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BOOK REVIEW

Antonio Camnahas, The Catholic Mission in the Lesser Sunda 
Islands - Indonesia under the Society of the Divine Word (SVD). 
From One Apostolic Prefecture to Two Apostolic Vicariates (1913-
1942), (Analecta SVD – 99), Apud Collegium Verbi Divini, 
Romae 2020, 432 pp.

Until now, there has been only incomplete publications on the history 
of the Catholic Church in the Lesser Sunda Islands of the Dutch East Indies, 
now known as Indonesia. Therefore, the history of the Catholic Church in 
the Lesser Sunda Islands, written by Antonio Camnahas, is the first history to 
be built from intensive archival studies in the Generalate SVD in Rome and 
from numerous contributions about mission work in Timor and Flores from 
the Steyler Missionsboten and the Dutch edition of Catholic Missions. The 
work uses an unprecedented number of sources as its basis and can therefore 
be regarded and appreciated as the first full scholarly study of the history of 
the Catholic Church in the Lesser Sunda Islands.
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Camnahas organises his historical study about the mission 

chronologically. The progressive historical development of the mission can 

therefore be better traced. The period covered, from 1913 to 1942, refers to 

the late phase of Dutch colonisation of Indonesia as being one of the most 

fruitful periods of Christian missionary work. This is especially true of 

Catholic missionary work on the islands of Flores and Timor, the Lesser 

Sunda Islands. However, in the years between the two world wars of the 20th 

century, the aspiration for Indonesian independence developed more and 

more. This development was centred in Java, but also had an impact in the 

Lesser Sunda Islands. The two missionary encyclicals of Popes Benedict XV 

and Pius XI, Maximum Illud (1919) and Rerum Ecclesiae (1926), encouraged 

the formation of indigenous clergy and religious communities. At that time, 

Pope Benedict XV already foresaw the end of the colonial era and therefore 

wanted missionary work to be more strongly oriented towards the start-up of 

an indigenous Church.   

This work is based on the dissertation discussed by the author in 2020 

at the Facoltà di storia e beni culturali della chiesa of the Jesuit University 

Gregoriana at Rome, and is divided into four chapters. The first chapter (15-

54) deals with the historical context. The second chapter (55-125) presents 

the preparatory phases of the SVD mission to the Lesser Sunda Islands from 

1902 to 1915. The third chapter (126-246) traces the early phases of this 

missionary work from 1915 to 1922. In the fourth chapter, the author 

discusses “The Development of the Mission Work of the Society of the 

Divine Word (SVD): From One Apostolic Vicariate to Two Apostolic 

Vicariates (1922-1942)” (247-312). In the Conclusion (313-323), Camnahas 

makes eleven pages of summary remarks on the work in total. The following 

pages contain various photos of missionaries, mission superiors and the 

church superiors. The “Chronological Table” (336-344) lists all significant 

events chronologically. Finally, Camnahas has added the Statute in Latin and 

English translations (345-374). In addition to the bibliography, the work also 
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has an “Index of Names” and an “Index of Places,” making it easier for any 

researcher to find people and places.  

The United Dutch East India Company (Verenigde Oostindische 

Compagnie, or VOC), founded in 1602, conquered more and more trading 

places in the Indonesian archipelago. It only tolerated the Dutch Reformed 

Church in its territories. After the dissolution of the VOC in 1799 and an 

interim period during the Napoleonic Wars (1811 to 1816), during which 

the archipelago was conquered and administered by the British, the Dutch 

state took over the administrative sovereignty in its colony, the Dutch Indies. 

It was only through the takeover of the colonial empire by the Dutch state 

that the Catholic Church was given the opportunity to be present in the 

Dutch Indies and to exercise pastoral care for the foreign and local Catholics. 

Thus, on May 8, 1807, the Apostolic Prefecture of Batavia (Jakarta) was 

established for the entire kingdom of the island, which the Propaganda Fide 

in Rome had entrusted to the Jesuits. Thirty-four years later, on April 3, 

1841, the Catholic mission became the Apostolic Vicariate of Batavia. 

During the first decades of the 20th century, the islands of Borneo, Sumatra 

and the western part of the island of New Guinea were separated from the 

Vicariate of Batavia as independent prefectures. In 1913, this separation 

occurred with the Dutch part of the island of Timor as well. One year later, 

the island of Flores was also added to the new Apostolic Prefecture of the 

Lesser Sunda Islands, which Rome had transferred to the Steyler Mission 

Society. On October 8, 1913, the missionary to China, Fr. Peter Noyen, 

SVD, was appointed Apostolic Prefect of the Lesser Sunda Islands. The SVD 

began their missionary work at Laharus Station in Dutch Timor in 1913. At 

that time, there were only two mission stations with 2000 Catholics in Dutch 

Timor. In contrast, by 1914, when SVD was entrusted with the missionary 

work on the island of Flores, there were already about thirty thousand 

Catholics in some coastal areas, which was the result of the missionary work 

of Portuguese Dominicans and the missionary work of the Jesuits after the 

second half of the 19th century. 
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The majority of the population of West Timor and Flores were 

followers of traditional tribal religions, especially in the interior areas. The 

coastal areas and offshore islands had largely been Islamised or were under 

local Islamic rulers. Camnahas notes that the first Apostolic Prefect of the 

Lesser Sunda Islands, Father Petrus Noyen, SVD, had discovered during his 

exploration of Flores that the Jesuits had neglected the western half of Flores 

because they assumed that the population there had already been Islamised. 

