St. Ja es S hool at Besao,  The Spirit of 

Missions 79, no. 6 (1914): 408- ; The Thi tee th A ual Repo t of the Missio a  Dist i t of the Philippine 

Isla ds,  , , o  , Cha les He  B e t Pape s.  
521

 The Thi tee th A ual Repo t of the Missio a  Dist i t of the Philippi e Isla ds,  , , o  , Cha les He  
Brent Papers. 



138 

teachers and about twenty-five to thirty students a piece by 1916.522 By 1918, a high school was 

also in the works in Sagada.523  

To compliment his network of schools and the “darkest moral problems of pagan life,” 

Brent also built girls and boys dormitories in Bontoc.524 Brent’s work and that of other churches 

was complimented by government efforts, though initially very little. The Philippine 

Commission was primarily concerned with setting up schools among Christian Filipinos. It was 

not until 1916 or so that the government increased their efforts to provide the non-Christians in 

the islands with schools. By the summer of 1916, the Bureau of Education had 69 schools in the 

Mountain Province, a third of them, 21, only recently established.525 As part of this increased 

effort, the Insular Treasury was also donating its remaining funds to private schools among the 

Igorots—which in 1916 would mean primarily to Brent and his schools.526 By 1918, many 

graduates of Easter School were among Brent’s missionaries, were teaching at his substation 

schools, or were leaders in their communities, all with the hearty approval of the bishop.527 

Hilary Clapp even went on to become a doctor, the Igorot representative to the Philippine 

Commonwealth in the 1930s, and then the first Igorot Governor of Mountain Province during the 

Japanese Occupation.528 Unfortunately, he was killed during World War II, labeled by some a 
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collaborator and traitor, and by others a hero trying to protect the Igorots from Japanese 

aggression.529 

Alongside the schools that children such as Hilary attended, Brent also established 

medical work in his mission. Brent always believed that “Medical Missions stand in the front in 

such work as this field requires.”530 While medical work could result in the development of trust, 

and thereby converts, it was also dearly needed among the Igorots. Upon arriving in Igorot 

country in early 1903, Brent noticed the severe shortage of medical facilities and medical know-

how among the people. Writing to a friend, he observed, “In certain parts of the Igorrote country 

the man who breaks an arm or a leg is considered hopeless, and after a feast his friends assist him 

in committing suicide by poison.”531 From the arrival of John Staunton Jr., in 1902, his wife, a 

trained nurse, worked a dispensary among the Igorots.532 Operating in Sagada, the dispensary 

was seeing over 5,000 patients a year by 1916.533 Sagada was by far the more successful of 

Brent’s two primary missions among Igorots. Bontoc never saw a dispensary, but a second one 

did come about in Besao, the Sagada substation where missionary success trumped every area 

except Sagada itself.534 The Besao dispensary was eventually seeing about 2,000 patients of its 

own every year.535 The important work done by nurses and physicians among the Igorots 

included an effort to cure many of them of yaws, a tropical disease resulting in lesions in the skin 

and bone issues.536  
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Creating a Native Church: 

Brent decided that his aim from the very beginning “should be to develop the native 

Church so that it will be able to stand on its own feet in due season.”537 In order to create a 

native, national church, Brent determined that “Local autonomy should be encouraged and 

gradually widened out and increased from the parochial to the diocesan and from the diocesan to 

the national.”538 Three main efforts were made by Brent and his missionaries in order to 

encourage the formation of a native church. Brent approved of a malleable Christianity, made to 

fit Igorot culture, he encouraged missionaries to learn the language of those they taught and do 

translation work, and he trained native clergy. 

Brent was a strict latitudinarian. Believing that his church was too “stiff and unbending, 

and too unintelligent regarding Oriental thought,” Brent assumed that the successes of other 

Christian sects were the result of their “more readily bend[ing] to the instinct and natural 

religious expression of the native”539 With this mindset, the bishop gave Staunton, Clapp, and 

their successors working among the Igorots as much freedom as possible in deciding what type 

of native Christianity was formed. Even knowing that one of the leadership of the Board of 

Missions was coming to the islands to inspect his mission, Brent confided in Hall that: 

He will be shocked at their ritualism and extreme teaching but I shall defend to the 
uttermost the liberties of Clapp and Staunton. They were both the appointees of the Board 
before I knew exactly where the Philippines were, and the Board knew their history and 
churchmanship when they were elected. No clergy who come to this missionary 
jurisdiction will have one atom less freedom than they could justly require and would 
receive from any fair-minded diocesan in America.540 
 

Brent continued to allow “conforming” of doctrine to the “established traditions of the 

country,” arguing even as he left the islands that the “the need of a primitive and oriental people” 
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necessitated straying from orthodoxy.541 Brent had concluded that the “provincialisms” of the 

Episcopal Church “hamper Her missionary effectiveness.”542 He kept the “structure of the 

Sacramental offices inviolate,” by distinguishing “between the authorized services of the Church 

and the popular devotions of the people.”543 In 1915, Brent even went as far as supporting Igorot 

marriage customs in general, and specifically the traditional marriage of a preteen girl to a young 

man, telling one of his deaconesses that his policy was strict non-intervention when it came to 

the “delicate ground” of “customs of the natives which have no moral significance.”544 Brent 

justified running his mission in a way not quite in line with the Episcopal Church by arguing that 

“What is needed is intelligibleness, not adherence to the letter.”545  

Speaking of “intelligibleness,” Brent always made learning the language of those being 

taught a high priority.546 His diaries make it clear that he attempted Tagalog lessons over and 

over again. He also encouraged his missionaries to take language lessons, and money was set 

aside for it in the budget.547 Brent even went out of his way to look for men with linguistic 

skills.548 Teachers, missionaries, nurses, and doctors were all to learn the language if possible. 

Despite many efforts, Brent still thought at the end of his term that he had not pushed language 

learning enough, and he regretted his inability to pick up the language. He said:  
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We have not laid sufficient emphasis on the need of our missionaries mastering one or 
another of these languages. Some of us—I am one of them—came to the Philippines too 
late in life and too inapt in the linguistic gift to accomplish much in language study. But 
the fact remains that a missionary is crippled and but imperfectly equipped for his task, 
until he has enabled himself to communicate with his people through the medium of their 
own vernacular.549 
 

Learning the languages was not only essential to communication, it also facilitated translation of 

scripture and other liturgical works.  

