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5. The vulnerability of actively practicing Christians 
caused by criminal violence in the states of Nuevo León, 
Tamaulipas, and San Luis Potosí, Mexico 

 
In this chapter I use the Religious Minorities Vulnerability Assessment Tool (RM-VAT) to 
gauge the vulnerability of actively practicing Christians that is caused by criminal violence in 
the states of Nuevo León (NL), Tamaulipas (TS) and San Luis Potosí (SP), Mexico. The 
timeframe for this case study is the period going from the second half of President Felipe de 
Jesús Calderón Hinojosa’s term (2009-2012) and the first half of President Enrique Peña 
Nieto’s term (2012-2015), during the height of the Los Zetas [the Z’s] insurgency, the dominant 
drug cartel in northeast Mexico at the time of my research (more on this group in section 5.1.2). 
 
A motivation for the inclusion of this case study in this dissertation is to counter the commonly 
accepted narrative that since organized crime affects the whole population and is believed to 
have no religious motives, it is irrelevant to consider it as a threat to religious groups. Indeed, 
organized crime is often dismissed as affecting the whole of society, without consideration for 
the way the freedom of particular religious minorities – or the freedom for specific forms of 
religious behavior – is being restricted. As I show, the relevance of studying the vulnerability 
of actively practicing Christians is justified by the high number of reports of actively practicing 
Christians, Christian leaders and other Christian targets who have suffered human rights abuses 
at the hands of organized crime in recent years, as well as the demonstrable specificity of these 
threats to this group. 
 
An important methodological consideration is the fact that the majority of Mexicans self-
identify as Christians, and that it is therefore very difficult to observe any variation in terms of 
vulnerability as a result of religious identity when comparing the vulnerability of Christians 
and non-Christians. As I argue, Christians, when defined solely by religious identity, are not a 
religious minority in Mexico. One could specifically look at the vulnerability of minority 
groups within Christianity such as Protestantism, but even when only this group is considered, 
it is difficult to identify any human security threats that are specific to this group. The main 
reason why being a Christian, in itself, does not generate any threats is because neither 
legislation nor government policy that proscribes it, nor is there any noteworthy societal 
hostility against Christians in northeast Mexico. (This being said, Mexico is one of the most 
anticlerical regimes in Latin America and does place significant restrictions on religious 
institutions in general.) 
 
In the context of NL, TS and SP, the motive of organized crime to restrict religious expression 
is not as obvious as it may seem. Los Zetas and other criminal groups seek to preserve their 
interests, but their activity is not threatened by people who simply declare their Christian 
identity. Schedler (2015) and the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights (2015) are 
quite outspoken about the fact that criminal organizations normally do not have ideological or 
theological justifications to target specific people or groups. In other words, there is no specific 
reason for such organizations to single out religious minorities, like religious fundamentalist 
groups in other parts of the world would. (This being said, Los Zetas may at times have 
religious motives because of their adherence to the Santa Muerte [Holy Death] cult, which I 
discuss more extensively in section 5.1.2.) 
 
As I show, certain types of religious behavior may become a source of vulnerability when they 
threaten the interests of organized crime. Expressions of religious identity, such as owning a 
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Bible, confessing a particular creed, praying privately, displaying religious symbols, or 
listening to religious music are not in themselves causes of vulnerability of Christians in this 
context; more active forms of religious behavior are. 
 
This chapter follows the structure of the application of the RM-VAT as outlined in chapter 4. 
I first discuss the unexplored relation between organized crime and religious freedom to set the 
scene for this case study (5.1), followed by a discussion of data collection (5.2), security risks 
and ethical challenges (5.3). I then proceed with the assessment phase of the RM-VAT (5.4). I 
end with an evaluation (5.5). 
 
 
5.1 The unexplored relation between organized crime and religious freedom 
  
In order to provide the necessary context for this case study, I consecutively provide a 
characterization of actively practicing Christians as a minority within Mexican Christianity 
(5.1.1), discuss the subnational democratic challenges and cartel violence in northeast Mexico 
(5.1.2), justify the overlooked role of organized crime on Religious Freedom Assessment Tools 
(5.1.3), and make some concluding remarks about the vulnerability of actively practicing 
Christians (5.1.4). 
 
 
5.1.1 Actively practicing Christians, a minority within Mexican Christianity 
  
Christians can hardly be considered a religious minority in any part of Mexico. In fact, 
according to figures by the World Christian Database of the Center for the Study of Global 
Christianity (2017), 95.9% of the Mexican population self-identifies as Christian. The religious 
composition in the states that are the object of this case study varies little with respect to the 
national average: Christians constitute 96.1% of the population of TS, 96.1% of NL and 95.1% 
of SP. 
 
It is essential to realize that Mexican Christians are far from being a monolithic block. There 
is a large diversity in terms of denominations, as well as in terms of religious practice and 
behavior (De la Torre Castellanos & Gutiérrez Zúñiga 2007; RIFREM 2016). Looking at 
denominations, the majority of Mexico’s Christian population is Catholic (108,783,000 – 
87.9% of the total population). The various Protestant denominations have a membership of 
9.806.500 (7.9% of the total population). There are also small Orthodox (114,000) and 
Anglican (29,500) communities (INEGI 2010). 
  
In chapter 1, I gave a functional definition of religion as “a belief system (…) which influences 
their individual and collective behavior [of its adherents].” This definition of religion focuses 
on its behavioral dimensions, and not exclusively on religious identity. If the focus would be 
limited to religious identity only, this case study would hardly display any variation, and it 
would be impossible to identify any mechanisms of vulnerability that are specific to Christians 
in the country. In numerical terms, the term ‘religious minority’ would not apply. When 
observing religious behavior, however, notable variation can be observed. In line with the 
adopted definition, actively practicing Christians adhere to Christianity, but their adherence to 
this belief system leads to active (religious) behavior. This group can be considered as a 
religious minority. By looking at the different categories on the continuum of religious identity 
and behavior proposed in chapter 4, it can be observed that the majority of those who self-
identify as Christians do not display active religious behavior, as summarized by figure 5.1. 
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I used church attendance to measure the variable ‘religious participation’ and self-identification 
as ‘believer by conviction’ or ‘practicing believer’ to measure the variable ‘religious lifestyle.’ 
Survey data measuring ‘sharing about one’s faith at least once a week’ and ‘organizing a protest 
or demonstration for the rights of poor people’ were used as proxies for the variables 
missionary activity and civic participation, which includes engagement in charitable work. 
 
 

5.1 Categories of religious identity and behavior by % of total population in Nuevo León, 
Tamaulipas and San Luis Potosí (Mexico) 

Category Measurement % of total population 
Religious self-
identification 

Estimate (WCD) NL: 96.1 
TS: 96.1 
SP: 95.1 

Religious 
participation 

Church attendance at least once a week 
(RIFREM) 

North, North East and 
Gulf (includes NL and 
TS): 53.64 
Center West and Center 
North (includes SP): 57.77 

Religious lifestyle Self-identification as ‘believer by 
conviction’ or ‘practicing believer’ 
(RIFREM) 

North, North East and 
Gulf (includes NL and 
TS): 37.5 
Center West and Center 
North (includes SP): 33.43 

Missionary 
activity 

Sharing about one’s faith at least once a 
week (Pew Research Center) 

10 

Civic 
participation 

Organizing a protest or demonstration 
for the rights of poor people (Pew 
Research Center) 

13 

Source: Own elaboration based on Pew Research Center (2014); RIFREM (2016); World Christian Database 
(2017). 

