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In designing the shield—the central element in what is formally called the heraldic achievement—a Bishop has an opportunity to depict symbolically various aspects of his own life and heritage, and particular aspects of Catholic faith and devotion. The formal description of a coat of arms, known as the blazon, uses a technical language, derived from medieval French and English terms, which allows the appearance and position of each element in the achievement to be recorded precisely.

Bishop Esmilla’s coat of arms reflects his heritage by being divided into sections of red (gules), white (argent) and blue (azure). Along with gold (Or), these are the colors of the flag of The Philippines, where Bishop Esmilla was born, and of the flag of the United States of America, where he was ordained deacon, priest and, now, bishop.
At the top of the shield (in chief) appears a raven in flight (volant). This alludes to the Diocese of San Pablo, in the province of Laguna, The Philippines, where Bishop Esmilla was born and grew up. The diocese is named for Saint Paul the First Hermit, and its coat of arms includes a raven with a loaf of bread in its beak, alluding to a miraculous event in the life of Saint Paul. 

In Bishop Esmilla’s coat of arms, the raven’s beak holds a pomegranate. This fruit is typically depicted bursting open and displaying its many seeds, symbolizing the Passion of the Lord. As Saint Bernard of Clairvaux wrote, “It is as if God the Father sent upon the earth a purse full of his mercy. The purse was burst open during the Lord’s passion to pour forth its hidden contents – the price of our redemption. It was only a small purse, but it was very full” (First Sermon on the Epiphany of the Lord).  It also alludes to the Bishop’s surname, which derives from the Spanish word semilla, or “seed.”
In its feet the raven holds a flaying knife, a traditional symbol of the apostle Saint Bartholomew. The story of the passion of that saint says that, among his tortures, his skin was flayed from his body while he was alive. The knife alludes here to the Bishop’s childhood parish, Saint Bartholomew in Nagcarlan, in the province of Laguna.
To the bottom left (in dexter base), the shield is charged with a five-pointed star (a mullet) painted gold. This is meant to allude to the Blessed Virgin Mary, and particularly her Immaculate Conception. The primary patroness of the Archdiocese of Philadelphia is Our Lady of the Immaculate Conception, and the archdiocesan coat of arms also has a star on a blue field, although in its case the star is painted white.

On the other side (in sinister base) is a depiction of the “Liberty Bell,” one of the most recognizable historical artifacts of the American Revolution, which is prominently housed and celebrated in the City of Philadelphia. Shortly after his ordination as a priest in 1993, Bishop Esmilla founded a prayer group for the Filipino community in Philadelphia. Called FIAT, for Filipinos In America Today, the group’s logo has the Liberty Bell as its centerpiece.

Fiat also refers to the words of the Blessed Virgin Mary in response to the Angel Gabriel at the moment of the Annunciation: Ecce ancilla Domini. Fiat mihi secundum verbum tuum. “Behold the handmaid of the Lord. Let it be done to me according to your word” (Luke 1:38). The Bishop has chosen a motto for the coat of arms that expresses a similar sentiment: Sicut qui ministrat. It is also taken from the Gospel of Luke, this time from the words of the Lord Jesus at the Last Supper, when he told his apostles, “I am among you as one who serves” (Luke 22:27). 
The shield itself is ensigned with external elements that identify the bearer as a bishop.  A gold processional cross appears behind the shield.  The galero or “pilgrim’s hat” is used heraldically in various colors and with specific numbers of tassels to indicate the rank of a bearer of a coat of arms.  A bishop uses a green galero with three rows of green tassels.
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Per fess argent and per pale azure and gules, in chief a raven volant holding in 


the beak a pomegranate and in the feet 


a flaying knife, all proper, in dexter base 


a mullet and in sinister base a representation of “The Liberty Bell,” Or