Walter C. Clapp and Margaret P. Waterman achieved the most successful work in 

translation. Clapp, who stayed through the first decade of Brent’s time as bishop, published the 

first Igorot Vocabulary and completed a translation of the Gospel of St. Mark in 1907.550 After 

his retirement in 1913, Miss Waterman, who had aided him in both works, went on to achieve 

even greater success.551 By 1916, she had revised and improved upon Clapp’s vocabulary, and 

had added to it a grammar.552 Waterman also did translations of St. Luke, part of the Episcopal 

hymnal, and selections from the Prayer Book.553 Her most distinguished work though, which 

made her the foremost scholar of the Bontoc Igorot, was “Igorot Roots,” an etymological and 

philological work on the Bontoc dialect, which was published by the Bureau of Science.554 

Waterman had started as a “parish visitor” in 1903, and had become a lay worker in Tukukan, 

the outstation of Bontoc where she worked as the lone American among the Igorots.555 Aside 
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from the work of Clapp and Waterman, translation work was done in Tagalog and Ilokano, and 

services were generally given in the language of the listeners.556  

Alongside the adaptation of doctrine both culturally and linguistically, Brent also 

encouraged the development of native missionaries. In fact, when the mission in Tukukan was 

established in 1914, two of the earliest native missionaries, a husband and wife, went to work 

alongside Waterman.557 The years 1914 to 1918 saw increasing numbers of native catechists, 

teachers, lay workers, and missionaries, but the mission had been developing Igorots for such 

work from the beginning.558 Upon the opening of Easter School in late 1906, Brent was hoping 

that some of the boys trained there would “become evangelists to their own people.”559 That 

same year he had one boy sent to St. John’s School in New York, and Hilary went to Trinity 

College, Brent’s school, the next year.560 The bishop hoped that both would become 

missionaries, and assured the Board of Missions in 1909 that, “The natives in time will do their 

share of work, but it will take time to educate those who are among the last primitive people of 

the world. That they have great capacity is evidenced by Hilary…and Hilary is not an exception 

in intellectual capacity.”561 Sure enough, by 1914 Hilary was done with his schooling in Canada, 

and was among the many Filipinos preparing for or already serving in mission work.562 While 

Brent had four Filipino workers as early as 1909—two teachers and two catechists—he still 
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assumed at the time, as can be found among the marginalia on a draft of one of his reports, that 

“The training of a native clergy will consume another decade at least.”563 

Inculcating American Protestant Industriousness: 

While Brent was very perceptive of the importance of adapting Christianity to the culture 

of the Igorots, parts of their culture—in his mind—needed to be eradicated. As mentioned in 

Chapter 2, Brent was astonished by the laziness he saw in Igorot culture. The people would work 

for their absolute necessities, and then spend the rest of their time relaxing or participating in 

potentially immoral activities. An Igorot could not be enticed to work for money because he had 

very little use for it. But, the spare time this gave an Igorot was dangerous. The Protestant work 

ethic was something Brent thoroughly believed in; keeping busy kept one from sin. In order to 

encourage “a decent and healthy mode of living,” solve the “large moral and social problems,” 

and to help the Igorots “erect better houses for themselves,” Brent bought and installed a saw-

mill near Sagada in Fidelsan, and a printing press in Bontoc, both by 1906.564 Within three years 

the saw-mill was profitable, and providing all the lumber for government and mission buildings 

in the Mountain Province.565 By 1914, the chief compiler at the printing press and his 

compositors were all Igorots.566 By 1916 two Industrial Schools, one for each gender, were 

running in Sagada to facilitate these industries while also providing a more regular education.567 

But, inculcating industriousness would not keep Igorots safe from the vices of civilization all by 

itself. 
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The Moral Crusade Against Opium: 

Most significant among Brent’s efforts to rid the Philippines of vice was his campaign 

against the importation and use of opium. While this crusade could protect all Filipinos, it was 

especially for the Igorots. The bishop saw the Catholic Filipinos as primarily the spiritual 

responsibility of Rome and the physical responsibility of the United States. He decided that the 

Episcopal Church, as an American institution, had a responsibility to aid Rome in caring 

spiritually for the inhabitants of the islands. But they should do so by preaching to those not 

already claimed by Rome. When he began his opium work in 1903, Brent had not yet begun to 

work among the Moros. But, he was working among two non-Christian groups, the Igorots and 

the Chinese of Manila. While Brent Christianized the Chinese in part as an effort to combat the 

opium problem, they caused the trouble in the first place, as the primary importers of the drug. 

Therefore, more than for any other group, Brent’s quest to rid the Philippines of opium was 

about the Igorots, with whom he had just become infatuated and among whom missionary work 

had just started.568 

An entire book could be dedicated to the early twentieth century campaign to rid the 

world of opium, and Brent’s crucial part in it.569 Herein, the basic outline of Brent’s involvement 

is presented, along with the argument that it was an international endeavor pushed by the U.S. 

government at the insistence of Brent. Not only did he influence the Philippine Commission in 

their effort to rid the Philippines of the drug, Brent pushed presidents Roosevelt and Taft into 
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convening worldwide conferences. He was the initiator of the movement, starting it, among other 

reasons, to prevent the spread of the vice to his Igorots.570 

 Jumping at the chance to ensure that Filipinos were not “submerged by the most horrible 

vice in the Orient,” Brent was eager to serve on a three-man commission called upon by 

Governor General Taft in July, 1903 to: 

...visit Japan, Formosa, Upper Burmah, and Java, and such other countries as the Civil 
Governor may designate, for the purpose of investigating the use of opium and the traffic 
therein, and the rules, ordinances and laws regulating such use and traffic; pursuant to the 
provisions of Act No. 800, as amended by Act No. 812, Philippine Commission.571 
 

Following their appointment, Brent, Major Edward C. Carter—surgeon and Commissioner for 

Public Health in the Philippine islands—and Dr. José Albert—a Filipino from Manila—were 

sent more specific instructions.572 According to a letter from Taft, Shanghai, Hong Kong, Saigon, 

Singapore, and Lower Burma were to be added to their travels, and in four months they were to: 

...inform yourselves concerning the laws governing the importation, sale and use of 
opium in force in those countries and cities, the operation and effect of the laws in 
restraining or encouraging the use of the drug, the estimated number of users of the drug, 
the total population, the amount of opium consumed, the price at which it is sold, the 
value of the monopoly concession if there is such a concession, and its increase or 
decrease year by year and the causes therefor [sic], the amount of opium smuggled into 
the country or city, the method of its use, whether by smoking, eating, drinking or 
hypodermic injection , the effect of the use of the drug on the different races, and, in 
general, all the facts shown by the experience of the governments of the countries and 
cities named above, a knowledge of which is likely to aid the [Philippine] Commission in 
determining the best kind of law to be passed in these islands for reducing and restraining 
the use of opium by its inhabitants.573 
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Within a month of their appointment, the three were in Hong Kong.574 After several 

extensions and the additional assignment to explore the opium problem in the Philippines itself, 

the commission presented a detailed, 300-page report to the Philippine Government on June 15, 

1904.575 The commission arrived at three primary conclusions. England’s role in the spread of 

the vice was “sordid and contemptible,” with commerce “consistently placed before morals.”576 

Only the Japanese, with the strict laws they established in mainland Japan and Formosa, curbed 

the use of opium, and therefore they should be emulated in the Philippines.577 Lastly, and outside 

of the scope of their assignment, the commissioners suggested that a larger, international 

commission be formed to deal with the problem that existed worldwide.578 To fix the problem 

they were commissioned to find a solution for—the traffic and use of opium in the Philippines—

the commissioners suggested a series of  “uncompromising measures” be taken by the Philippine 

Commission, including immediately making opium a government monopoly and, after a three 

year period, prohibiting its importation except by the government and for medical use.579  

While action was taken by the Philippine Commission based on the opium report, the use 

of the drug was not completely eradicated. Furthermore, Brent was not completely happy with 

the result. After contacting members of the Philippine Commission, making them aware that he 

would oppose a bill that did not take a strong enough stance, Brent decided to go above their 
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heads, and wrote to President Roosevelt about reading the report and taking action.580 Roosevelt 

promised Brent that he would carefully read the report in October, 1904, and on March 3, 1905 

the Tariff Revision Law, an Act of Congress, made the importation of Opium into the 

Philippines illegal—Act No. 1761 of the Philippine Commission, made in1907, supplanted the 

Act of Congress, but did the same thing.581 While that did much to solve the problem in the 

Philippines, Brent’s desire for unity on a worldwide scale pushed him to contact Roosevelt again 

in the summer of 1906. He pled with the president to take up the opium issue again and form an 

international conference, so as to bring unity to both Asian colonies and European imperial 

powers.582  Despite Roosevelt’s response that he would take up the matter with “Mr. Root” as 

soon as he returned from South America, and that he thought “that such an international 

consideration of the opium traffic would do far-reaching good,” Brent decided to contact 

Secretary of State Elihu Root personally.583 

By 1908, Root was in contact with Brent, and preparations for the Joint International 

Opium Commission were underway.584 President Roosevelt appointed Brent to head up the 

American delegation—fittingly, since American involvement stemmed from the bishop’s 

incessant nagging—with Dr. Hamilton Wright and American diplomat in China, Charles D. 