 
Three aspects stand out from the preceding figure. The first is that although the majority of 
Mexico’s population self-identifies as Christian, not all of them practice their religion actively. 
The RIFREM survey indicates that more than 50% of Christians in NL, TS and SP frequently 
attend church but this could be a case of social desirability bias. The real number is probably 
lower. Other surveys give lower figures of church attendance. According to the Pew Research 
Center, in Mexico 45% of Christians say they attend religious services at least once a week. 
This report also cites a notable difference between Catholics and Protestants: only 44% of 
Catholics say they attend religious services at least once a week, against 76% of Protestants 
(2014:43). In other words, for the majority of Mexicans, including the inhabitants of the states 
of NL, TS and SP, Christianity is their religious identity, but this does not automatically 
translate into semi-active religious behavior. 
 
Secondly, the more to the right of the continuum of religious identity and behavior, the lower 
the percentages are. Active forms of religious behavior such as missionary activity and civic 
participation – only national-level measures are available for these variables – are much less 
frequent than church attendance. 
 
In a country where 95.9% of the population is Christian, the function of missionary activity 
could be confusing. Missionary activity generally involves efforts from representatives of one 
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Christian denomination to encourage people to abandon their original denomination and to join 
theirs, for example, Protestants who try to get Catholics to join their denomination. It can also 
imply a call to take the faith more seriously, i.e. to actually practice it instead of just being a 
nominal Christian, or, when the missionary activity is aimed at cartel members, to abandon 
their life of crime and to lead a different life. 
 
There is slightly more civic participation among Christians than missionary activity, but this 
depends a lot on denominational background. Both Catholics and Protestants are not very likely 
to engage in active forms of civic participation such as organizing a demonstration. Among 
Christians who attend religious services more than never (89%), 13% says they participated in 
the organization of a demonstration in the past 12 months. On other indicators of civic 
participation, it can be observed that Catholics are more likely than Protestants to engage in 
civic participation, whereas Protestants consider evangelism as more important (Pew Research 
Center 2014:10). This being said, frequent civic participation is low among both Catholics and 
Protestants on most scales. It must be observed, however, that the figures related to charity 
work to help the poor are much higher (50% of regular church attendants). 
 
Finally, significant differences between Catholics and Protestants can be identified when 
analyzing both the RIFREM and the Pew Research Center data, with Protestants having 
comparatively higher levels of religious participation and of missionary activity. The 
percentages of Catholics and Protestants engaging in civic participation are much closer. 
 
Based on this description of religious behavior, it can be concluded that Christians displaying 
active religious behavior are a minority within Christianity. In the subsequent sections of this 
chapter I provide evidence for my claim that this religious minority has a specific vulnerability 
to suffer from human rights abuses. 
 
 
5.1.2 Subnational democratic challenges and cartel violence in northeast Mexico 
 
The states of NL, TS and SP are located in the northeast of Mexico (figure 5.2). During the 
timeframe I chose for this assessment (2009-2015) violence radically increased in Mexico. TS, 
NL and to a lesser extent SP lived through a particularly fierce upsurge of cartel-related 
violence during that period (Schedler 2015). NL, TS and SP are not interchangeable, but areas 
within these states, particularly the mountainous areas bordering the state of TS and some 
municipalities, have experienced violence by various drug cartels to different degrees and at 
different periods of time. In order to sketch the context for this case study, in this section I 
briefly discuss the following elements: the generalized impunity and failing rule of law, the 
upsurge of cartel-related violence, Los Zetas and other drug cartels and the Santa Muerte [Holy 
Death] cult. 
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5.2 Map of the states of Nuevo León, Tamaulipas and San Luis Potosí (Mexico) 

 
Source: Google Maps. 

 
 
Generalized impunity and failing rule of law 
 
TS, and to a lesser extent NL and SP can be characterized as “subnational undemocratic 
regimes”, using the concept developed by Giraudy (2012), referring to “the issue of regime 
juxtaposition – that is, the existence of subnational undemocratic regimes (SURs) alongside 
national democratic governments.” Gibson speaks of “subnational authoritarianism in 
democratic countries” (2005); Schedler speaks of “the societal subversion of democracy” 
(2014). Giraudy argues that national democratization rarely occurs “in a territorially even 
fashion.” (2009) Indeed, state or municipal governments with undemocratic practices coexist 
with a national democracy, perpetuating undemocratic government practices or sometimes 
implementing full-blown authoritarian regimes, through a variety of tactics that can be 
identified as “boundary control” (Snyder 2001; Gibson 2005; Dabène 2008). 
 
Giraudy specifically cites TS as a state that “remained undemocratic” after Mexico’s national 
transition to democracy in 2000. NL, on the other hand, “presents a pattern of progressive 
democratization.” (2009:70) On the indicators of democracy selected by Giraudy, NL scores 
better than TS but worse than SP. Harbers & Ingram come to similar conclusions in their 
assessment of institutional variation in 32 Mexican states (2014). In addition to the uneven 
democratization of TS and its neighboring states, many consider TS as a ‘failed state’ because 
both the federal and the state government have lost control over it: 
 

“Overall, the extremely high levels of violence and inability of the government 
to effectively combat drug trafficking and organized crime in Tamaulipas has 
raised serious – and quite legitimate – concerns. The cartels have become so 
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powerful and the forces of the black market for drugs and other illicit goods so 
overwhelming that the state became extremely violent as the Mexican 
government continues to lose the battle against the drug cartels. Such high levels 
of insecurity and the inability of the state enable one to argue that Tamaulipas 
fits in the failed state – or at least failed zones within state – category as the 
government has not been able to ensure citizen security and implement rule of 
law.” (Rosen & Zepeda 2016:91). 

 
 
The upsurge of cartel-related violence 
 
The emergence of the drug cartels in Mexico has been documented extensively by numerous 
scholars (Olson, Shirk & Selee 2010; Grayson 2010; Grillo 2012, 2016; Garay Salamanca & 
Salcedo-Albarán 2012; Schedler 2014, 2015; Rosen & Zepeda 2016; Heinle, Ferreira & Shirk 
2017). It falls beyond the scope of this section to expand on this general topic, instead, I briefly 
describe the upsurge of cartel-related violence in northeast Mexico, which is strongly related 
to the generalized impunity described in the previous section. Subnational undemocratic 
regimes in Mexico are particularly prone to processes in which drug traffickers take advantage 
of structural political vacuums to implement de facto authoritarian regimes through the 
cooptation of local authorities and the infiltration of political institutions (Garay Salamanca & 
Salcedo-Albarán 2012:316; IACHR 2015; Rosen & Zepeda 2016). Garay Salamanca & 
Salcedo-Albarán distinguish between two levels: “state capture” and “coopted reconfiguration 
of states”. The former refers to the promotion of the interests of drug traffickers through 
corruption and various forms of coercion (Snyder & Durán-Martínez 2009; Giraudy 2012; 
Schedler 2014). The latter refers to the complete take-over of the state government, in order to 
influence public policy to ensure long-term legal, political and social protection of their 
interests. 
  
In my view, the category of “state capture” is applicable to NL and SP, or at least this was the 
case for a period of time during the timeframe of this study. The “coopted reconfiguration of 
states” category applies to TS where the Partido Revolucionario Institucional, PRI 
[Institutional Revolutionary Party] – Mexico’s hegemonic political party for over 70 years, 
until the democratic transition of 2000 – has been accused of protecting the cartels. Three 
former governors face formal charges of ties with the cartels.9 In addition to the mentioned 
cases, another former Governor of Tamaulipas was arrested in 2017. He is accused of 
involvement in organized crime.10 A police chief in Nuevo Laredo was killed only six hours 
after his appointment (Grillo 2012; Grayson 2014) and a gubernatorial candidate in TS was 
assassinated in June 2010 just days before the election (Schedler 2014).  
 
