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LEGAL FRAMEWORK ON FREEDOM OF RELI-
GION AND ACTUAL APPLICATION
Article 1 of the Constitution of Colombia1 defines the 
country as a “social state” bound by the rule of law. The 
Constitution stipulates that the Republic is democratic 
and pluralistic, founded on the respect for human dig-
nity, solidarity and the primacy of the general interest. 
The government oversees the agencies that protect 
life, dignity, beliefs and other legally established indi-
vidual liberties.

In accordance with its fundamental charter, the Colom-
bian state bans all forms of discrimination, including on 
religious grounds. The right to freedom of conscience, 
religion and worship are recognised as fundamental 
rights.

According to the Constitutional Court of Colombia, the 
highest court that protects fundamental rights, freedom 
of conscience is exercised in three ways: “(i) no one 
may be the object of harassment or persecution be-
cause of their convictions or beliefs; (ii) no person will 
be obliged to reveal their convictions, and (iii) no one 
will be forced to act against their conscience.”2 This 
notwithstanding, the right to freedom of conscience is 

not absolute and comes with limits based on respect for 
the rights of others.

Although closely linked, the right to freedom of con-
science is understood in Colombia as a right distinct 
from that of religious freedom. Hence, the Colombian 
state guarantees the right to freedom of conscience, 
while prohibiting activities opposed to religious beliefs.3

Starting with the concordat with the Holy See, Article 
19 of the Constitution states that “all religious faiths 
and Churches are equally free before the law”. To this 
end, the Colombian Interior Ministry has a Religious 
Affairs Bureau responsible for the legal recognition of 
non-Catholic religious groups.4

On 6th March 2018, Colombia’s Interior Ministry began 
implementing a new public policy on religious freedom.5 

The new aspects of this policy include the recognition 
of religious organisations as social actors, acknowledg-
ing their services as necessary for the population, and 
considering them as actors in all actions of peace me-
diation and dialogue. The policy should make the inter-
action of government and Churches smoother. 

INCIDENTS AND DEVELOPMENTS
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A December 2018 CSW report stated that illegal armed 
groups continued to threaten religious activity in many 
rural regions, in some cases targetting Church leaders 
with extortion as well as “threats, forced displacement 
or assassination”.6 Of note was the 16th September 
2018 assassination of Pastor Efren Martinez Perez of 
the Nueva Filadelfia Church, shot in front of his home in 
the village of La Ilusión by a neo-paramilitary group ac-
tive in the region.7 The same report stated that in some 
indigenous communities, “traditional authorities at-
tempt to force members to reconvert back to traditional 
beliefs and religious practices, and punish or forcibly 
displace those who refuse to do so”.8

In August 2019, the technical director of the Religious 
Affairs Bureau in the Interior Ministry was requested to 
assess whether or not to close the Asociación Templo 
Luciferino Semillas de Luz (Seeds of Light Lucifer Tem-
ple Association).9 Carlos Osorio Buriticá, Governor of 
the Department of Quindío, pointed out that the Consti-
tutional Court ruled that a satanic cult is not considered 
religious in nature. “[R]eligious fanaticism, which can 
actually endanger the very members of a group of be-
lievers, or satanic rites that cause serious damage to 
the physical and moral integrity of bystanders, are not 
a protected form of freedom of worship.”10

In August 2019, the Senate held a public hearing to 
consider religious freedom in Colombia, with the partic-
ipation of several religious communities and the Interior 
Ministry. One of the participants pointed out that the 
challenge in Colombia is “to seek religious equality and 
combat existing discrimination within religious commu-
nities”.11 Another participant noted that non-Catholic 
Churches are discriminated and asked for places to 
worship in hospitals.

In November 2019, in view of popular movements, 
Catholic bishops acknowledged that peaceful protests 
represent a desire to promote social justice, rejected 
violence and vandalism, and called for national dia-
logue.12

In February 2020, the International Religious Freedom 
Alliance was launched in Washington, United States, 
the aim of which is to fight religious discrimination and 
persecution. Colombia joined the alliance and reaf-
firmed its commitment to the cause and plans to host 
the first Hemispheric Forum on Religious Freedom.13

In February 2020, Colombia’s Catholic bishops met in 

Plenary Assembly to promote a shared countrywide 
project to support dialogue and talks towards peace 
and national reconciliation.14

In March 2020, Colombia’s Constitutional Court ruled 
that prison authorities must adopt measures that guar-
antee inmates the effective enjoyment of freedom of 
worship. The case referred to two prisoners, one Mus-
lim and one member of the Church of the Nazarene, 
who were discriminated on the basis of their physical 
appearance (beards) and clothing, which they consid-
er fundamental elements in the expression of their be-
liefs.15

In March 2020, during a protest on International Wom-
en’s Day, a group of women entered La Sagrada Pa-
sión Parish Church in Bogotá, and scribbled pro-abor-
tion and anti-clerical graffiti on its walls, preventing the 
celebration of the Mass.16

On 16 March 2020 began a controversy following a 
tweet by the President Iván Duque, where he said he 
prays to place Colombia under the patronage of the 
famous devotion to the Virgen de Chiquinquirá.17 Op-
position representatives accused him of violating the 
secularity of the Constitution, and a citizen made a 
complaint with the public prosecutor which has led 
to decisions and counter decisions as to whether the 
president has the right to express his beliefs. However, 
many supporters came to his side, indicating that it is 
the right of all Colombians to express their faith, and 
that the President had no less rights than the rest of 
the citizens. 

In September 2020, the Catholic Bishops’ Conference 
of Colombia expressed sorrow and called on the need 
for peace, and to respect and defend life following the 
discovery of massacres in rural areas, as well as the 
murders and attacks that had occurred in previous 
months.18

In mid-March 2020, following the outbreak of the 
COVID-19 pandemic, the Archdiocese of Bogotá sus-
pended Masses and restricted access to the sacra-
ments.19 The Colombian government issued recom-
mendations to prevent the spread of the Coronavirus 
in religious settings,20 and in July 2020 it adopted a 
biosafety protocol to manage pandemic risks in the re-
ligious sector, stipulating that “each religious entity may 
adapt (it) […] to the rites of its tradition and/or religious 
belief.” 21 Since then, places of worship of various reli-



 | ACN - Aid to the Church in Need

CO
LO

MB
IA

gious communities have gradually begun to reopen.22

     

PROSPECTS FOR RELIGIOUS FREEDOM 
Generally, although religious freedom is respected, due 
to Colombia’s complicated political situation - of note 
illegal criminal organisations operating in rural regions 
- concerns remain regarding reports of severe religious 
freedom violations by non-state actors. Notwithstand-
ing this, new state policies concerning religious free-
dom, and government participation in the International 
Religious Freedom Alliance, are positive steps provid-
ing a clear path to an improved development of reli-
gious freedom.
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