Tenney, as his fellow delegates.585 The Commission met on February 1, 1909 in Shanghai with 
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Brent as president over the whole affair, and with the U.S., China, France, Germany, Great 

Britain, Holland, Japan, Portugal, Turkey, Persia, and Russia sending delegates.586 The U.S. did 

not invite colonial governments to participate, leaving out India and the Philippines, as well as 

the other countries that Brent’s 1903 commission visited. The object of the meeting was to “limit 

the use of opium in the possessions of each country and to ascertain the best means of 

suppressing the opium traffic.”587 After the meeting, Brent related to many of his confidants that 

the British had blocked any serious progress with their “obstructionist tactics.”588 

But, thanks to Brent’s continued and incessant badgering—and to his close relationship 

with the new U.S. president, Taft, who fought to make it happen—the commission of 1909 was 

followed up two years later by the International Opium Conference, which ran from December 1, 

1911 to January 23, 1912.589 According to Brent’s recommendation, most delegates, himself 

included, were given letters plenipotentiary.590 Made chair of the American delegation and 

president of the conference, Brent did what he could to fulfill the goal of the conference, to 
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arrive “at an agreement to mitigate, if not entirely stamp out, the opium evil.”591 Unfortunately, 

the success of the International Opium Conference was limited, as several powerful countries 

only joined with the understanding that they were unwilling to address certain of the United 

States’ several proposals—Great Britain was foremost among these.592 The Great War 

interrupted the call for further meetings to discuss the opium problem, but more were held in the 

1920s. In fact, the League of Nations then took up the issue, and achieved great success in 

international drug control, all of which can be traced to Brent.593 More significant to this study is 

that both the Joint International Opium Commission of 1909, and the International Opium 

Conference of 1911-1912, included agreements to regulate the opium trade and to keep it out of 

the Philippines.594 Despite this, Brent still worried after both meetings that opium was getting 

into the Philippines through British colonies nearby, due to the negligence or ambivalence of the 

English.595 

Work Among the Chinese 

 Little evidence is left of Brent’s mission among the Chinese non-Christians of Manila, 

but all that exists is positive. In an article for The Spirit of Missions written in 1918 Brent wrote 

that of all his mission efforts, it was only with the Chinese mission that he could express 

“complete satisfaction,” as it had always moved with a “steady step.”596 To back up this claim, 

he reported that of the 200 people who had been confirmed within the mission, only five had 

                                                 
591

 Huntington Wilson to Brent, 24 March 1911, box 9, Charles Henry Brent Papers; F. C. Knox to Brent, 27 March 

1911, box 9, Charles Henry Brent Papers; Brent to Baron J. E. N. Sirtema van Grovestins, Grand-Master of the Court 

of Her Majesty, the Queen, 6 January 1912, box 10, Charles Henry Brent Papers. 
592

 Department of State to Brent, Hamilton Wright, and H. J. Finger, 16 October 1911, box 9, Charles Henry Brent 

Papers. 
593

 For an in-depth look at the League of Nations fight for drug control, and Brent's impact, see McAllister, Drug 

Diplomacy, 7-133.  
594

 Assistant Secretary of State to Brent, 25 May 1910, box 9, Charles Henry Brent Papers.  
595

 Brent to Randall Davidson, Archbishop of Canterbury, 22 Oct 1912, box 10, Charles Henry Brent Papers. 
596

 B e t, Si tee  Yea s i  the Philippi es,  ; H. E. Studle , Wa ted—A P i ipal!,  The Spirit of Missions 83, 

no. 8 (1918): 551. 



151 

lapsed.597 The mission began in 1902; it was one of Brent’s first endeavors upon arriving in the 

islands.598 By the end of the year, Brent obtained a missionary who had served in China for the 

mission, Reverend Hobart E. Studley.599 Brent searched out Studley because the man spoke 

Mandarin Chinese, a requirement for the mission as far as the bishop was concerned; all the staff 

added to the Chinese mission during the sixteen years of Brent’s tenure spoke the language.600 

Not only that, Brent was also a firm believer that alongside common language, common race and 

culture made missionaries the most effective in reaching people. So, in 1913, a lay reader from 

among the converts in the Chinese mission, Ben Ga Pay, was ordained a deacon.601 Pay became 

Studley’s assistant and only fellow missionary in the work among the Chinese of Manila.602 

Brent even sent Pay to St. John’s College in Shanghai for the 1915-1916 school year, to further 

his gospel oriented education.603 

 After three years, Studley developed a night school for Chinese men and boys.604 Within 

a year, in 1906, the school had developed into a fulltime endeavor, a regular school rather than 

just the irregular night classes that had been intended.605 In 1916 the school had 57 students.606 

By 1918 it had six teachers—all of whom spoke Mandarin—and was looking to hire a 

principal.607 In 1918, a girl’s school was added, with the intention of increasing the number of 
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female converts.608 While the schools surely aided in efforts at conversion, they were also in line 

with the policy of the Taft Commission, which worked hard to educate the masses. Not only that, 

but Brent—while unique in a number of ways—was a part of the norm when it came to 

establishing missionary schools.609 This was one of the efforts made by missionaries that most 

aided the Philippine Commission. 

 While schooling and conversion were important, the reasons behind the Chinese mission 

are essential to this narrative. Brent expressed that the Chinese of Manila were “a large and 

influential element of the community.”610 While—because of his drive for Christian unity—the 

fact that they were a non-Christian part of Filipino society and that no other sect claimed them 

for missionary work probably influenced Brent’s decision to proselytize them, much more 

important were the moral factors.611 This “influential element” included nominal Christians who 

converted during the Spanish era in order to do business or marry a Filipina. They learned that a 

bribe would rush them through the waters of baptism so that they could marry whomever they 

liked. Brent saw this, and even more importantly, he saw that opium was coming into the 

Philippines mostly through their efforts.612  

As has been explored at length, through his pains to stop the spread of opium use, Brent 

influenced and then was appointed by President Roosevelt to a commission to investigate the 

distribution and use of the drug throughout Asia. This turned into a decade’s long battle against 

opium use and distribution. As has been argued herein, the protection of the Igorots was in good 

measure part of the reason Brent so involved himself in the issue. But the drug, along with 
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bribery and other vices, also existed among the non-Christian Chinese. They were influential, 

and opium use was spreading to the Filipinos wherever they had “social contact” with the 

Chinese.613 Brent fought the battle against opium because he believed “in the tendency of the 

vice to grow and spread;” it would only be a matter of time before opium made its way to 

Brent’s Igorots, unless it was eradicated.614 While working with the government to prevent the 

spread of the drug was one solution, this effort to convert the Chinese represents another. 

