G.R. No. 53487. May 25, 1981 (Case Brief / Digest)

### Title:
Garces et al. v. Estenzo et al.: The Ormoc City Image Custody Case

### Facts:

The case arose from a dispute over the custody of a wooden image of San Vicente Ferrer in
Valencia, Ormoc City, between the local barangay council and the parish priest. The council
passed resolutions regarding the socio-religious celebration of the saint’s feast day, which
included acquiring the image with privately raised funds and designating its custody to a
layman, Councilman Tomas Cabatingan. Disagreement emerged when after the fiesta mass,
the parish priest, Father Sergio Marilao Osmena, refused to return the image to the
barangay council, claiming church ownership. This led to various legal actions, including a
replevin case filed by the barangay council for the image’s recovery, and an annulment case
filed by Father Osmena and others against the council’s resolutions. The trial court
dismissed the annulment case, affirming the validity of the resolutions. The decision was
appealed under Republic Act No. 5440.

### Issues:

1. Whether the inclusion of the barangay youth chairman in the council sessions was
necessary for the validity of the resolutions.

2. Whether the resolutions violated constitutional provisions regarding the establishment of
religion and the use of public funds for religious purposes.

### Court’s Decision:

The Supreme Court dismissed the petitioner’s claims and affirmed the trial court’s decision.
The Court ruled that:

1. The absence of the barangay youth chairman did not invalidate the resolutions, as there
was a quorum during their passage.

2. The resolutions did not violate constitutional provisions on religion or public funding. The
image was bought with private funds and its acquisition was for a socio-religious celebration
without favoring any religion.

### Doctrine:

The Court highlighted that activities facilitating worship during a community celebration,
funded privately and not favoring any specific religion, do not contravene constitutional
provisions on the separation of church and state or the prohibition against using public
money for religious purposes.
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### Class Notes:

- A quorum in barangay council sessions is essential for the validity of resolutions passed,
but the absence of an ex-officio member like the barangay youth chairman does not
invalidate such resolutions if a quorum is present.

- The use of private funds for socio-religious community events, even if involving religious
symbols or celebrations, does not necessarily violate constitutional provisions on religious
establishment or the use of public funds for religious purposes.

- Custody disputes over religious images owned by a community or entity should be
resolved considering the ownership and the intentions behind the acquisition, without
necessarily implicating constitutional issues on religion.

### Historical Background:

This case reflects the nuanced relationship between community traditions, religious
practices, and legal standards in the Philippines. The celebrations of patron saints’ feast
days are deeply entrenched socio-religious events in many Filipino communities, often
involving both communal contributions and participation in religious ceremonies. This case
tested the boundaries of constitutional principles on religion within the context of such
traditional celebrations.
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