At present, TS is a safe haven for drug traffickers and criminal organizations. “Criminal groups 
are more effective at collecting ‘taxes’ than Tamaulipas’ own government”, says Alberto Islas, 
a security analyst.11 In many areas there are curfews imposed by criminals, or these are auto-
imposed by the citizens themselves for security reasons (Schedler 2015), something a 
Protestant pastor I interviewed confirmed.12 In a way, TS could be described as a state within 

                                                             
9 “Mexico investigating 3 former governors”, The Brownsville Herald, 13/01/2012. 
10 “Why Mexico’s Governors Became a Prime Target of Criminal Groups”, InsightCrime, 31/01/2017; 
“Detienen en Italia a Tomás Yarrington, exgobernador de Tamaulipas”, Animal Político, 10/04/2017. 
11 “Tamaulipas: ‘Failed State’ in Mexico’s war on drugs”, BBC News, 13/04/2011. 
12 Interview with MX01 (2014). 
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the state, because in large parts of the territory :ps Zetas have effectively taken over government 
functions. Los Zetas do not enact laws but their rule has many characteristics of a state: they 
regulate many aspects of society including religion, ‘taxes’ are raised (protection rackets 
known as derecho de piso [floor right]), there is a compulsory ‘draft’ (youths are forced to join 
their militias), and they definitely have the monopoly of – illegitimate – violence.13 Whether 
Los Zetas in northeast Mexico can truly be considered as the de facto state can be debated, but 
it is undeniable that criminal organizations are important actors that affect the population, 
including religious minorities, in the territories where they active. 
 
In spite of the numerous military offensives in the area, security forces have been incapable of 
restoring law and order in the state. Indeed, they have largely been ineffective and have not led 
to a reduction of crime indicators. “When the military are present, things normalize but when 
they leave, [Los Zetas] pick up where they left”, said a pastor in a rural area of TS.14 A police 
officer from Monterrey explains: “previous military successes in Monterrey just drove Los 
Zetas away to Reynosa and Ciudad Victoria.”15 
 
 
Los Zetas and other drug cartels 
 
Northeast Mexico has historically been an area marked by intense commercial activity, with 
large volumes of both legitimate goods and contraband being transported to Dallas, Houston 
and other US cities daily.16 Because of the high volume of this traffic, the Nuevo Laredo area 
attracted various crime syndicates that gradually morphed into what became known as the Gulf 
Cartel in the 1980s, which is among the oldest organized crime groups in Mexico. The Nuevo 
Laredo area is the only part of the Mexican-US border that is not controlled by the Sinaloa 
Cartel. In 1999, the Gulf Cartel began to recruit members of the Mexican Army Special Forces 
to serve as its military armed-wing. This led to the creation of Los Zetas, a particularly 
bloodthirsty but extremely well-trained division composed initially of deserted army 
commandos that “brought in a series of unprecedented tactics: the use of paramilitary hit 
squads; widespread attacks on police; and mass kidnappings.” (Grillo 2012:94) Eventually, 
Los Zetas broke away from the Gulf Cartel of which it used to be its armed division and became 
its greatest rival (Grayson 2007, 2014). Los Zetas is now considered to be the most powerful 
and the most violent cartel in North and Central America after it overtook the Sinaloa Cartel 
and the Gulf Cartel in terms of military sophistication and territorial control (ICG 2013; 
Grayson 2014). All three cartels continue to dispute control of the Nuevo Laredo area. 
 
When President Felipe Calderón took office in 2006 and launched a nationwide “war on drugs”, 
high intensity crime increased to unseen rates. Not only the ongoing turf wars between the Gulf 
Cartel and Los Zetas, but also the declaration of war on the drug cartels caused widespread 
violence (ICG 2013; IACHR 2015; Rosen & Zepeda 2016). In 2012, a homicide rate of 46.9 
per 100,000 inhabitants was recorded in TS, more than double the national rate of 22.2.17 In 
NL, the homicide rate was 38.6. Although the homicide rate in SP was much lower (17.4), it 
was higher in the area around Ciudad Valles, neighboring TS. Rosen & Zepeda (2016) report 

                                                             
13 “¿Por qué el crimen organizado atenta contra la sociedad civil en México?”, El País, 12/10/2014. 
14 Interview with MX02 (2014). 
15 Interview with MX03 (2014). 
16 “Entran al día 2 mil armas”, El Siglo de Torreón, 17/06/2007; José Luis Pérez Canchola, El Tráfico de Armas, 
2008. 
17 “En 2010 hubo 24,374 homicidios: INEGI”, Expansión, 28/07/2011. 
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a total of 132,135 homicides in the 2006-2012 period, of which 5,943 occurred in NL, 4,756 in 
TS and 1,892 in SP. 
 
Of a total of 49,415 “narco-executions” by government security forces throughout the Mexican 
territory during the Calderón administration (2006-2012), 3,924 happened in NL, 2,178 in TS 
and 526 in SP with respectively 5.1, 3.4 and 2.7 million inhabitants (IAHCR 2015). Rosen & 
Zepeda present alternative sources that estimate a total 83,191 narco-executions during that 
same period, of which 4,335 happened in NL and 3,280 in TS (2016). During the same time 
period, 32 municipal presidents were killed, of which 3 occurred in NL, 2 in SP and 1 in TS. 
TS and NL continued to rank among the ten most violent states of Mexico during the first years 
of the Peña Nieto administration in terms of homicides. 1,300 people are reported “missing” in 
TS and NL.18 According to Rosen & Zepeda, during the period December 2012-2013, various 
drug cartels leaders were captured or executed in NL (5 belonging to Los Zetas and 1 belonging 
to the Gulf Cartel, in SP (5 belonging to Los Zetas) and in TS (4 belonging to Los Zetas and 2 
belonging to the Gulf Cartel) (2016). TS has also been the country’s leader in kidnappings for 
a decade, reaching 16.18 per 100,000 in 2015, according to Ortega (2016). 
 
 
The Santa Muerte cult 
 
Violence is an integral part of the operations of most cartels. When this is considered necessary 
to protect their interests, they usually employ ‘murder squads’, which are youths coming from 
precarious backgrounds, often unskilled, who are trained to be hitmen or hired assassins 
(sicarios). These murder squads rely on a vast network of halcones [hawks], look-outs who are 
paid to watch the street and report any military or police presence, making it very difficult for 
security forces to effectively locate the murder squads and other cartel members (ICG 2013:14-
15). However, the violence that is employed by Los Zetas is of a wholly different nature. Los 
Zetas are known for their extreme cruelty, including beheadings, torture and indiscriminate 
massacres. 
 
Several sources link Los Zetas to Santa Muerte, a Satanist sect, which could be a possible 
explanation for their extreme cruelty (De Koster 2014; Grayson 2014; Kail 2015). Many 
criminal organizations are involved in occult practices, which they use to advance their 
interests. Examples of this are sending spells and curses to their enemies and invoking spirits 
to defend their interests. There are also stories of spiritual leaders that cast spells to protect 
drug transports and the properties of drug traffickers.19 
 
Santa Muerte is an expression of Mexican folk religion that evolves around the Niña Blanca 
[White Girl], a skeletal grim reaper image representing “a popular spirit who cares for the poor 
and downtrodden” who is believed to have the power to “deflect bullets” (Grillo 2012:191-
196). The cult has around two million followers, according to some claims. There is also a very 
large industry of Santa Muerte souvenirs that are sold to nationals and tourists in large 
quantities. According to anthropologists, Santa Muerte “reflects the nation’s age-old 
fascination with the deceased, as shown in its Day of the Dead. The skeleton could even be a 
resurgence of an old Aztec deity called Mictecacihuatl or the Lady of the Land of the Dead” 
(Grillo 2012:195). 
 