Work Among the Moros: 

The Episcopal mission in the Philippines included very little work in Mindanao before 

1912. In the first years of his mission, Brent established a missionary presence among the 

Americans based in the city of Zamboanga, the capital of the Moro Province, but he made no 

efforts among the Moros or other peoples of the province. Between 1903 and 1907, Brent 

traveled to Mindanao only a few times. He built a Cathedral for Americans stationed in 

Mindanao, and traversed the island as a companion of General Wood.615 After seeing firsthand 

the result of a Moro raid, which left twenty dead, Brent supposed little could be done for them.616 

Instead, the bishop aspired to work among the Bagobos, an animistic tribe which, in his mind, 

resembled the Igorots.  For years, a lack of men and money, combined with Brent’s focus on the 

Igorots, kept him from this work. In the meantime, Brent’s opinion on the Moros began to 

evolve. Interestingly, right around the time Brent hired Najeeb Saleeby as a doctor for St. Luke’s 

Dispensary in 1907, he seems to have become more interested in the Muslim peoples of 
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Mindanao.617 Saleeby had lived among the Moros, spoke their language, and was in the process 

of writing a book that is still to this day a valuable source on the history of the Moros of Sulu. 

The two men developed a friendship, lived in the same house, and Saleeby’s book, The History 

of Sulu, was published in 1908. 

While there exists no direct evidence that Saleeby influenced Brent toward working 

among the Moros, it seems likely that the man improved Brent’s opinion of them. By 1909, 

Brent still had not given up on working among the pagan peoples of Mindanao, and he still 

assumed of the Moros that “Any direct effort toward evangelization would only result in failure,” 

but he was interested in doing medical or educational work among them, thinking that it stood 

the only chance of turning them toward Christianity.618 1912 became a pivotal year in Brent’s 

mission. By that time the pioneering work among the Igorots was accomplished, and the 

missions in Luzon would flourish or fail with or without Brent’s help. But, humanitarian work 

among the Moros was becoming more attractive, and the bishop soon began a joint venture in 

translating the Bible for the Moros with the British and Foreign Bible Society. At the same time 

though, 1912 was the last year of the Taft Era, and Brent knew change was coming. One 

opportunity came late in the year that would decide Brent’s fate in the islands. In the fall of 1912, 

the Provost and Vice Chancellor of Trinity College in Toronto, Brent’s alma mater, wrote the 

bishop to tell him he was retiring, and to offer Brent a job as his replacement.619 The offer was 

tempting to Brent; Woodrow Wilson had just been elected—which Brent was sure would lead to 

a change in policy toward the Philippines, likely in the direction of independence.620 If 

independence was granted, even a probationary independence, the bishop decided he would go to 
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Canada and take the job as provost.621 He also decided to take the job if, having started some 

translation work among the Moros, the way did not open up for him to do more work among 

them.622  

The Board of Missions requested that Brent not take up work among the Moros, and 

while Brent planned to make a plea at their triennial meeting in 1913, he was not optimistic.623  

Waiting to give his final response to the Provost of Trinity College until he had appealed in 

person to the Board of Missions, Brent decided that he would only take the college position over 

that of missionary work if the Board required that he not make any effort among the Moros.624 If 

they allowed him to do some work, but refused to financially support it, as they had in so many 

cases before, then he would stay in the Philippines and fundraise for the financial needs of the 

endeavor.625 The Board determined that Brent's enterprise could not be considered missionary 

work, as it would not result in even a single convert; so with their limited funds, the church 

decided against aiding Brent in his Moro work. It was only after receiving word that the Board of 

Missions would not prohibit him doing humanitarian work among the Moros, but that it would 

not financially support such work either, that Brent said no to the Trinity College.626 That Brent 

declined an opportunity that meant so much to him says a lot about his commitment to working 

with the Moros. So does the fact that he willingly entered the work with no funding from the 

Episcopal Church. To Brent, this was his purpose. The Moros needed saving from civilization 

just as much as the Igorots. Brent only required the money to do it. 
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Before leaving the U.S. to return to the Philippines, Brent obtained the aid of Edward H. 

Fallows, a businessman with interests in the Philippines. Creating an institution called 

“Upbuilding the Wards of the Nation,” essentially a fundraising committee dedicated to 

obtaining financial support for “the pacification, the education, and eventually the 

Christianization of the Moro people,” Brent made Fallows the group’s unofficial organizer.627 

The bishop then tasked Fallows with the garnering of financial support for his endeavor among 

the Moros by creating a National Committee for his organization. While not instantly successful 

in gaining Brent the necessary funds, the National Committee for Upbuilding of the Wards of the 

Nation soon had raised 10,000 dollars, and boasted the membership of influential Americans 

such as Admiral of the Navy Dewey, Major General Leonard Wood, and former President Taft, 

as well as important religionists, such as Josiah Strong and George Wharton Pepper.628 Despite 

receiving another tempting offer from home, this one a call to the bishopric of New Jersey, Brent 

was now wholly committed to helping the Moros.629 

While Fallows gathered support for Brent’s work among the Moros in the U.S., Brent 

created a local Advisory Board for work among the Moros, with Saleeby among the various 

members.630 He even reached out to those of other faiths, asking them to join, that his plea might 

reach a broader, American audience, rather than just an Episcopal one.631 The purpose of the 

local board was to help Brent gather information and create publicity. What they put together 
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would be sent to Fallows, who would then give it to the National Committee. They would 

disperse the publicity materials in order to gain further endorsement of the project.632 By mid-

1914, the pamphlets Upbuilding the Wards of the Nation distributed included pleas written not 

only by Brent, but also by Josiah Strong and George Wharton Pepper.633 By August, 1914, along 

with these materials was a copy of an accord reached between Brent and the Sultan of Sulu—

who, along with the rest of the Moro leadership, completely supported Brent’s work.634 This was 

obtained because by August, one of Brent’s missionaries had gained the complete trust of the 

Moros. At the request of the bishop, Mrs. Caroline S. Spencer—a Newport socialite, 

granddaughter of millionaire merchant Stephen Whitney, and young widow of millionaire 

Lorillard S. Spencer—dedicated herself to the Moro work in Sulu in December, 1913.635 The 

Moros trusted Spencer to such an extent that, when the Moro Wars ended in 1914 and a group of 

outlaws was still holding out against the U.S. Army, they agreed to meet with and give up their 

weapons only to Spencer and Brent.636 

Spencer’s efforts, combined with Brent’s propaganda, gave the National Committee 

plenty of material. By August, 1914, they reached out to over 30,000 people, giving them 

booklets and pamphlets—including Spencer’s “What the Golden Rule Has Accomplished 
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Among the Moros,”—educating them on the necessity of Bishop Brent’s Moro work.637 The 

propaganda invited Americans to “change swords into ploughshares,” by volunteering or 

donating to Brent’s work.638 But, in 1914, war broke out in Europe, and the Moro Wars had just 

ended. Both made people less inclined and less capable of donating the thousands Brent needed 

to establish work among the Moros. He had been in the same position in 1901, with very little 

monetary support for his mission from the Board of Missions. But, in 1901, after a less 

protracted and less bloody campaign against the Filipinos, and with no world war, Brent had 

found donors aplenty. So, while Fallows continued his fundraising work with the National 

Committee, Brent started a personal fundraising effort. 

