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AND ACTUAL APPLICATION

The Preamble to the Venezuelan Constitution’ invokes
God’s protection with regard to the establishment of
a democratic society that upholds rights, including
freedom from discrimination.

Under Article 59 of the Constitution, the state guaran-
tees freedom of worship and religion. The same arti-
cle states that everyone has the “right to profess their
religious faith and cults,” as well as “to express their
beliefs in private or in public, by teaching and other
practices, provided such beliefs are not contrary to
moral[ity], good customs and public order.” The article
goes on to guarantee the independence and autonomy
of Churches and religious denominations, and recog-
nise the right of parents to educate their children in ac-
cordance with their beliefs.

Article 61 upholds freedom of conscience and expres-
sion. It also stipulates that conscientious objection can-
not be invoked to avoid complying with the law.

According to Article 89 (4), all forms of discrimination in
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the workplace are prohibited.

The state recognises the rights of indigenous peoples
under Article 119 of the Constitution, including their
right to their religions. According to Article 121, indige-
nous people also have the right to maintain and devel-
op their customs and values, including their spirituality
and places of worship. These rights are not only pro-
tected by the country’s Constitution but also by other
laws.

Article 97 of the 2005 Organic Law on Indigenous Peo-
ple and Communities® recognises the spirituality and
creed of indigenous communities as fundamental com-
ponents of their worldview. Imposing religious beliefs
on indigenous peoples is not allowed, nor is denying
their practices and beliefs (Article 98). The religious ed-
ucation of indigenous children and adolescents is the
responsibility of their parents, relatives and members
of their community (Article 100). Indigenous people
have the right to protection from political and religious
fanaticism (Article 107).

Other laws® recognise the right of children and
adolescents to freedom of thought, conscience, and
religion. Their parents or guardians have the right and
duty to guide them in the exercise of this right. Minors



have the right to their own cultural life, to profess and
practise their own religion or beliefs, and use their
own language, especially those who belong to ethnic,
religious or indigenous minorities.

In the field of education,* the state declares itself to
be secular, independent from all religions. Parents
are given the right to choose their children’s religious
education.

In accordance with the tax reform of 2014,5 tax exemp-
tions for institutions dedicated to religious, artistic, sci-
entific and other activities have been eliminated. Such
exemptions are now restricted to charities and social
welfare organisations.

The Penal Code of Venezuela® categorises various
types of conduct that threaten freedom of worship.
Article 168 concerns the punishment of people who
attempt to prevent or disturb religious services or
ceremonies or intentionally damage items used in
worship.

Churches are recognised as legal entities.” Under
an agreement with the Holy See, signed in 1964, the
Catholic Church is recognised as an international and
public legal entity.® In 1994, another agreement was
signed with the Holy See regarding the provision of
spiritual assistance in the Armed Forces.®

In 2017, the Constituent National Assembly (Asamblea
Nacional Constituyente, ANC) adopted the Constitu-
tional Law against Hate, for Peaceful Coexistence and
Tolerance,' which imposes penalties of up to 20 years
in prison for anyone who disseminates hateful messag-
es — by radio, television, social media — on account of a
person’s affiliation with certain groups defined, among
others, by their social status, ethnicity, religion, political
views, or sexual orientation.

The law is broad and imprecise and is highly discretion-
ary in its application. In the opinion of the NGO Espacio
Pudblico, it is a means to limit freedom of expression,
especially any dissenting opinion.

INCIDENTS AND DEVELOPMENTS

Repression, Violence and Religious Freedom

In January 2019, a group of 20 people stormed Our
Lady of Guadalupe de Maracaibo parish during Mass.
Carrying sticks, firearms, and grenades, they dese-

crated the Blessed Sacrament and attacked the parish
priest and the worshippers present. The archbishop de-
nounced the lack of police action and protection.'? That
same month, amid anti-government demonstrations,
army troops surrounded the Cathedral of Maturin,
where more than 700 people had taken refuge, includ-
ing seminarians and priests.” The Dulce Nombre de
JesuUs church in Petare, Caracas, was besieged for
days in February 2019, including besiegers using horns
and playing music; it was vandalised with graffiti paint-
ed on its facade denigrating its priest because he had
criticised the government.'

In May 2019, members of Venezuela’s Bolivarian Na-
tional Guard attacked Nuestra Sefiora de Fatima parish
in the city of San Cristobal during Mass. They stormed
into the church on a motorcycle, throwing tear gas can-
isters inside the church.”™ In October and November
2019, two churches in the State of Miranda saw the
Eucharist desecrated and a number of items stolen.'®
In October, the General Directorate of Military Counter-
intelligence (Direccion General de Contrainteligencia
Militar, DGIM) arrested Pastor José Albeiro Vivas, an
officer in the Venezuelan Air Force. At the beginning
of the traditional March for Jesus he said: “Venezuela,
your time for freedom has come”. He was charged with
misusing military decorations and insignia.'”