                                                             
18 “Más de mil 300 desaparecidos en NL y Tamaulipas”, El Sol de Mazatlán, 30/01/2017. 
19 Interviews with MX04 and MX05 (former members of Los Zetas) (2014). 
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Beyond being a popular expression of folk religion, Santa Muerte is also venerated by members 
of drug cartels, in particular by Los Zetas. Grillo and others, including former members of Los 
Zetas whom I interviewed for this research, assert that the Santa Muerte cult inspires them to 
extreme cruelty, such as beheadings using axes, castrations, and other brutal acts.20 For many 
Christian leaders, there is no doubt that the violence of Los Zetas is inspired by Santa Muerte.21 
A female pastor near Tampico (TS) declared: “Los Zetas kill as a form of satanic sacrifice.”22 
 
Grayson asserts that blaming the adherence to the Santa Muerte cult is “a less convincing 
explanation of Los Zetas’ macabre exploits” and seeks explanations in mental health: 
“Abusiveness and violence are common in the sadists’ social relationships, because the sadist 
lacks concern for people and derives pleasure from harming or humiliating others just for 
pleasure, according to the mental health community, which has labeled such traits as sadistic 
personality disorder (SPD).” (2014:7). Grayson also speculates that the instruction Los Zetas 
received by deserters from the Kaibiles, an elite jungle squad from Guatemala, has taught them 
to use decapitations as an intimidation tactic and as a ‘branding’ tool. 
 
Whatever the reasons for the extreme violence of Los Zetas may be – whether it is SPD, as 
Grayson suggests, or more instrumental explanations such as intimidation, bonding rituals, 
branding or myths of immunity (Voeten 2018) or any of the “four roots of evil” (instrumental 
evil, egotism and revenge, idealistic evil or sadistic pleasure) described by Baumeister & Vohs 
(2004) – the Santa Muerte cult is a central element of the identity of Los Zetas and a 
justification for their activities, as interviewees for this research also confirmed. As I describe 
in the subsequent sections, Los Zetas have forced various churches to pay tribute to Santa 
Muerte and have violently retaliated when the leaders of these churches have refused to harbor 
its shrines or to take part in the worship of this deity. The cruelty of Los Zetas stands in sharp 
contrast to the rival Sinaloa Cartel, which is mainly a drug trafficking organization and claims 
not to target civilians. (The operations of Los Zetas are not limited to drug trafficking alone but 
also include protection rackets, extortion and kidnappings.) 
 
 
5.1.3 The overlooked role of organized crime on Religious Freedom Assessment Tools 
 
Most analyses of religious freedom in Mexico take a historical perspective. During colonial 
times, Catholicism was the hegemonic religion in Mexico. Throughout the 19th century, 
however, anticlericalism gradually became stronger. The Mexican revolution (1910-1920) led 
to the implementation of a very strict form of secularism (Grayson 2002; De la Torre 
Castellanos, Hernández & Gutiérrez Zúñiga 2017), which was (and is) atypical for the region. 
Gill writes: “Mexico represents perhaps the most extreme cases of state control over religion” 
(2008:115). From the 1917 Constitution onwards, the state exercised more regulatory power 
over religion than ever. Catholics were factually outlawed, but since all religious organizations 
were denied the right to exist, Protestants suffered as well. Over the years, religious regulations 
relaxed somewhat, but were still hanging above the country’s religious groups as a sword of 
Damocles (Gill 2008:157). 
 
A major turning point was the year 1992, when the most anticlerical articles of the Constitution 
were amended. The political weakening of the PRI had already started, and the increasing social 
activism of Catholic organizations, encouraged by two historical visits of Pope John Paul II to 

                                                             
20 Interviews with MX06, MX01, MX07 and MX08 (2014). 
21 “Recent Santa Muerte Spiritual Conflict Trends”, Small Wars Journal, 16/01/2014. 
22 Interview with MX09 (2014). 
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Mexico in 1979 and 1990, reached momentum to push for a constitutional revision (Gill 
2008:156). Among the changes, religious organizations were finally legally recognized, 
registered religions were granted equal protection before the law, clergy were given full 
citizenship rights, and religious organizations were allowed to own property, have access to 
public broadcasts, and got permission to hold religious services in public. 
 
The new situation created in 1992 benefitted Protestant churches as much as it benefitted 
Catholics and was a historical milestone for the country’s Protestant community (Isais 2010; 
Dirección General de Asociaciones Religiosas, Mexico 2012; Lee Galindo 2016). Under the 
radar, Protestants had increased in numbers since the first Protestant missionaries arrived in the 
1910s, in spite of restrictions on visas, evangelism and bible distribution (González & González 
2008; Pew Research Center 2014). Cirilo Cruz, President of the Confraternidad Evangélica de 
México (CONEMEX) [Evangelical Confraternity of Mexico], commented: “When the 1992 
changes were implemented, and all Protestant denominations registered, we found out for the 
first time how many we were.”23 
 
Although the 1992 reforms considerably expanded religious freedom, some restrictions remain. 
The separation between state and church continues to be strict, with some forms of religious 
expression being forbidden in the public sphere. Religious education is allowed only for private 
schools. At the state and local levels, evangelism and access to media broadcasts are in practice 
often restricted to Protestants (Beckford 2003; Blancarte 2004). This conclusion is confirmed 
by 2014 data from the RAS Project which highlights that there are indeed some restrictions on 
religion in Mexico, essentially in the field of religious regulation. The intensity of these 
restrictions, however, is very limited in comparison to other countries that receive much higher 
scores on these composite measures (Fox 2011). The Government Restrictions Index (GRI) 
developed by the Pew Research Center, comes to the same conclusion, categorizing Mexico as 
a country with “moderate government restrictions on religion” (2015). By contrast, the Social 
Hostilities Index (SHI) by the Pew Research Center, which focuses specifically on “violence 
and intimidation in societies [which] limit religious beliefs and practices”, reports “high social 
hostilities” involving religion in Mexico. The Pew Research Center’s findings are based mainly 
on reports of religious intolerance in rural indigenous communities in the south of Mexico. 
However, it does not consider religious freedom abuses in the context of organized crime. 
 
A number of narrative reports have, however, stressed the impact of organized crime on 
Christians (Petri 2012, 2015; Freston 2018; Sotelo Aguilar 2017; Gómez Chico Spamer, 
González Alvarez, Perera Calzada, Porras Sánchez 2018). For example, a narrative report by 
the International Crisis Group on criminal cartels and rule of law in Mexico refers to priests, 
although the report chooses to focus on journalists and human rights defenders (2013:30). The 
International Religious Freedom report by the US State Department mentions “priests and 
other religious leaders in some parts of the country continued to be targeted and received 
extortion attempts, death threats, and intimidation, often from organized criminal groups” 
(2015). 
 
In hearings at the US Congress, “narco-persecution” in Mexico has also been denounced.24 
Awareness about the vulnerability of Christian workers in the face of organized crime is also 

                                                             
23 Interview with Cirilo Cruz (2012). 
24 Congressional hearing on “The Worldwide Persecution of Christians”, Subcommittee on Africa, Global 
Health, Global Human Rights, and International Organizations, House Committee on Foreign Affairs, United 
States Congress, 11 February 2014; Congressional hearing on “Freedom of Expression in the Americas”, 
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beginning to rise in the broader society. An article in El Universal, one of Mexico’s leading 
newspapers, was entitled “Organized crime is intolerant with priests.”25 According to the 
Mexican Episcopal Conference, Mexico is “the most dangerous country in the world to 
exercise priesthood”, citing more than 500 threats and 31 killings of priests in the past decade; 
these cases are mostly related to crime.26 A Protestant news outlet also reported in 2013 that 
Mexican churches suffer constant criminal attacks.27 In the region this case study is about, two 
American Protestant missionaries were killed in NL in 2012 by drug traffickers28 and three 
Catholic priests were killed in TS between 1990 and 2016.29 
 
 
5.1.4 The vulnerability of actively practicing Christians to organized crime 
 
In this section, I have laid out why it is relevant to include a case study about the vulnerability 
of actively practicing Christians to organized crime in northeast Mexico. I now go over the 
selection criteria for my case studies, as enumerated in section 4.3. The states of NL, TS and 
SP provide a unique opportunity to analyze the vulnerability of a religious minority in areas 
where organized crime has captured the state, taking advantage of the institutional weakness 
of these subnational undemocratic regimes. The overview presented here confirms the 
plausibility of the hypothesis that active forms of religious behavior increase the risk of this 
group to suffer human security threats, in this case by the Los Zetas drug cartel. 
 