Unsurprisingly, believing the Moros to be not only his spiritual responsibility, but feeling 

that caring for their temporal well-being was the duty of the U.S., who had conquered them, 

Brent also appealed to American leaders for the funds he needed. Though he had enemies in 

Congress who had “no faith that his plan would prove effective,” and doubted the necessity of 

Brent’s suggestions, the bishop assumed he could work around them through gaining the support 

of the president and the Secretary of War, along with the approval of the Philippine Commission, 

which he assumed backed him “to the upmost.”639 Brent even appealed to the American Red 

Cross through the chief of their relief board, Mabel T. Boardmen. Arguing that “The people are 

not pacified,” that “Moro resentment, desire for vengeance, and fear of being subjugated” would 

end in bloodshed again and again, and that the Moro had known only the military conqueror of 

the West, Brent pled with Boardman for justice from the U.S., which, “chiefly through 
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ignorance” had “failed to mete it out to the Moro.”640 This “justice” could be meted out by 

Boardman and the Red Cross, if they would donate money for hospitals to be set up across the 

Moro Province.641 Despite the eloquence displayed in his request, Brent did not receive the 

$100,000 he requested from the Red Cross, due mostly to their lack of sufficient funds from 

Congress.642 

By the fall of 1914, Brent was beginning to despair; he had not had much luck in raising 

funds, and the little work he had started would be abandoned soon without assistance.643 While 

receiving—after some badgering—the important financial support of John D. Rockefeller, Jr. in 

late 1914 helped, Brent’s operation among the Moros continued to involve fundraising 

campaigns.644 But, with financial aid from the Philippine Commission and the success of the 

National Committee for Upbuilding the Wards of the Nation, which later became the Moro 

Educational Foundation, Brent created a flourishing work by 1916. This was fortunate, as the 

past year had seen increased efforts by the Philippine Commission in the Mountain Province. 

They built roads, increased travel, and by their own admission, brought “civilization” to the 

Igorots, just as the bishop had feared.645 Brent believed that his mission among the Igorots was 

urgent in 1902, and 1916 proved him right. As a result, Brent turned more completely to the 

Moro mission. He had initiated what work he could among the Igorots, now civilization was 

streaming in. Brent's new mission with the Moros differed only in its lack of any effort at 

                                                 
640

 Brent to Mabel T. Boardman, 26 March 1914, box 10, Charles Henry Brent Papers. 
641

 Ibid. 
642

 Mabel T. Boardman to Brent, 8 May 1914, box 10, Charles Henry Brent Papers; Mabel T. Boardman to Brent, 27 

May 1914, box 10, Charles Henry Brent Papers. 
643

 Brent to Bishop Lawrence, 18 September 1914, box 10, Charles Henry Brent Papers. 
644

 John D Rockefeller, Jr., to Brent, 24 August 1914, box 10, Charles Henry Brent Papers; Brent to Edward H. 

Fallows, 28 November 1914, box 10, Charles Henry Brent Papers; Brent to Mrs. Lorillard Spencer, 23 February 

1915, box 11, Charles Henry Brent Papers. 
645

 Philippi e Co issio , Repo t of the Philippi e Co issio ,  -6, 13-14, 46. 



160 

conversion. Medical and educational work, translation efforts, and the inculcating of American 

values were all a part of Brent’s mission to Mindanao and Sulu. 

Schools and Dispensaries: 

Brent established two centers of work among the Moros, the first in Zamboanga, the 

capital of the Moro Province, and the second in Jolo, the capital of the Sulu Sultanate in the Sulu 

islands. First focusing in Zamboanga, Brent purchased five acres and raised money for a hospital 

by 1912.646 February 2, 1914, Brent dedicated the Zamboanga Hospital, about a month after the 

doors opened.647 As the first American hospital on an island that consisted of a third of the entire 

archipelago, Brent's establishment operated as the only medical facility available for the 

Moros.648 It contained twenty-six beds, only six of which Brent reserved for paying customers, 

while the rest serviced guests who received free care.649 The hospital staff included a foreign 

doctor and would soon add Filipino nurses.650 While this was his largest personal effort for the 

medical relief of the Moros, Brent also oversaw the establishment of a dispensary in Jolo.651 

More importantly, in his search for government support, Brent inspired Governor Frank 

Carpenter, the first civilian governor of the Moro Province, to initiate a plan to provide medical 

care for the Moros.652 By May, 1914, Carpenter established seven dispensaries throughout the 

island of Mindanao, and planned for a hospital in Jolo.653  
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By April, 1915, the Jolo Hospital was up and running, and Carpenter completed it by the 

end of the year.654 Within another year, the government erected well over thirty dispensaries, and 

multiple hospitals in Mindanao and Sulu.655 Still, the Annual Report of the Philippine 

Commission for the year 1916 makes it clear that Moros still lacked many resources for medical 

care, and the government relied upon missionary efforts to supplement their own.656 Although 

the Moros originally feared the Americans—who had spent the last ten years butchering them—

by the end of six months, Moro women and children regularly approached Brent’s hospital and 

dispensary for care, even willingly staying overnight.657 Medical care had not been high on the 

list of priorities for the Philippine Commission, and in Luzon the government had primarily been 

supportive of missionary efforts to establish hospitals. In Mindanao, state run hospitals and 

dispensaries resulted from Brent’s efforts to redirect the priorities of the Philippine Commission. 

When it came to building schools, Brent did not need to redirect the Philippine 

Commission. But his efforts did act as a catalyst to push them to begin work. As a result of the 

Moro Wars, the efforts of the Commission to create primary schools had largely taken place 

outside of Mindanao. This meant that by 1914, only 2,000 Moro children of a population of 

about 300,000 were enrolled in primary school.658 The first efforts at schooling the Moros were 

actually made among girls, as they were the work of Caroline Spencer. Along with her work in 

the dispensary in Jolo, Spencer ran an industrial school for girls.659 She also operated a similar 

                                                 
654

 Brent to Mrs. Lorillard Spencer, 30 April 1915, box 11, Charles Henry Brent Papers; Philippine Commission, 

Repo t of the Philippi e Co issio ,  -253. 
655

 Philippine Com issio , Repo t of the Philippi e Co issio ,  -263. 
656

 Ibid. 
657

 The Up uildi g of the Wa ds of the Natio ,  .d., o  , Cha les He  B e t Pape s. 
658

 Brent to Mabel T. Boardman, 26 March 1914, box 10, Charles Henry Brent Papers. 
659

 B e t, D aft: A ual Repo t of the Bishop of the Philippi e Isla ds,   No e e  , o  , folde  , RG ; 
Brent to J. T. Addison, 8 August 1914, box 10, Charles Henry Brent Papers. 



162 

enterprise for girls in Zamboanga, leaving Jolo to visit the American capital of the Moro 

Province periodically.660 

Spencer’s work was to be the beginning of a larger effort, one focused especially on 

boys. Brent supposed that the “pagan Mohammedans” of Mindanao and Sulu were unlikely to be 

ripe for any direct spiritual cultivation—or political leadership—during his lifetime, but the way 

to get them there was to educate the boys of the Sultan and his datus.661 While it took only 

months—and a generous donation from Spencer—for Brent’s National Committee for 

Upbuilding the Wards of the Nation to get the necessary funds, obtaining land was difficult, 

taking over a year; nonetheless, by January 12, 1916, the Moro Agricultural School was open.662 

The school was located on twenty hectares of land about eight miles from Jolo.663 Upon opening, 

James R. Fugate, the principal, had between thirty and forty boys, many of them the sons of the 

datus.664 Fugate offered a curriculum that provided general education courses, but emphasized 

agricultural training, which—according to the new missionary Brent stationed in the south, 

Reverend R. T. McCutchen—included the growing of corn, coconut, hemp, pineapples, bananas, 

and fruit trees.665 

On his last visit to the school in September, 1917, Brent found that the boys to be “as 

quick and intelligent as any Filipinos,” recording in his diary that there were now forty-one of 

them.666 Within a few months, in fact, the school was in a position to choose which applicants it 
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wanted.667 At that same time, the dispensary in Jolo was seeing around 600 patients annually, 

and the Zamboanga Hospital operated a “hospital ship,” which journeyed throughout the Moro 

Province to treat those in isolated areas without the means to travel.668 Brent added the hospital 

ship in 1915, after much fundraising he finally paid for it with an annual budget of $37,500 for 

five years, coming from John D. Rockefeller and the Philippine Government.669 The Moro 

Educational Foundation, successor to the Upbuilding of the Wards of the Nation, went on to 

receive the endorsement of nearly every elite American of the first half of the twentieth century. 

