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religious expression for political ends, for campaigning or
as means of political propaganda.”

Article 27 (II) refers to the capacity of religious associations constituted in accordance with Article 130 of the Con-

Article 1 of the Mexican Constitution1 states that all

stitution, as well as the Law of Religious Associations and

respect, protect and guarantee human rights. The same

Constitution), to acquire, possess or administer assets.

government authorities have an obligation to promote,
article bans discrimination on grounds of ethnic or national
origin, gender, age, disabilities, social condition, health,

religion, opinions, sexual preferences, marital status or
any other factor that might infringe upon human dignity.

According to Article 3 (I) of the Constitution, state education must be secular and should exclude any references
to religious doctrines.

Public Worship2 (the statute that regulates Article 24 of the

Articles 55 (VI) and 58 of the Constitution preclude members of the clergy from becoming federal deputies or sen-

ators. Article 82 (IV) prohibits the president of Mexico from
being a minister of religion.

Article 130, which sets out the historic principle of separa-

tion of Church and state, stipulates that Churches and religious groups cannot obtain legal recognition as religious

Article 24 of the Constitution contains elements of Article

organisations unless they register with the relevant au-

“Every person has the right to have freedom of ethical

nal affairs of religious associations. Mexican citizens are

or to adopt, as the case may be, the one of preference.

but by so doing they become unable to hold public office.

or collectively, in both public and private ceremonies, wor-

and Public Worship, whereby members of the clergy may

are not a felony or a misdemeanour punished by law.” In

right to vote like any citizen.”3

18 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. It states:

thorities. The latter, however, cannot interfere in the inter-

convictions, of conscience and of religion, and to have

free to become ordained members of any religious group,

Such freedom includes the right to participate, individually

This ban is reiterated by the Law of Religious Associations

ship or religious acts of the respective cult, as long as they

not be elected to public office “even though they have a

addition, “No person is allowed to use these public acts of
|
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Under Article 29 (X) of the aforementioned law, members

Article 10 (bis) of the General Health Law10 recognises the

of the clergy can neither associate for political purposes

right to conscientious objection of the medical and nursing

association, “nor can they oppose national laws or institu-

that health workers can refuse to provide certain services,

nor come out for or against any candidate, party or political

tions in public meetings.”4 Likewise, Article 15 of the law
stipulates that members of the clergy cannot inherit from

people whom “they have helped spiritually and to whom
they are not related to the fourth degree.”5

Religious associations and members of the clergy are also
not allowed to own or administer telecommunications concessions, except for printed publications of a religious nature.

The same law contains 32 articles that refer to the nature,
constitution and operation of religious associations; their

associates, members and representatives of the clergy;
their patrimonial regime; their religious acts of public worship; the role of the authorities; as well as offences and

penalties. The law stipulates that religious beliefs are not

grounds for any exemption from complying with the country’s laws. The state shall exercise its authority over any

staff employed by the national health system. This means
otherwise required by the law, if those services are con-

trary to their convictions, except in the case of a medical
emergency or where the life of the patient is at risk. This
section also notes that conscientious objection cannot be

grounds for employment discrimination.11 This provision

can only be applied to medical and nursing staff. Other
general restrictions on conscientious objection remain in
place.

INCIDENTS AND DEVELOPMENTS
During the period under review, the NGO Centro Católico

Multimedial reported12 the murder of three priests13 and

the kidnapping of two others; furthermore, several churches were attacked, the objects of multiple robberies and
acts of desecration.

individual or collective religious activities, if they are incon-

In August 2018, the body of Fr. Miguel Flores Hernández -

treaties ratified by Mexico, and other applicable legislation.

to death. In October 2018, Fr. Ícmar Orta was also found

sistent with the provisions of the Constitution, international

Churches and other religious groups must meet a set
of requirements to obtain legal recognition.6 Religious

associations have the right to set up and run the
administrative structures governing their activities, perform

acts of public worship, and manage private welfare
institutions,

educational

establishments,

institutions as long as they are non-profit.

and

health

In order to engage in public acts of religious worship out-

side places designated for that purpose, organisers must
give at least 15 days prior notice to the authorities.