I have established that actively practicing Christians can be considered as a religious minority 
throughout Mexico, including in NL, TS and SP. Although this group does not necessarily have 
a group conscience as such, its members share similar behavioral characteristics. Because they 
do not present any ethnic or cultural differences with the rest of the population, their 
vulnerability can be directly related to the behavior inspired by their religious convictions. By 
defining this group in this sense, they can be seen as a distinguishable minority whose specific 
vulnerability to suffer human rights abuses can be clearly observed. 
 
The political-institutional context that characterizes this case study is one in which organized 
crime takes advantage and deepens the undemocratic nature of the state government of TS and 
some municipal governments in NL and SP. The area as a whole experiences or has 
experienced the consequences of failing rule of law, and its subdivisions qualify as subnational 
undemocratic regimes. In some cases, organized crime has even taken over traditional roles of 
the state, which includes the regulation of some aspects of religion. 
 
In my review of the contribution of RFATs to this case study, I concluded that these 
instruments, for the most part, do not consider the role of organized crime in relation to 
religious freedom. The reasons for this, which are not applicable to all RFATs to the same 
degree, are fourfold: active religious behavior is not observed separately; organized crime is 
not detected as an actor of persecution because it is perceived not to have any religious motive; 

                                                             
Subcommittee on the Western Hemisphere, House Committee on Foreign Affairs, United States Congress, 17 
September 2015 (I gave a testimony in this hearing). 
25 “El crimen organizado es intolerante con los sacerdotes”, El Universal, 04/01/2015; “Asesinados 44 
sacerdotes en los últimos 27 años: Iglesia”, La Prensa, 19/01/2017. 
26 “Denuncia la CEM amenazas contra sacerdotes; pide afrontar inseguridad”, Proceso, 11/04/2013; “Crimen 
acecha a sacerdotes de la Iglesia Católica”, Excelsior, 11/01/2014; “26 sacerdotes asesinados 2012-2018”, 
Centro Católico Multimedial, 16/12/2018. 
27 “Iglesias de México denuncian que sufren constantes ataques criminales”, Noticia Cristiana, 15/01/2013. 
28 “Asesinan en NL a 2 misioneros estadounidenses”, El Universal, 01/02/2012. 
29 “15 Sacerdotes Caídos”, Centro Católico Multimedial, 28/09/2016. 
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the state bias of most RFATs impedes an analysis of non-state actors like organized crime; the 
particularities of the subnational level are not considered. In addition, for obvious reasons, 
many incidents are not reported. Because of the general lack of knowledge of this topic, the 
application of the RM-VAT is analytically relevant because it can complement the lacunas of 
the RFATs and indeed contribute to the observation of aspects of the vulnerability of religious 
minorities that they overlook. 
 
The cartel violence in Mexico has been subject to broad scholarly attention. Much attention 
has also been given to the impact of organized crime on vulnerable groups such as journalists 
or human rights defenders, but this has not been the case for religious minorities. The 
specificity of the vulnerability to human security threats of actively practicing Christians is 
clearly observable because it can be related directly to its religious behavior. This would not 
be the case if this case study were about Christians in general. When non-Christian groups 
display similar behavior as Christians, such as civic participation, it is possible to compare their 
vulnerability and thus isolate specificity. 
 
The analysis of the coping mechanisms by actively practicing Christians presents analytical 
relevance because of the humanitarian impact of the violence that is caused by organized crime. 
Observing not only how within this context active religious behavior increases vulnerability, 
but also exploring how vulnerability to threats could be reduced is therefore interesting, 
particularly exploring how religious groups can contribute to improve citizen security. 
 
 
5.2 Data collection 
 
The research design of the RM-VAT described in chapter 4 is based on the collection of all 
available data about the vulnerable religious minority. Over a period of six years, I collected 
both qualitative and quantitative data, including newspaper articles, statistics, personal 
testimonies and other qualitative sources, about the position of actively practicing Christians 
in the northeastern states of Mexico. I also maintained close contact with staff of NGO’s 
working in the area, receiving their firsthand reports. In the threat assessment I have categorized 
the most relevant information from this data collection process by type of threat. All sources 
are duly referenced in the subsequent sections and in the bibliography. 
 
In addition, I carried out three field trips to NL, TS and SP. The first trip took place between 
2-9 September 2014, in which I visited the cities of Montemorelos, Monterrey, Guadalupe, 
Ciudad Victoria, Ciudad Madero, Ciudad Mante, Antiguo Morelos, Río Verde and San Luis 
Potosí. The second trip was to Monterrey (NL) and took place between 28-30 August 2015. 
The third trip was to San Luis Potosí (SP) and took place between 17-31 January 2016. During 
the first field trip, I was accompanied by a driver/mechanic who is a resident of Monterrey, and 
a staff worker of a faith-based NGO with many contacts in the area. The interviews conducted 
during these trips are the primary, though not the only, sources for the case study. 
 
During these field trips, I interviewed over 40 people, belonging to a broad range of 
backgrounds: church leaders, police officers, social workers, youth workers, journalists, 
shopkeepers and former cartel members. The interviewees were selected based on their 
background – most have been victims of hostilities as a result of organized crime or have been 
firsthand observers of such hostilities – and their characteristics as actively practicing 
Christians. 
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My decision to focus mainly on victims of organized crime was motivated by my desire to try 
to get a picture of the human security threats to which members of this religious minority are 
vulnerable. This was also a practical need, since there are not many secondary sources 
available. In order to put these interviews in the proper context, I complemented them with 
secondary sources such as interviews with government officials, journalists and academics, as 
well as with relevant press reports. To get the perspective of the drug cartels, I interviewed a 
number of former cartel members. 
 
I conducted the interviews in Spanish, but I have translated the quotes included in this research 
into English. All interviews were open interviews, aimed at identifying the threats to which the 
interviewee considered he was vulnerable. It is very important to the RM-VAT methodology 
that the interviewees determined the threats to which they are vulnerable themselves, instead 
of following survey type questions about possible categories of human security threats. During 
interviews, I would typically ask the interviewee to share about his or her experience with 
organized crime, and to explain whether he or she has felt threatened because of his religious 
convictions or practice. Because of practical, privacy and security considerations (more in the 
next section), the interviews were not recorded. I kept field notes which I later organized and 
structured using the analytical categories of the threat assessment. These field notes are kept in 
a file by me. 
 
The information from the interviews was useful to provide anecdotal evidence and to inventory 
threats. Never were the interviews used as the only source to assess the nature and intensity of 
a human security threat. All information was cross-checked and complemented with other 
public sources such as reports by NGO’s, academic articles, survey data and newspaper 
articles. 
 
Visits to Mexico City in August 2012, January 2015, November 2015, February 2016, March 
2016, April 2016, September 2016, November 2016 and February 2017 served to confirm and 
expand findings from the field trips. During these visits, I had meetings with representatives of 
the Mexican Ministry of the Interior, the National Human Rights Commission, academics, 
journalists, leaders of Christian denominations, and Members of Congress. I also took part in 
a conference about religious intolerance in the Mexican House of Representatives on 17 
November 2015 and in another conference about the same topic on 16 March 2016 in San 
Cristobal de las Casas, Chiapas, hosted by the Mexican Council for Religious Tolerance. Part 
of these trips were done as part of my role as researcher and operations manager of an 
international charity. Another part of these trips was done as part of consultancy missions in 
the field of development cooperation and democracy assistance. 
 
 
5.3 Security risks and ethical challenges 
 
The conduct of the field research involved great security risks, both for me and to some extent 
also for the interviewees. Traveling through the states of especially TS and parts of NL and SP 
was a great risk in itself, considering the high rate of kidnappings. On the main highways, there 
were many military checkpoints. Sometimes it was difficult to determine whether the 
checkpoint was under the control of the military or of drug cartels that looked like military. 
 