The practices of the government of Nicolas Maduro
against the Catholic and Evangelical Churches are
listed in the reports on religious freedom in Venezu-
ela prepared by the US State Department. They are
so numerous and of various nature that we present
only representative cases. The 2018 report cites in-
sults, threats, the expulsion of foreign religious work-
ers, and bureaucratic obstacles that make it harder to
obtain recognition as religious entities.'® The 2019 re-
port includes interrupted religious services, attacks on
churches, and the arrest of a Protestant pastor while he
was leading a prayer service. Notably, in April 2019,
due to orders from “higher up”, the Bishop of San Cris-
tébal was not allowed to enter the Occidente Prison,
where he was to celebrate Mass on Holy Thursday.2 In
July 2019, Cardinal Baltazar Porras noted that in Ven-
ezuela the Church is persecuted for its positions on the
country’s social, political, and economic crisis. Schools
are blocked, priests’ homilies are monitored, and social
outreach is hindered, among other limitations.?’

Political Crisis and the Church
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The Catholic Church has been critical of the Venezue-
lan government, pointing to the humanitarian crisis and
the displacement of millions of Venezuelans caused by
the country’s deep social, political and economic cri-
ses. In January 2019, the Church said that Venezuela
was “in a tragic and extremely serious situation” due
to growing poverty and the ills that afflict it: “policies
of hunger, political persecution, military and police re-
pression, political prisoners, torture, corruption”.?2 In
addition, Church leaders denounced the new presi-
dential mandate, saying that it was illegitimate in origin
and lacked democratic support. In relation to popular
protests, the Church called on the government to re-
spect the rights of protesters and avoid repression and
arbitrary arrests. Various bishops took part in peaceful
demonstrations.2®

In May 2019, the Bishop of San Cristébal said that se-
nior government officials asked the Church to grant
them asylum in the event of the fall of the Maduro
regime.?* He noted that the Church has the right to
give sanctuary to the persecuted. That same month,
the Catholic Bishops’ Conference of Venezuela con-
demned the deaths during a riot in the General Police
Command jail in Acarigua as a result of security forces
intervening to reimpose order.?

In October 2019, the Bishop of Cartpano said that the
country is in a situation similar to that of Europe after
World War Il, with people suffering, children dying from
malnutrition, medical drugs in short supply, and violent
groups allowed to control people. In the prelate’s words,
the situation was so extreme “that families do not even
have money to bury their dead in a dignified way.” All
of this has forced people to leave, displacing almost 15
percent of the population by the end of 2019.2¢

In January 2020, the Catholic Bishops’ Conference of
Venezuela criticised the illegal election of the speaker
of the National Assembly. For the bishops, by prevent-
ing Members of the Assembly from entering the legis-
lative building, the military engaged in abuse of power,
evidence of the government’s totalitarian and undem-
ocratic ideology.?” In May 2020, the Bishops’ Confer-
ence called for an inclusive national accord to allow
the country to overcome its serious crisis and recover
socially, politically and economically.

Following the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic, the
Church called on the authorities to pay more attention
to the opinion of doctors and specialists as well as to
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guarantee the media’s right and duty to inform. Church
leaders also highlighted the solidarity that emerged
from the population and the work of social outreach of
the Catholic Church together with other Churches and
religious groups.2® In September 2020, Cardinal Porras
spoke about the country’s profound crisis, noting that
Venezuelans have been denied the right to express
opinions or to show dissent, and that people are suf-
fering a lot.2®

Like in other Latin American countries, popular expres-
sions of religiosity are an important feature of life in
Venezuela. For example, in August 2019 the pilgrimage
of the Santo Cristo de la Grita took place, with priests
of the Diocese of San Cristdbal carrying the cross on
their shoulders.*®

Other Developments

In December 2019, President Maduro decreed that
the 15th January be the National Day of the Evangel-
ical Pastor. In making his announcement, he said: “I
am a Christian of Christ and the people of Christ can
count on me, Nicolas Maduro, the Christian president
and worker!” He also established the Vice Presidency
of Religious Affairs within the United Socialist Party of
Venezuela, created the first Evangelical University and
the “Pastoral Government Councils”, and gave land to
religious groups. For some, this is part of a political
strategy to gain the support of Evangelical groups.®'

In April 2020, the creation of the Interreligious So-
cial Council was announced. It includes a number
of Churches (Catholic, Evangelical, Anglican, Sev-
enth-day Adventist), the Jewish community, as well as
a number of social organisations. The purpose was to

engage in joint work on understanding and peace.®

PROSPECTS FOR RELIGIOUS FREEDOM

The situation of religious freedom has not changed sig-
nificantly in Venezuela since the previous report. The
country is still going through a deep social, political and
economic crisis, with a government whose legitimacy
is questioned by broad sectors of society, the Church
and the international community. The Church has de-
nounced the shortages of food and medicines, as well
as the tragedy of displaced people.

According to media reports, state actors and pro-gov-
ernment armed groups are responsible for the vio-



lence, as they act against anyone who disagrees with
the regime or criticises it. With attacks on churches and
acts of aggression and harassment of members of the
clergy, upholding religious freedom is a big challenge.
In view of the situation of the past few years, the future
can be expected to be more negative.
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