Under Article 25 of the aforementioned law, worship can be
prohibited for “reasons of public security, health protection,
morality, quiet and order and to protect the rights of third
parties.”7

According to the same article, federal, state and municipal

officials cannot “take part [in any] religious act” or “activity

with similar motives or purpose,” except in case of diplomatic practices.8

Under the federal Law to Prevent and Eliminate Dis-

crimination,9 it is discriminatory to place limits on the
free expression of ideas or to hinder freedom of thought,

conscience or religion, religious practices or customs,
provided that these do not violate public order.

who had disappeared a few days before - was found shot
inside a vehicle with gunshot wounds. In the same month,

Fr. Juan Carlos Alatriste Flores and Fr. Enrique Madrid
Hernández were kidnapped.14 Still in August 2018, shots

were fired at the house of Cardinal Emeritus Norberto Rivera killing a security guard.15

In May 2019, two young men were murdered in the park-

ing lot of Nuestra Señora de Guadalupe church, in Córdoba, Veracruz State. In a statement, the Church said that
“violence in Veracruz shows no limits, no hours, no places

nor any respect for the sacred.”16 That same month, un-

known persons threw a grenade in the courtyard of the
Sagrado Corazón de Jesús church in Zacatecas, seriously wounding four children.17

In July 2019, Fr. Juvenal Candía Mosso was shot while

travelling for a prison ministry meeting in the city of Cuernavaca.18 The priest and driver were taken to hospital
where the driver succumbed to his wounds.

On August 3, Fr. Aarón Méndez Ruiz, director of the Casa

del Migrante AMAR migrant shelter in Nuevo Laredo, was

kidnapped after blocking an attempt by an organized criminal group to kidnap Cuban migrants from the shelter.19

On 23rd August 2019, Fr. José Guzmán Vega was repeatedly stabbed and killed with a knife.20
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Fr. Omar Sotelo, a Pauline priest running the Catholic

In February 2020, the Catholic Bishops’ Conference of

several incidents against priests and religious,” for exam-

plained how to answer the question on religion in the 2020

website CCM, noted: “So far this year there have been

ple, “the case of a priest injured by a firearm in Cuernavaca Morelos and death threats to priests in various areas of
Veracruz.”21

In November 2019, three Mormon women and six children
were killed in an ambush in Sonora, near the border with

Mexico (Conferencia Episcopal Mexicana, CEM) ex-

census. This was deemed necessary to avoid a repeat of

a dispute that broke out 10 years ago, when the Archdio-

cese of Mexico argued that the ambiguity of the census
questions could lead to an under-registration of believers.30

the United States.22 Men armed with assault rifles fired at

On 1st December 2018, when current President Andrés

the cause was a turf dispute between drug cartels; the

held in the Zócalo, Mexico City’s main square, in front of

a group of families driving through the region. Apparently,
cartels have been trying to intimidate residents and force

them to leave their properties so that they can take them
over. The fact that the victims had dual citizenship (Mexican and US) and were members of a religious minority
attracted media attention in both countries. Investigating

the crime and capturing those responsible, however, has

been made more difficult by Mexico’s new federal security

policy of “hugs, not bullets”, which calls for restraint from
direct confrontation with organised crime groups.

Manuel López Obrador took office, a public event was
the Metropolitan Cathedral and the National Palace, in
which representatives of native groups blessed the pres-

ident. In this traditional indigenous religious ceremony,
the president knelt before the indigenous representatives,

who prayed for him to the Virgin of Guadalupe, purified

him with copal and basil leaves and gave him a symbolic

Staff of Command.31 This is the first time that a Mexican

president has knelt before representatives of the indigenous community.32

In March 2020, suspected hitmen murdered three Jeho-

During both the electoral campaign and in his daily press

acán.23

gious symbols, the teachings of Pope Francis, even the

vah’s Witnesses during a religious celebration in Micho-

In March 2020, rallies held on International Women’s Day
resulted in damage to public and private property. Catholic churches were violently attacked in several states

across the country.24 Violence was typically throwing paint

on the churches, but some incidents included the use of
incendiary devices, for example Molotov cocktails.

25

Ap-

proximately 80 faithful, caught inside the cathedral of Her-

mosillo when demonstrators began attacking, had to be
evacuated by the national guard.