At the time of the September 2014 field trip, a massive military operation had pushed the main 
drug cartels out of NL, but they were still present in rural and mountainous areas of the south 
of TS and west of SP, and in and around the city of Reynosa. In Ciudad Victoria, Los Zetas 
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had conducted very violent assaults only shortly before my visit. Although the vehicle that was 
used for the trip was a basic sedan, deliberately chosen not to attract attention, the number plate 
from the state of NL did cause some suspicion in the other states, because when Los Zetas 
invaded TS, they initially used vehicles with number plates from NL. Even federal military and 
police seemed afraid when seeing the vehicle I traveled in. 
 
During the trip, my itinerary had to be adjusted a number of times based on advice from my 
contacts. Also, I would always make sure the interviewees would feel comfortable with being 
visited and interviewed, and if they would indicate it was not safe, the interview would be 
canceled. For instance, I canceled a planned visit to the city of Reynosa because the risk of 
kidnapping on the highway to get there was too great, as well as likely gunfire in the city at 
night. 
 
A number of people refused to be interviewed or canceled interviews on a very short notice. It 
is very likely that this happened because of fear to give information that might put them in 
danger. Some interviewees outright denied they had been victims of hostilities by drug cartels 
or other criminal organizations, but from the comments of other sources, I was able to 
determine that they were not speaking the truth, probably out of fear. 
 
It is undeniable that there was a lot of fear, but because of the trust induced by the organization 
I represented and the personal friendship between my travel partners and the interviewees, the 
majority of the interviewees openly shared about their experience. Most interviewees gladly 
accepted the opportunity to be interviewed, giving detailed information and sharing many 
anecdotes. Some did request some specific precautions, such as not being recorded, 
photographed or named. One interviewee requested to be interviewed on a parking lot next to 
a busy road, to give the impression the interview was only a casual encounter. Another 
interviewee asked to be interviewed at his home, but at a very late hour. As a precaution, the 
names of the interviewees who are not public figures have been anonymized. 
 
The data collection through desk research did not imply any security risk; however, the data 
collection process was challenging because of two important reasons. The first reason is that 
many human security threats related to organized crime, including threats to actively practicing 
Christians, go unreported. The second reason is that as the subject is relatively unknown, very 
few reports are available. There is a vast research literature about drug cartels, but very little 
has been written about the vulnerability of religious minorities in a context of pervasive 
criminal violence. Moreover, as indicated above, RFATs do not usually consider this kind of 
contexts in their methodologies, so most of these reports did not prove helpful for my research. 
 
 
5.4 Assessment phase 
 
As I try to show in this RM-VAT, there is a demonstrable specificity of the vulnerability of 
actively practicing Christians in northeast Mexico. The assessment phase follows the three 
steps described in chapter 4: threat assessment (5.4.1), specificity assessment (5.4.2) and 
resilience assessment (5.4.3). 
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5.4.1 Threat assessment 
 
For the threat assessment, I asked all interviewees to list the threats for which they consider 
actively practicing Christians are vulnerable, and then to comment on them. The most recurring 
threats are listed in figure 5.3, categorized by sphere of society and religious identity-behavior. 
The main part of the substantiation for the threats was provided through personal interviews, 
but I have complemented this by the use of secondary sources. 
 
 

5.3 Threat assessment of actively practicing Christians in Nuevo León, Tamaulipas and San Luis 
Potosí (Mexico) 

Spheres of 
society 

Religious identity 
Semi-active religious 

behavior 
Active religious behavior 

Family 
sphere 

No restrictions on 
religious expression 
in this sphere based 
on religious identity. 

No restrictions on 
religious expression in 

this sphere as a result of 
semi-active religious 

behavior. 

6. Reprisals for 
conversion and 

abandoning cartel 

Church 
sphere 

1. Theft of church 
property 

2. Illegal charges and 
extortion 

3. Kidnap-for-ransom 
4. Restrictions on 
church services 

5. Imposition of Santa 
Muerte rituals 

7. Intimidation of 
Christian workers who 

evangelize cartel 
members 

8. Intimidation of 
leaders speaking out 

against injustice 

Social sphere 

No restrictions on 
religious expression 
in this sphere based 
on religious identity. 

2. Illegal charges and 
extortion 

9. Pressures on social 
and human rights 

initiatives 

Business 
sphere 

No restrictions on 
religious expression 
in this sphere based 
on religious identity. 

2. Illegal charges and 
extortion 

3. Kidnap-for-ransom 

No restrictions on 
religious expression in 
this sphere as a result 

of active religious 
behavior. 

Cultural 
sphere 

No restrictions on 
religious expression 
in this sphere based 
on religious identity. 

5. Imposition of Santa 
Muerte rituals 

No restrictions on 
religious expression in 
this sphere as a result 

of active religious 
behavior. 

Government 
sphere 

No restrictions on 
religious expression 
in this sphere based 
on religious identity. 

No restrictions on 
religious expression in 

this sphere as a result of 
semi-active religious 

behavior. 

9. Pressures on social 
and human rights 

initiatives 

Source: own elaboration. 
 
Mexico’s strict enforcement of secularism, which aims at removing any expression of religion 
by private citizens from the public sphere (as documented by the RAS Project), were excluded 
from this table because they do not correspond to vulnerability within the context of criminal 
violence. The focus of this threat assessment is on threats to religious expression by organized 
crime, not on government restrictions of religion. 
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In this section I first discuss the threats resulting from religious identity, followed by an 
overview of the empirical evidence available for each of the threats resulting from semi-active 
religious behavior and active religious behavior. I end with some conclusions. 
 
 
Threats resulting from religious identity 
 
As stated in the introduction of this chapter, I chose to focus on actively practicing Christians 
because the consequences of active religious behavior are largely understudied and because the 
threats that result from it are more severe than threats related to religious identity in the context 
of this case study. This is not to say, however, that religious identity is never a source of 
vulnerability. I identified one threat related to religious identity. 
 
 
Threat 1: Theft of church property 
 
Theft of church property is a very real threat to churches. A pastor reported: “Attacks on 
churches happen. Los Zetas sometimes walk in to steal and don’t need to use violence because 
there is no security.”30 A police officer in Guadalupe (NL), also highlighted the robbery of 
church property as one of the major crimes in his jurisdiction.31 Many robberies of church 
property are, however, deliberately not reported. Catholic leaders indicate that they often prefer 
not to report the robberies to avoid panic among their members. Moreover, no official records 
are kept of theft of church property.  
 
In spite of the absence of official records on the theft of church property, the available anecdotal 
evidence suggests this is relatively frequent. The interviewees did not give specific details on 
the thefts of church property, but a search of local media of TS and NL revealed this is quite a 
common occurrence. Indeed, the Catholic diocese of TS announced in 2014 it decided to install 
surveillance systems after frequent church robberies in Ciudad Madero and Tampico.32 A 
spokesperson for the Matamoros diocese reported that robberies of churches and parishes “have 
increased.”33 A priest from Reynosa reported the robbery of musical instruments and a sound 
system from his parish.34 Protestant churches in Matamoros (TS) also made similar reports.35 
In 2012, a group of journalists had requested the inclusion of theft of church property in police 
statistics, observing the frequency of this crime.36 
 
It is difficult to determine the motives for the robberies of church property. Most reports 
speculate the robberies are done by drug addicts, needing valuable objects they can sell or trade 
for drugs. It is noteworthy that Protestant churches are singled out for robberies because they 
are often closed for three or more days a week, which makes them an easy target to rob. This 
being said, because Catholic churches are generally open to visitors they can easily be entered 
by thieves (Sotelo Aguilar 2017). 
 

