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 Good morning, ladies and gentlemen!  It is an honor and a 
pleasure to be among the members of the Integrated Bar of the 
Philippines (IBP) of Central Luzon, and most especially to be a 
part of your Regional Convention during such a critical period 
for all of us belonging to the legal profession! 

 The past six or so months have been characterized with 
conflicts so momentous they’ve pitched our ranks into apparent 
dissension, with one side pitted against the other, seemingly 
championing different causes.  One side’s battle cry was for 
transparency and accountability, while the other’s was about 
judicial independence and its refusal to succumb to the alleged 
attempt by the Executive Branch at subjugation, supposedly in 
collusion with members of the Legislature. 



I, however, never bought into the attempt to characterize 
the issues of the last few months into such a dichotomy.   

No one who truly understood the issues, purely and 
without attempts at sensationalism, could help but see that it 
was never about factions in the legal profession.  It was never a 
struggle between competing principles.  It was never about a 
constitutional crisis or a struggle for supremacy among the 
three branches of government.   It was never about choosing 
between transparency and accountability on the one hand, and 
judicial independence on the other – for truly, what good will 
judicial independence do for our people if it were corrupt and 
compromised from within?    

In truth, the issues were much more ordinary than what 
they were hyped up to be.  What was at stake was personal 
rather than institutional.  It was, and always will be, about the 
integrity, transparency and accountability of one man – his 
worthiness of the people’s trust and confidence.  It was one 
person who was on trial, and it was that same person who was 
adjudged accountable.   

Any attempt to make it about the independence of the 
judiciary, or the honor of the Supreme Court as an institution is 
to betray a lack of understanding and respect for our 
Constitution, and for the Filipino people who ordained and 
promulgated it.  There was so much talk of the principle of 
separation of powers, yet the equally Constitutionally-
entrenched countervailing principle of checks and balances was 
conveniently forgotten.  Cannot the two other branches of 
government perform the sacred duty vested in them by the 
Constitution to keep one another in check without being 
accused of overstepping their boundaries and of having ill 
motives?  To paraphrase and apply by analogy Justice Jose P. 
Laurel’s landmark pronouncement, when the executive and the 
legislature do their respective constitutionally enshrined duty to 
ensure the accountability of impeachable public servants, they 
do not assert any superiority over the judiciary, but only asserts 



the solemn and sacred obligation assigned to them by the 
Constitution to uphold the basic and fundamental principle that 
public service is a public trust.  

Yes, I am well aware that we are past that stage now, so 
you must be wondering why I would start my message by 
recounting such events, which some may wish to forget entirely. 

I do so not to unnecessarily belabor the fall from grace of 
one man, but to drive the point that though the post he once 
held, that of Chief Justice of the Republic of the Philippines, is 
undoubtedly as powerful as any position can get in our system 
of government, his removal from office does not solve the 
problems that plague our judicial system.  The impeachment 
trial and the resulting verdict are not meant to be the panacea 
that would, somehow, magically make everything alright again.   

However, seeing it in the proper context, and moving 
forward with a clear understanding of why things unfolded the 
way they did, is the key to restoring the nobility and glory of our 
profession.  

Let’s face it, we may all say that the IBP and its members 
are in favor of promoting integrity, transparency and 
accountability in the justice system – but how many people will 
actually believe that we mean what we say?   

In a society that has become notoriously distrustful of 
lawyers and judges, where our supposed lack of integrity as a 
class underlies every punch line of virtually all lawyer jokes ever 
conceived, it has become too easy for ordinary people to believe 
the worst about members of the bench and bar.  Everyone hates 
dealing with us, and everyone, especially the poor and 
underprivileged, dreads having to deal with the justice system, 
which they have come to believe was labeled ironically.   

Can we blame them?  Unfortunately, no.  People only react 
to what they see, and what they see is an ineffective system, 



unresponsive to their needs, and afflicted with systemic and 
endemic corruption.   

It may be unfair, I know, but not difficult to understand.  
Undoubtedly, there are still some honest, hard-working men 
and women who are dedicating their lives to making the system 
work – in fact, I would hazard to state that there are more good 
than bad lawyers and judges out there.  But, as the adage goes, 
it takes but one rotten apple to spoil the bushel.   

We have to see and understand exactly what went wrong 
for us to have a fighting chance of regaining the honor and 
pride we’ve always associated with our titles, whether it be 
“Attorney” or “Your Honor”. 

Perhaps that is precisely what’s wrong in our profession.  
We earn our degrees, we pass the bar, and we get those four 
letters “A-T-T-Y” attached to our name and, suddenly, we have 
instant stature, rank and semblance of respectability – even 
though we may have yet to really accomplish anything for 
society to truly earn such respectability and stature.  It’s this 
hubris and sense of entitlement that has perhaps spoiled our 
perception of who we are.  We forget that when we took our 
lawyer’s oath, we have effectively entered a profession that is 
about service and not about being served.  We get so used to the 
deference shown to us by people that we forget that a huge part 
of the weight that our title brings comes from the weight of our 
obligations to our country, to the Constitution, to the laws, to 
the courts, to the people, whether they be our clients or not and, 
yes, to God.   