It was the one endeavor that Brent continued to facilitate to some extent, even after leaving the 

islands. Among those who supported the school were U.S. presidents Roosevelt, Taft, Harding, 

and Hoover, as well as influential men in politics and in the military such as Elihu Root, Leonard 

Wood, and John J. Pershing.670  

 While Brent appreciated the aid he received from the Philippine Commission in the 

creation of hospitals and dispensaries, he still found room to complain when the filipinization 

policy entered the situation. A Filipino doctor was given position as chief physician in the 

Department of Mindanao and Sulu in 1914. Though he believed that doing medical work among 

the Moros could “leaven” the situation, Brent thought this to be too hasty.671 He just started his 

work among the Moros, and they would not be ready for independence for years to come, neither 

in a spiritual or a secular sense. This and other examples of filipinization eventually caused Brent 

to approach Governor General Harrison, but to no avail. In a series of letters between the two, 

preserved among Brent's papers, it is clear that Brent disagreed with Harrison's policy, preferring 
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the eventual independence of Taft over rapid filipinization. The difference of opinion did not 

affect the pacing of Harrison's filipinization.672 The winds of change were blowing, rapid 

filipinization represented the move toward Philippine independence. Brent decided early on that 

if the U.S. left the Philippines, he too would leave. With the Democrats in power, and a left-

leaning Governor General instituting rapid change, Brent was ready to go. Only his interest in 

the Moro work kept Brent in the islands five years into Harrison's tenure. 

Translation and the Eventual Creation of a Native Church: 

Before the creation of schools and the arrival of Spencer and McCutcheon in the Moro 

Province, Brent joined with the British and Foreign Bible Society to translate the Bible for the 

Moros.673 Begun in the summer of 1912, this was a hopeful enterprise, as no missionary work 

was established among the Moros, and no evidence existed to say that they would ever need or 

want a translation of the Bible. After over two years of work, and the employment of 

McCutcheon, who spoke the Moro language, the Gospel of St. Luke was successfully 

translated.674 The British and Foreign Bible Society sponsored its publication at Brent’s own 

Moro Press, as well as that of the rest of the Gospels as their translation occurred.675 In the 

meantime, Saleeby had also finished an English Sulu Grammar, which was published by Brent’s 

Igorot Press in 1913.676 Just as among the Igorots, this work in translation was just part of a 

larger effort to create a native Christianity among the Moros.  

                                                 
672

 Brent to Edward H. Fallows, 17 July 1914, box 10, Charles Henry Brent Papers; Brent to Francis Burton Harrison, 

5 June 1914, box 10, Charles Henry Brent Papers; Francis Burton Harrison to Brent, 25 June 1914, box 10, Charles 

Henry Brent Papers; Francis Burton Harrison to Brent, 29 June 1914, box 10, Charles Henry Brent Papers. 
673

 Brent to Arthur Hall, 20 July 1912, box 10, Charles Henry Brent Papers. 
674

 Reverend R. Kilgour to Brent, 19 November 1914, box 10, Charles Henry Brent Papers. 
675

 B e t, A ual Repo t: The Missio a  Dist i t of the Philippi e Isla ds,   August , o  , folde  , RG ; 
Reverend R. Kilgour to Brent, 19 March 1915, box 11, Charles Henry Brent Papers; John H. Ritson to Brent, 11 

November 1915, box 12, Charles Henry Brent Papers. 
676

 B e t, A ual Repo t: The Missio a  Dist i t of the Philippi e Isla ds,   August , o  , folde  , RG . 



165 

While he did not believe that any kind of evangelization would yet be welcome, Brent did 

prepare for the creation of a native church in small ways, by hiring Moro teachers and staffing 

Zamboanga Hospital with Christian Filipina nurses from his training school.677 Brent believed 

that the Moro needed to see that Christianity could be kind, and could be united. Writing in 1918, 

the bishop described his opinion on the eventual conversion of the Moros:  

Neither the Christian faith nor Christian civilization have more than dented the haughty 
unity of Islam. This does not mean that the problem is insoluble. It does indicate that the 
sincerity and power, the loyalty to tradition and principle, of the Moslem world thus far 
has been superior to that of Christendom, or at any rate impervious to the methods of 
conversion employed. So far as religion is concerned the Christian Church can never 
hope to make headway against Islam until or unless She presents a higher and stronger 
unity than the followers of the Prophet. We may as well recognize this unpalatable fact as 
we adjust our selves to any effort that duty may move us to make toward Mohammedan 
conversion,…I believe so far as Sulu, the irreconcilable, is concerned, Christian 
conversion when it sets in must be accomplished by Filipino missionaries of whom there 
is none as yet.678 
   

But, while Brent did want the eventual creation of a Moro version of Christianity, that did not 

mean that their culture was perfect. As with the Igorots, Brent found certain aspects of Moro 

culture to be lacking. Brent determined that slavery, polygamy, and other immoral and incorrect 

practices and philosophies would continue to spread to Moro children, due to the ignorance of 

their parents, unless more was done to protect, that is, to Americanize them.679 His schools 

would do this, with the girls being taught the values of motherhood, and the boys being given a 

basic education and agricultural training. Along with those endeavors, Brent established a press 

in his Agricultural School, which produced the first Moro newspaper, The Moro Outlook.680 This 

                                                 
677

 The Thi tee th A ual Repo t of the Missio a  Dist i t of the Philippi e Isla ds,  , o  , Cha les He  
Brent Papers; Brent to Miss L. Owen, 4 January 1915, box 11, Charles Henry Brent Papers; Brent to Miss L. Owen, 

29 January 1915, box 11, Charles Henry Brent Papers; Brent to Miss L. Owen, 22 February 1915, box 11, Charles 

Henry Brent Papers. 
678

 B e t, Si tee  Yea s i  the Philippi es,  . 
679

 B e t, Gi i g the Mo o-A e i a s A Cha e,  . 
680

 The Up uildi g of the Wa ds of the Natio ,  .d., o  , Cha les He  B e t Pape s. 



166 

became only the second press in the entire colony, both belonging to the Episcopal mission.681 

Other than the curriculum at his gender segregated schools, the creation of the Spencer troop of 

Moro Boy Scouts was potentially the most culturally imperialistic of Brent’s work in the 

Southern Philippines.682   

Saving the Moros: 

 Just as Brent became the savior of the Igorots, working to protect them from civilization 

with the only sure vaccine, Christianity, he found renewed purpose in his opportunity to save the 

Moros from the violence of Western civilization. He again looked to become an intermediary 

between a non-Christian group and the American colonial government. Thinking that the Moros 

needed to be spiritually and secularly prepared for independence, which was now coming more 

rapidly than it should, Brent tried to institute measures that would give them a secular education. 