                                                             
30 Interview with MX07 (2014). 
31 Interview with MX03 (2014). 
32 “Iglesias instalan sistema de vigilancia”, Milenio, 13/12/2014. 
33 “Al alza robos en iglesias, no hay denuncias para no generar pánico, dice la Diócesis”, Mundo Tamaulipas, 
21/10/2015. 
34 “Roban instrumentos y sonido de la iglesia”, El Mañana, 23/01/2015. 
35 “Afirman que adictos roban iglesias de Matamoros”, Horacero, 09/06/2013. 
36 “Robo a iglesias, delito no contemplado en estadísticas de la autoridad”, La Policiaca, 12/06/2012. 
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Threats resulting from semi-active religious behavior 
 
I identified four generic threats resulting from semi-active religious behavior. The intensity and 
severity of these threats varies, but all are related to visible levels of religious participation or 
a religious lifestyle that conflicts with the interests of organized crime. 
 
 
Threat 2: Illegal charges and extortion 

 
Drug cartels have implemented a sophisticated ‘tax’ collection system in the territories under 
their control, commonly known as derecho de piso [floor right] or venta de protección 
[protection racket]. It is a very common practice of such criminal organizations to charge 
churches or businesses for the right to remain open or to be allowed to organize a public 
meeting37 – similar to a public license –, to collect a percentage of the proceeds of a business 
– just like an income tax – or to charge for protection.38 
 
The phenomenon of illegal charges, which is the most common form of extortion in northeast 
Mexico, is typical of subnational undemocratic regimes in which criminal organizations take 
over traditional roles of the state, as discussed above. Criminal organizations make all kinds of 
threats, including the kidnapping of family members if the extorted entity refuses to pay. 
Victims often cannot report the threats because there is no legal security since the police itself 
is corrupt (Schedler 2015). (Colombian criminal organizations have a similar practice as 
derecho de piso which is known as vacuna [vaccine].) Many churches, but also confessional 
educational and health institutions, as well as businesses owned by Christians, are required to 
pay derecho de piso in order to be allowed to remain open. This is a recurrent theme in most 
of the conducted interviews and is by far the most significant threat on church life in the 
researched states. 
 
It is difficult to assess the extent of these charges because many, if not most, are not reported 
(according to what some government officials mentioned to me informally, an estimated nine 
out ten cases of extortion are not formally reported), but most interviewees point in the direction 
that this is a massive phenomenon affecting virtually all churches, while many others were too 
afraid to talk about it. Several churches, after hearing about the purpose of my visit were visibly 
alarmed and refused interviews, or made excuses saying that the pastor was out of town or had 
moved to another congregation.39 A receptionist at a large church in Monterrey put all cards on 
the table without knowing it by saying: “There is no need for an interview with the pastor 
because we don’t pay derecho de piso here”, even before she was asked about it.40 
 
A female pastor in the coast city of Tampico (TS) said: “Various pastors are paying derecho 
de piso. Some pastors have had to leave the city because they feared for their lives. I personally 
know the husband of a pastor that had to flee.”41 A former drug addict and trafficker who now 
runs a drug rehabilitation program in Monterrey, whom I interviewed for security reasons on a 
parking lot on a crowded street, asserted that all pastors in the area pay derecho de piso, 
                                                             
37 “Impresentable: Pastores de Michoacán deben pagar a narcos para realizar eventos masivos en sus iglesias”, 
Noticia Cristiana, 12/04/2010. 
38 “Pago de “derecho de piso” se extiende en todo el país”, El Universal, 04/10/2011. 
39 Interview with MX10 (2014). 
40 Interview with MX11 (2014). 
41 Interview with MX09 (2014). 
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“including the president of the council of pastors of Monterrey, although he would deny it.”42 
“Many pastors, including pastors of very large churches, pay derecho de piso, although nobody 
wants to speak about it”, another pastor who is a converted member of Los Zetas told me.43 
Newspaper articles44 and more interviews,45 in all three researched states, also confirmed that 
a great number of actively practicing Christians are frequently extorted. Some interviewees 
also hinted at the coercion to cooperate with money laundering as a major threat on churches 
and Christian businesses but did not provide any details.46 
 
Not all churches are confronted with extortions. “We never hear of such pressures by organized 
crime”, says a pastor of a church located in San Pedro, a wealthy and highly policed suburb of 
Monterrey.47 In the absence of effective security forces, however, extortions on churches are 
commonplace. 
 
The consequences for not paying the requested derecho de piso are heavy. In the least bad case, 
churches or businesses have been closed,48 but I also heard of one case of a Christian 
educational institution in the city of Veracruz, located south of Tampico, that was burned after 
its leaders refused to pay derecho de piso.49 In other cases, the refusers are beaten, raped, 
kidnapped or killed. I also spoke with several members of a pastoral family who decided to 
leave their hometown Ciudad Victoria in the state of TS and move to the city of Pachuca 
because they were threatened with death if they did not pay a certain amount of money.50 
 
The fact that actively practicing Christians are easily identifiable increases their vulnerability 
to this threat. The visibility of church services, for example, makes churches easy targets for 
intimidation. “It is very obvious that organized crime monitors the activities of churches and 
of Christians. They take advantage of any public activity by Christians with the aim of extorting 
and generating income”, said one interviewee.51 Another interviewee reported about a raid by 
Los Zetas on a church in Monterrey during a service, where they pointed a gun at the head of 
the pastor and forced the congregation to pay a certain amount in order for his life to be spared.52 
Indeed, churches are seen as revenue centers by organized crime, as they are thought of as 
having a lot of financial resources. A police officer comments: “Christian churches collect a 
lot of money. The bad guys know this. They need money to finance their war: arms, mines, 
gas.”53 Even though this is only true for the larger churches, it causes churches to be especially 
vulnerable to extortions and kidnap-for-ransom (Sotelo Aguilar 2017). 
 
 
  

                                                             
42 Interview with MX08 (2014) and MX12 (2015). 
43 Interview with MX07 (2014). 
44 “Imparables asesinatos y extorsiones contra Iglesia”, Centro Católico Multimedial, 05/10/2016. 
45 Interviews with MX07, MX03, MX01, MX13, MX06, MX14, MX16, MX25, MX21, MX26 (2014), MX12 
(2014) and MX15 (2016). 
46 “Pastores protestantes y sacerdotes católicos, objetivo de narcos en México”, Misión de Paz, 21/08/2010. 
47 Interview with MX17 (2014). 
48 Interview with MX01 (2014). 
49 Interview with MX09 (2014). 
50 Interview with MX16 (2014). 
51 Interview with MX15 (2016). 
52 Interview with MX08 (2014). 
53 Interview with MX03 (2014). 
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Threat 3: Kidnap-for-ransom 
 
Next to extortion, kidnap-for-ransom is another common threat in NL, TS and SP. It frequently 
affects actively practicing Christians, both in the church and the business sphere. As I explained 
under threat 2, churches are often seen as revenue centers by drug cartels because they are 
perceived to handle large amounts of money because of the offerings they collect. Although 
this perception is generally wrong – only in the case of the larger churches do the offerings 
represent substantial amounts –, it is widespread among drug cartels, as many interviews 
suggested. Moreover, churches are also an easy prey because they are easily identifiable as 
churches. Church services can normally be attended by anyone who wishes to visit them, which 
makes targeting by criminal organizations easier. 
 
Notwithstanding the increasing number of churches that hire private security to protect their 
facilities, churches can also be viewed as an easy prey for theological reasons. Some 
interviewees cite the passive attitude of Christians as an explanation for their vulnerability to 
this threat. One pastor declared: “Christians are particularly vulnerable because they don’t 
defend themselves. They are an easy target. Los Zetas know that Christians are more passive 
and that they won’t fight back. And we can’t report anything to the police.”54 I was not able to 
determine whether this passive attitude can be generalized to the majority of Christians in the 
region, although it is not unlikely that many Christians adopt such an attitude, considering the 
low percentage of civic participation among Christians. This could also be related to the 
predominant isolationist (pietistic) theological option among Protestants in Latin America, 
because it discourages active social engagement (Freston 2001, 2008; Petri 2012). 
 