People have learned long ago that just because one is 
called “Honorable” and “Your Honor” does not mean that one is 
necessarily so in truth and in fact.  That’s probably the best 
known form of “legal fiction” they’ve come to be unwittingly 
familiar with.  The only question is whether we, ourselves, in 
the midst of all these traditions, rituals and ceremonies, have 
succumbed to the delusion that just because people tend to be 



awed and subservient towards us in our dealings with them in 
our professional capacity, that we are, somehow, better than we 
really are, or that we are, in any way, superior to them.  Thus, 
the arrogance and the sense that we are, somehow, above the 
law and cannot be held accountable for our faults.    

Since this Regional Convention is also about the 
continuing legal education of our colleagues, I take this 
opportunity to propose a paradigm shift in the ethical and 
professional education of the members of the bench and bar.  
We have to be trained to serve, not groomed to expect reverence 
and deference.  We have to replace professional pride, with 
humble service.  We have to earn a real sense of honor, rather 
than taught to expect the empty platitudes that mean less than 
nothing if the recipient of the gesture is in fact unworthy.   

This applies equally to those who are in private practice, as 
to those who are in public service.  It may be tempting to think 
that it is those who are in public service who have a greater 
responsibility; that it is only they who have sworn to protect the 
weak and innocent.  True, they may be in a better position to 
keep their vows best; after all, those in the public service, like 
myself, are meant to serve no interest other than the common 
good and the Rule of Law.  But, in truth, those in private 
practice – whether they belong to a big firm or are conducting a 
solo practice – have the same obligations, regardless of the fact 
that they have the particular interests of their clients to serve.   

We say that the IBP is for promoting integrity, 
transparency and accountability in the justice system, but just 
how many advocates actually come before the courts with an 
earnestness to prove their legal skills in presenting the merits of 
their cause and are anxious about the verdict, and how many 
come in confident of winning their clients’ cause, not because of 
their legal acumen, but because, some way, somehow, they’ve 
already secured judgment in their favor? 



If there is corruption in the judiciary, and there are judges 
whose integrity deserves close inspection, it is inevitable that 
we will discover that there are members of the IBP who are 
tolerating, condoning and, yes, profiting from the weakness in 
the system.   

We can, as a body, as members of the IBP, pronounce that 
we are in favor of promoting integrity, transparency and 
accountability in the justice system.  But do we all, as 
individuals, mean it?  Sincerity is the key, which is why, even 
weeks after the Senate, sitting as an Impeachment Court, 
rendered its verdict, we cannot truly say that this battle is 
behind us.  No, in fact, it is only beginning, and the next 
difficult phase is to gauge the sincerity and worthiness of the 
candidates for the post of Chief Justice of the Supreme Court, 
and to find that rare individual who can effectively lead the 
embattled institution.  One who has the competence, the 
leadership qualities and the moral fortitude to show the world 
what a truly honorable Chief Justice can accomplish. 

In the end, no matter who will be chosen, it would be a 
leap of faith, for no one truly knows what will happen in the 
future, or read what’s in the heart of the candidates.  But this 
brings me to the most important point I wish to make:  that is, 
it doesn’t matter as much as we think it does. 

Of course, it is important to choose the right person for the 
post, but we have to understand that whoever will ultimately be 
hailed as the 24th Chief Justice, he or she is not the be all and 
end all of the efforts to reform the judiciary. 

In fact, the most effective and enduring reform efforts are 
those that are built from the ranks of practicing lawyers, 
whether in the public or private sector – that’s us.  If we spent 
as much time reflecting on what kind of lawyers we ought to be, 
not the kind that would best serve our personal interests, as we 
do speculating as to who the next Chief Magistrate would be, 
then that is, by itself, going a long way towards reforming the 



justice system.  The bench will correct itself if the bar toes the 
line.   

Can we do that?  I do not ask this of the IBP as a body, but 
of each of you as individuals.   

You do not need to answer to me, or to your colleagues, or 
even to your parents, spouses, or your children.   

You only need to answer to yourself.   

Can you do it?  Can you promise to toe the line, respect the 
Rule of Law, and do honor to the profession you chose to 
become a part of?  Can you keep your vows, as you yourself 
said, in good fidelity?   

Think about it.  Think long and hard before you answer.   

And before you finally do answer, know that, in the end, 
everybody pays his or her dues – one way or the other; willingly 
or unwillingly; with or without honor.  The impeachment of the 
Chief Magistrate ought to be proof enough of that. 

How do you want to pay yours?  Through a fall from grace 
due to excessive hubris?  Or with honor through humble 
service?   

That’s the question.  That’s the only question. 