Whereas, with the Igorots, Brent had decided it was his responsibility to administer primarily to 

their spiritual needs, with the Moros, spiritual and secular needs were—for the time being—the 

same. Christianization was not yet an option, as Brent thought that he had thousands of years of 

violent history to erase, in order to prove to the Muslims in the Philippines that Christians could 

be kind and caring. Their spiritual need was to be shown a peaceful side of Christianity. 

Humanitarian work would fulfill this need, and would help the government address the secular 

need of preparing a population for self-rule.  

Unfortunately, Christianizing the Muslims of the world would require a unified 

Christendom. The fractured state of which took Brent away from the Philippines for good, before 

he accomplished much work among the Moros. Brent spent March, 1916 through July, 1917 

away from the Philippines, leaving due to heart problems and to attend the 1916 Episcopal 
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National Convention in October. It was doomed to be a drawn out absence, starting with a 

shipwreck near Hong Kong that left him drifting at sea.683 A request that he accompany 

Canadian troops to Europe kept him away longer. He fundraised for the Moros the whole time he 

was there, but a seed was planted. It was between July and October, 1917 that Brent made a last 

trip to both the Igorot and the Moro mission stations, and did some last work in Manila. By 

September, 1917, a call to the Bishopric of Western New York and an offer from Pershing to be 

Chief of Chaplains spelled the end for Brent’s work among the Moros.684 

Conclusion 

From 1901 to 1918, Bishop Charles Henry Brent gave himself “to the uttermost to work 

for and with Moro and pagan, with the conviction that they are as worthy of service as any 

creature wearing the garment of humanity.”685 He did so with the conviction that unity was an 

essential characteristic of both the Christian and secular worlds, and that obtaining it meant 

working harmoniously with the other Christian sects. He would not preach unto other Christians, 

or unto non-believers that already had a shepherd. In the context of the Philippines, that meant 

that Brent searched out those non-Christians who had not been claimed by other Protestant 

missionaries. The Igorots, the Moros, and the Chinese in Manila were those he chose to work 

among. Along with them, Brent felt a responsibility to the Americans in the islands. They needed 

a spiritual leader for many reasons. First and foremost, Brent believed they needed religion so 

that the peculiar nature of the tropics did not lead them into sin. So many took part in gambling, 

drinking, and the soliciting of prostitutes; Brent had his work cut out for him. Americans also 

needed spiritual guidance because they had a responsibility. It was, he believed, their duty to be 

good Christian examples to the Filipinos, both the Christian ones and the non-Christians.  
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The Christian Filipinos needed, according to Brent’s way of thinking, the continued 

secular leadership of American Christians, who were of a higher sort, and the continued spiritual 

guidance of the Catholic Church. Therefore, both Americans and Catholics had a responsibility 

to the Filipinos. On the other hand, the non-Christians in the Philippines rejected Catholicism, 

and were therefore up for grabs. Americans had a responsibility to be examples of good 

Christians to them because the Spanish had not done so, and the result had been their refusal to 

convert. Why was it necessary that non-Christians convert? Other than the typical Christian 

theology that said it was the only route to heaven, Brent had his own unique view. He believed 

that—in isolation—pagan tribes might be just fine without Christianity. After all, as he reasoned 

in 1915, it was God who had put them in the circumstances in which they existed. But, when the 

United States annexed the Philippines and won the Philippine-American War, civilization came 

to the islands. Along with it came certain concomitants, or vices, which the simple pagans—

according to Brent—were not capable of withstanding. For this reason, they now needed 

Christianity as a result of the American presence in the islands. Also, Americans had to be good 

Christians and avoid spreading these vices into Philippine culture.  

Armed with this ideology, Brent played several crucial roles within the overall American 

colonial endeavor. Some roles he shared with his fellow religionists, and some were uniquely his 

own. As a missionary, Brent built schools and hospitals among the non-Christians in the 

Philippines. Other missionaries built them primarily among Christian Filipinos. The Philippine 

Commission considered the education of the masses to be one of their primary tasks in the 

islands, and in their effort to build schools, missionaries were a source they relied upon. 

Hospitals were not a priority for them, probably in part because the Philippine Commission 

could expect churches and other charitable organizations to provide for that need. Either way, in 
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some instances, like in the Moro Province, a missionary caused the redirection of government 

priorities. It was because of Brent that the Moros received any medical care in the second decade 

of the twentieth century. This is especially significant because Americans had spent the previous 

decade violently conquering the Moros. Even though the Philippine Commission made increased 

efforts to bring structural improvements, schools, and hospitals to the non-Christians in the 

islands after 1914, they still relied heavily on missionaries for schools and hospitals.686 The 

Commission reported in 1916, for instance, that of the 128,000 school age children in the former 

Moro Province, government schools only reached 16,000; while churches enrolled another 4,500 

in their private schools.687 While having only 20,500 of the Moro children in school shows the 

overall lack of success, the fact that twenty-five percent of those went to church schools 

illustrates the importance of religious efforts. 

The establishment of hospitals and schools was not the only thing that Brent influenced 

the American government to accomplish. It was due to his tenacious efforts that strict opium 

laws were brought to the Philippines, and that much of the globe gathered in an effort to 

eradicate the problem worldwide. Brent and his fellow missionaries also controlled what kind of 

Christianity the Americans brought to the Philippines. While not all of them supported the 

inculcation of a native form of Christianity, many—including Brent—did. They translated 

biblical and other church texts, they trained native clergy, and in rare cases such as Brent’s, they 

allowed for a more ritualistic version of Christianity to develop, one that had roots in Filipino 

and Catholic culture. In Brent’s particular case, in attempting to save them from civilization, he 

transformed into the advocate with American leadership for the Igorots and then the Moros. This 

was the case when he urged the Philippine Commission to build hospitals in the Moro Province 
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and when he campaigned for them to build a General Hospital in Manila. He also successfully 

pushed for the government to secure their release when Igorots were abducted for circuses or 

sideshows by enterprising foreigners.688 Brent once pushed Frank W. Carpenter—while he was a 

member of the Philippine Commission, but before he became Governor General over the Moro 

Province—to respect Igorot marriage customs within their lands, even if they had converted to 

Christianity, saying “My own opinion is that Igorot law prevails in Igorotdom, and that legally 

the existing marriage customs would settle a question even if Igorots shd [sic] become Christian 

and married with an understanding of the Christian law.”689  

That being said, Brent was not always successful in his efforts to influence the 

government. While other Republicans promoted tariffs to protect and promote the national 

economy, he fought against the tariff in order to protect the Filipino, doing so on the grounds that 

he was a “consistent enemy of tariff and a friend of free trade.”690 After doing his research and 

contacting a customs agent in the islands, Brent wrote a scathing critique of the tariff in The 

Outlook, entitled “Tyranny or Democracy—Which?”691 Arguing that the U.S. ought to be fair to 

the Filipino, and not push on him expensive American goods that he could not afford, Brent 

described the policy as tyrannical and not in line with American ideals.692 Despite Brent’s 

opinion, the tariff remained in place. Whether or not it represented Brent’s conception of 