In reality, Islamic influence on the local population only existed in the coastal 

areas such as Ende, Nangapanda, Labuan Bajo, Reo and Borong. This made 

Flores the only island in the Lesser Sunda Islands where Islam had not yet 

penetrated the island's interior. This realisation encouraged the Apostolic 

Prefect Noyens and the SVD missionaries of the prefecture to develop a very 

expansive missionary method, using native laymen who were employed as 

catechist-teachers everywhere. This was an efficient missionary method that 

no mission before had ever known. The Portuguese mission in the 

archipelago had been particularly limited to the colonial trading centres and 

to the parishes established there. Therefore, in 1975, the year of East Timor’s 

independence, only one third of the population were members of the 

Catholic Church. Under the successor of Father Noyen’s Apostolic Prefect, 

Arnold Verstraelen, many new mission stations and schools were established 

on Flores, Timor and other islands of the SVD mission territory. This was 

made possible by the arrival of German SVD missionaries in Indonesia who 

had been expelled from Togo and Mozambique during World War 1. They 

also brought with them new pastoral methods not previously available in the 

Catholic mission of the Lesser Sunda Islands. Of particular importance for 

the development of an adequate pastoral and evangelisation method were the 

annual mission conferences of all missionaries, which culminated in a synod 

in Ndona in 1935. With the foundation of a minor seminary at Sikka in 

1926, Rome’s concern for the formation of a native clergy was also 

emphasised. The mission was organised more efficiently by combining several 

mission stations into a deanery, which can be seen as a preliminary stage of 
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deaneries and parishes of a future diocese. By 1922, the Lesser Sunda Islands 

Vicariate had become the largest vicariate in Dutch East Indies. 

The SVD Mission put great importance on the establishment of a 

printing press and on publishing work that promoted the cause for religious 

increase by liturgy, religious festivals and catechesis, as well as publishing 

work on indigenous languages and ethnological studies.  

The carpentry trade was sustainably promoted through the founding 

of a training school for carpenters (carpentry school) in Ende. This 

enabled missionary brothers and their native carpenters to construct the 

necessary church and school buildings throughout the vicariate, as well as 

homes for the missionary staff, schoolchildren, native staff in the mission 

stations, and hospitals.  

The training of indigenous clergy was massively expanded in 1937 with 

the establishment of St. Paul Major Seminary in Ledalero near Maumere. As 

the number of Catholic Christians in the vicariate had increased to 281,000 

in 1936, the vicariate was divided, and Timor became a separate vicariate. 

Jacobus Peters SVD (1896-1961), a Dutchman, was appointed the first Vicar 

Apostolic of Dutch Timor on June 1,1937.  

When Bishop Arnold Verstraelen (1882-1932) died in a traffic accident 

on March 15, 1932, Rome appointed the German Heinrich Leven SVD 

(1883-1953) as the second Vicar Apostolic of the Lesser Sunda Islands on 

April 25, 1933. Leven remained in this office until 1950. This resulted in an 

intensified missionary work within two vicariates, which was actively 

supported by a greater openness of the local population.  

The author has succeeded in giving a coherent account of the 

thoroughly complex and conflict-laden history of SVD missionary work on 

the islands of Timor and Flores from 1912 to 1942. As a native Timorese 

born in 1974, he has done this justifiably from the perspective of an SVD 

priest from the Nusa Tenggara Province of Eastern Indonesia. His intensive 

archival studies at the Generalate Archives SVD and SSpS in Rome and the 

Provincial Archives SVD at Teteringen/Breda in the Netherlands enabled 
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Father Antonio Camnahas to produce this work of critical examination of the 

published and unpublished texts of missionaries who worked at Timor and 

Flores in the years of 1912-1942. For this he deserves thanks and recognition. 

It is also justified that the author has limited himself to the first three decades 

of the SVD missionary work in the Lesser Sunda Islands. 

The index of names and places enriches the work, as do the 

accompanying photos from the history of the mission, including those of the 

Apostolic Prefect and the Vicars and SVD Mission Superiors of the mission 

area covered in the eastern part of the Indonesian island kingdom (324-335). 

On pages 336-344, a chronological table makes it easier for the reader to 

survey the historical sequence of the most important events in the mission 

history of the Lesser Sunda Islands. Finally, on pages 345 to 374, the author 

includes an appendix of document of the Statutum pro missionibus Societas 

Verbi Divini or Statute for the Missions o ft he Society of the Divine Word in 

Latin and English. This statute was enacted in March 1923 and was to be 

valid for the following five years, ensuring a flow of work free of conflict 

between the ecclesiastical superiors and religious superiors thus also 

facilitating the progress of the missionary work of the SVD missionaries. 
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