26

In April 2020, the Catholic Church reported that in the

State of Chiapas a priest received threatening phone
calls against himself, his family and his congregation from

the Jalisco New Generation Cartel. Alleged members of

the cartel demanded that the Church recognise that they
owned the area in exchange for keeping the peace.27

Considering relations between religious associations and
the federal government, in July 2019 the Catholic Church

decided not to distribute the Moral Primer (Cartilla Moral),

a document for national reflection on principles and values
promoted by the government, arguing the “promotion of

ethics must be recognized and encouraged as the main
task of parents.” The Fellowship of Evangelical Christian
28

Churches, on the other hand, joined the program.
|
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conferences, the president has made references to reliGospel, sparking criticism over the political use of religion,

the weakening of the state’s secularism,33 as well as the

relationship he has established with his followers, who
support him with almost religious fervour.34

During the period under review, the Law of Religious As-

sociations and Public Worship has been the subject of
debate. In February 2019, the “Inter-American Forum for
Interreligious Collaboration and Dialogue on Religious
Freedom” was held in the Mexican Senate, where the
possibility of modifying the Law or drafting a new one was
raised. In December 2019, a plan was presented on me-

dia access and conscientious objection,35 which the Bish-

ops’ Conference endorsed.36

In March 2020, the president, who has consistently downplayed the COVID-19 pandemic and its effects, displayed

a religious card noting that it was his “protective shield”
against the economic consequences of the coronavirus.37
On Twitter, former President Felipe Calderón expressed

his concern about the “manipulation of the sentiments and
religious symbols of the Mexican people.”38

In July 2020 civil rights organisations denounced the gov-

ernment for promoting actions against life and the family

through changes in educational programs that would vio-

ally, although acts of violence were reported in the media,

Regarding other issues, the results of a survey carried out
in 2017 by the National Council for the Prevention of Dis-

crimination were released in August 2018. They show that
one in five of those surveyed felt discriminated against; of
these, 24 percent because of their religious beliefs.
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late the right of parents to educate their children.39

40

With the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic in March
2020, the Bishops’ Conference called for halting religious

services to help prevent the spread of the virus.41 Later, in
May 2020, it issued general guidelines for restarting wor-

ship during the pandemic.42 In July 2020, several Catholic

churches in Mexico City reopened, while some Evangelical churches decided to stay closed, despite official authorisation allowing reopening.43

In September 2020, in preparation for the celebration of
Mexico’s independence, the Army blocked access to the
cathedral without prior notice to the Archdiocese and

without taking into account existing agreements in this regard.44

PROSPECTS FOR RELIGIOUS FREEDOM
In Mexico egregious violence continues against priests,

there is no consistent record of police investigations resulting in any legal convictions. Thus, there is an impression of impunity for attacks against religious freedom.

Finally, notwithstanding the possible benefits of having a
president who is sensitive to religion, there are concerns to

the proper relationship between state and religion - particularly the use of religious language and symbols for political intents. Indeed, political pundits accuse the president

of presenting commitment to his government programs

in quasi-Gospel like terms, “Whoever is not with him is
against him;”45 fomenting polarisation between political
supporters and opponents.

The right to religious freedom in Mexico is precarious. Vio-

lence targeting Christians who either denounce, or seek to
protect those threatened by criminal gangs or drug cartels,
is growing. So too are attacks against church buildings

or personnel as a consequence of varied socio-political

protests. This, combined with an increased political instru-

mentalisation of religion indicates that there is no improve-

ment in religious freedom compared to past reports; the
prospects for this human right in the future remain negative.

churches and believers. This violence has numerous

causes including, among others: organised crime, land
disputes, corruption, extortion and revenge.

For organised crime groups, members of the clergy are

natural targets of violence because they speak out and
report abuses and criminal actions. Priests and nuns try

to protect their communities, particularly migrants who are

one of the most vulnerable groups exploited by human
traffickers and drug cartels.

The evidence suggests then, that although the attacks
particularly against priests do not seem to be religiously

motivated - thus negating the idea that clergy are victims of
religious persecution - priests are kidnapped or murdered

because of their pastoral work with its often-implicit de-

fence of human rights. In this way the violence profoundly

curtails the effective exercise of freedom of thought, conscience and religion

During the period under review, a growing number of acts
of vandalism, sacrilege, robbery and other forms of attacks

against churches have been reported across the country.
The various motivations carried out by a variety of actors,

for example in some cases by feminist radicals, makes it
difficult to analyse and identify general themes. Addition-
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