American ideals, it certainly was one of the few efforts by the Philippine Commission that fell in 

line with the original imperialist-expansionist ideology that led to the Philippine annexation in 

the first place. It provided a market for American goods, even if it was—as Brent claimed—a 

poor market with people who could not afford those goods. 
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 Always seeing his role as that of a Christ-like intermediary between these non-Christian 

groups and the Christian rulers of the islands, Brent saw religious purpose behind the Taft 

Commission and its goals. Eventual independence would allow time for Brent and others to 

convert those that still needed Christianity to protect them from civilization. Immediate 

independence, or the rapid Filipinization of Harrison’s tenure, would interrupt Brent’s 

missionary endeavor. If the islands became independent, but not fully Christian, they would be 

plagued by disunity and vice. Therefore, Christian conversion was necessary for them to be 

capable of self-rule. Catholic Filipinos, though more prepared than the non-Christians, had 

inherited a corrupt form of religion that allowed vices such as polygamy and gambling to run 

wild. They would need further guidance in both secular and spiritual matters before being ready 

for self-governance. For this reason, Brent thought more often of leaving the islands after the end 

of the Taft Era in early 1913, and the inauguration of a less imperialistic policy. The alteration of 

the anti-imperialistic policy from one of "immediate independence" to a slightly more 

imperialistic policy of "rapid filipinization" kept Brent from leaving. Thinking preemptively after 

Woodrow Wilson won the election of 1912, Brent wrote to Hall on Christmas Eve that “Of 

course if independence comes I go – with or without the consent of the House of Bishops.”693 

 While the chance to work among the Moros kept Brent in the islands after 1912, he still 

pursued every opportunity to influence Governor Harrison toward a different strategy. Writing 

Harrison in June, 1914, Brent agreed that filipinization was both “logical and inevitable.”694 

However, the bishop thought that Taft had set out an appropriate pace for filipinization, with his 

creation of the Philippine Assembly as the lower house of the government.695 In proposing that 

Filipinos be given the majority of the positions in the Philippine Commission, and that the 
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Assembly be extended into a house of representatives, Harrison was aggressively speeding up 

the process. While the two did not agree on the pace of filipinization, they did respect one 

another, and Harrison did enjoy reports from Brent on the state of the Moros—once again Brent 

took an opportunity to be the advocate of his wards.696 

After kick-starting his mission to the Moros, Brent had accomplished what he set out to 

do in the Philippines. After numerous health problems, increased filipinization, and most 

importantly, an opportunity to see the battlefront in Europe, Brent no longer wanted to work in 

the islands. When an opportunity came to be Bishop of Western New York, the diocese where he 

began his ministry in 1886, Brent’s diary entries prove that he longed to go.697 Brent’s mind was 

made up on November 22, 1917.698 He had already said yes to Pershing, taking him up on an 

offer to lead the chaplaincy. In large part, the U.S. Army was leaving the Philippines and heading 

to Europe. Brent wanted to be there. Throughout the war years, Brent was critical of President 

Wilson, believing his “’watchful waiting’ policy” ought to be applied to his love life, and not to 

the war.699 Finally taking the country to war earned Wilson Brent’s approval, and when the 

bishop himself went, he served in essentially the same capacity as he had in the Philippines. He 

advocated unity and decried immoral behavior. His experience in the Philippines had taught him 

to act as moral policeman to Americans away from home. By 1918, the American presence in the 

Philippines was made up most significantly of businessmen and the like, rather than political 

officials and soldiers. Brent’s pioneering venture was over. He had instilled his missions with his 

goals and values, but was tired of running them and newly concerned with the fractured state of 

the Christian world at large.   
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Brent found his work among the Moros and the Igorots to be of “universal 

importance.”700 They deserved the guardianship of the American people because “they will be 

more apt to be exploited.”701 Reflecting upon his arrival in the islands, Brent said, “All I was able 

to see at the moment was a well-defined racial group who were in imminent danger of being 

taught the evils of civilization with no knowledge of God in His supreme revelation of Himself 

by means of which to repulse them.”702 Lamenting later that the quality of Christianity was not 

what it should be among Americans and that it affected his work among the Igorots, Brent said “I 

had the idea that the convert would be a vastly superior being to the home Christian, forgetting 

that the character of the mission product is defined and limited by the character of the Church 

which produces it. Christianity cannot rise above its own level any more than water.”703  

Perhaps this can also be applied to American intervention. The U.S. has a long history of 

intervening in different countries and among diverse populations. The result of interventionism, 

well meaning or not, has much to do with the quality and shape of the interference. In other 

words, intervention “cannot rise above its own level.” Brent and the colonial establishment in the 

Philippines both affected some measure of positive change, especially in regard to infrastructure, 

schooling, and medical work. But, both also meddled in the Philippines without invitation or 

welcome, infusing elements of American culture and government. Fittingly, Brent wrote in 1918, 

“I have often thought with contempt and scorn of the veneer that glosses over the uncleanness of 
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our own country and wondered what would happen to the self-righteous Westerner were he 

suddenly pressed into the social conditions of the Igorots.”704 

The historiography on cultural imperialism can be viewed as essentially the intersection 

of two other narratives: Christian missions, and empire. The moment when they intertwine, when 

historians theorize about whether or not Christian missionaries were agents of empire, is the 

historiography that this work has contended with. But, it has been argued herein that the cultural 

imperialist narrative fails to sufficiently explain the relationship between missionaries and the 

state. While cultural imperialism may be more effective than hagiography in mapping the actions 

and intentions of a missionary, it still turns the missionary into an object to be acted upon, rather 

than an actor in the historical narrative. In restoring to Brent the position of actor on the colonial 

scene, this work addressed the relationship between American religion and the American 

colonial enterprise, while simultaneously documenting the history of the Episcopal mission and 

its leader. In the complex situation that existed in the colonial Philippines, Brent played the role 

of imperial agent, pushing American culture on the natives. He also acted as a defender of the 

non-Christian Filipino and his culture. Brent and his fellow missionaries could play both parts 

because their agendas did not match completely with those of the Philippine Commission. They 

operated with different goals in mind.  

While Brent's primary aim, the protection of the non-Christians from the vices of 

civilization, was anti-imperialist, it led him to enact some imperialistic policies. Translation 

work, promotion of a native Christianity, training of native clergy, and his opium crusade were 

all protective of the Filipinos and their culture. But, his schools, insistence on teaching a certain 

work ethic, and general support of the American regime were all imperialistic. Brent formed 
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seemingly contradictory policies because of his theological belief that the Filipinos needed 

Christianity to combat vice, and because he saw Christianity as malleable in some respects, and 

unchanging in others. In essence, Brent went not to Americanize, but to Christianize, it just 

happened that his definition of Christianity was in many ways very American. Brent's beliefs 

lined up well with the idea of the "white man's burden," he simply saw it more as the "Christian 

man's burden," or to be more exact, the Christian man's responsibility.  

In 1918, Bishop Charles Henry Brent wrote among his notes that “History is the just 

guardian of all that is entrusted to its care. In the end its praise and blame is as accurate as 

anything human can be. It is necessary, of course, that we should reckon with its censures—a 

difficult thing to do when one’s self or one’s country is concerned—for censure is the index to 

improvement.”705 This history, Brent’s history, involves as much praise as it does blame, and is 

meant to be “as accurate as anything human can be.” Brent was what most missionaries were; he 

was complex. His motives were righteous by most standards, but were based on ideologies and 

theology that was occasionally racist, elitist, and judgmental. If censure is the “index to 

improvement,” then hopefully those who follow in his footsteps, as Americans, Episcopalians, 

Christians, or missionaries, can learn from his experience.    
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