Regardless of these theological options, it is well-known that many crimes are not reported, 
which is, to a large extent, related to a lack of confidence in the justice system and fear of 
reprisals. According to estimates by Ethos, a Mexican research institute, 94% of crimes are not 
reported (2017). Many pastors and priests I interviewed informed me that they normally do not 
report assaults against their churches. 
 
The scope of the kidnappings is difficult to assess quantitatively, but there is no doubt that 
churches are greatly affected by this threat. A pastor of a large church of Ciudad Victoria told 
me: “Last Sunday I asked all people to raise their hands who had a family member or friend 
who is currently abducted. 129 people raised their hands.”55 Others shared similar 
testimonies.56 Many more reports confirm that kidnap-for-ransom of Christian leaders is a 
trend.57  
 
Kidnapping can happen for commercial reasons but can also be done to intimidate church 
leaders whom drug cartels see as a threat because of the content of their preaching or their 
moral influence, at least this is how this is perceived by several church leaders I interviewed. 
Kidnap-for-ransom can also be used by drug cartels to intimidate as reprisal for not cooperating 
with a previous requirement. A particularly cruel account was shared by an evangelical pastor 
in a crime torn city in TS:  
 

                                                             
54 Interview with MX07 (2014). 
55 Interview with MX13 (2014). 
56 Interviews with MX22 (2011), MX18, MX09, MX14, MX19, MX01 and MX21 (2014). 
57 Interviews with MX22, MX24 (2012) and MX23 (2014); “A priest of the diocese of Ciudad Victoria has been 
missing since November, violence does not calm down”, Agenzia Fides, 07/01/2014). 
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“A pastor friend of mine was abducted by a criminal gang that was member of 
a satanic cult. His family was ordered to pay a ransom. His wife and family 
succeeded in collecting the money and the criminals came to take it. The 
pastor’s wife asked them: ‘But where is my husband?’ ‘He is at the beginning 
of your street,’ they told her. When she went there, her husband was there. Only 
he was not alive. She found him in a plastic garbage bag, killed and hacked into 
pieces.”58 

 
A pastor from San Luis Potosí (SP) shared he is under threat of being kidnapped for ransom: 
“My wife and I have been receiving calls in which we were threatened with kidnapping. I told 
my children that if I’m kidnapped, they should never pay any ransom. We can only trust in 
God.”59 A church leader from Ciudad Valles (SP), who was very reluctant to meet, and finally 
only accepted to be interviewed by telephone, shared the story of a pastor who was under threat 
of kidnapping. A young member of his congregation begged Los Zetas not to kidnap this pastor, 
and he was taken instead. After a number of days, he was released. The church leader who told 
this story could not confirm whether a ransom had been paid for his release.60 
 
 
Threat 4: Restrictions on church services 
 
Depending on the location and the time, church services are being restricted by the generalized 
context of insecurity and impunity and by orders of drug cartels who, in practice, regulate 
religion and religious expression. The right that is violated is freedom of assembly, which is an 
important dimension of religious freedom. The generalized context of insecurity in the country 
implies that any type of large gatherings is always at risk of being interrupted and attacked for 
extortion or kidnappings (threats 2 and 3), but this especially applies to church meetings which 
are visible, recurrent and generally easy to enter. 
 
In many areas, church leaders have decided not to organize nighttime church services for 
security reasons, and in some areas no church services are organized at all. A pastor from 
Monterrey said: “At the peak of the violence caused by Los Zetas in Nuevo Léon in 2010 and 
2011 many churches decided to eliminate services at night because of the risks that this posed. 
We could only hold church services in daylight.”61 A pastor from Ciudad Victoria (TS), 
referring to the same period, stated: 
 

“In 2010 and 2011 we lived through two years of unprecedented violence. We 
suffered many kidnappings, extortions and other abuses. The police were 
corrupt, and almost 100% was involved with crime. We had no place to go. We 
stopped organizing church meetings at night, and church attendance decreased 
considerably. In 2011, we wanted to organize a large prayer service in a 
stadium, but many pastors did not want to send their church members to this 
gathering because they knew that Los Zetas would be throwing grenades at 
them.”62 

 

                                                             
58 Interview with MX01 (2014). 
59 Interview with MX21 (2014). 
60 Interview with MX25 (2014). 
61 Interview with MX07 (2014). 
62 Interview with MX06 (2014). 
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Another pastor said that nighttime church services have been suspended in most churches of 
Tampico for security reasons,63 which can be considered as a form of ‘self-imposed curfew’, 
significantly reducing religious expression in the church sphere. The decision to suspend 
nighttime church services in some cases follows a direct order of a drug cartel. A pastor in a 
medium sized town of TS declared: “In Ciudad Mante, Los Zetas set a curfew and have 
explicitly ordered all churches not to organize any church services at night. We have no option 
than to obey this order, because they are the real authority in this city.”64 
 
The financial sustainability of some churches is also threatened by the attacks they receive. As 
the level of threat increases, less people attend church services, which causes the income of the 
church to go down. A pastor from Ciudad Victoria (TS) recalls: “Most of the big tithers (i.e. 
people paying up to 10% of their income to the church) left because of the extortions.”65 
Another minister also says: “The income of many churches went down because we are 
collecting much less tithes. Many pastors can no longer provide for their families. I had to open 
a small business, but they started to claim derecho de piso. Because I did not want to pay, I was 
forced to close this business.”66 
 
I also found that church services are not allowed in certain areas, and there are reports of 
churches that have been closed by orders of drug cartels for not paying derecho de piso.67 
Missionary activities are also restricted in some areas. Moreover, there are reports of 
individuals who are prohibited to attend church services or have the obligation to report to the 
drug cartels whenever they visit a particular church. 
 
 
Threat 5: Imposition of Santa Muerte rituals 

 
As already mentioned, the Santa Muerte cult has a widespread following among the members 
of drug cartels, especially Los Zetas and the Gulf Cartel, which both have their headquarters in 
TS. This cult not only inspires the members of these cartels to extreme violence and cruelty; 
followers of Santa Muerte have also imposed the celebration of Santa Muerte rituals and the 
display of its shrines inside churches. Indeed, drug cartels exercise strong pressure on churches 
to include Santa Muerte statues and symbols, and even to celebrate masses dedicated to Santa 
Muerte. This threat is a major infringement upon church autonomy, which particularly affects 
Catholic churches. When church leaders refuse to collaborate, they can face violent reprisals: 
“It is believed that one of the priests that were assassinated in December [of 2013], was 
eliminated because he refused to celebrate a mass dedicated to Santa Muerte in his church”, a 
news service reported.68 
 
 
Threats resulting from active religious behavior 

 
I identified four distinct threats resulting from active religious behavior. As I argued in the 
previous section, semi-active religious behavior of Christians such as church attendance 
increases their vulnerability to threats, but this is even more the case with active religious 
behavior, which refers specifically to outward behavior aiming at promoting social 
                                                             
63 Interview with MX09 (2014). 
64 Interview with MX01 (2014). 
65 Interview with MX06 (2014). 
66 Interview with MX01 (2014). 
67 Interview with MX08 (2014). 
68 “México: narco-persecución contra cristianos”, Noticiero Milamex, 11/03/2014. 
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transformation through missionary activity and civic participation. When these activities 
conflict with the interests of organized crime, Christians are vulnerable to human security 
threats. 
 
 
Threat 6: Reprisals for conversion and abandoning cartel 
 
Conversion, by definition, refers to religious identity, but the conversion of a cartel member is 
more than a mere identity change. It consists of adopting a new lifestyle which leads him to 
abandon his cartel and betray his former peers. The change in religious identity is not what 
causes the reprisals by the cartel, but cartel members who convert to Christianity and 
consequently abandon their cartel risk being killed. Often, converted cartel members also 
actively seek to convert other cartel members, which also constitutes an important human 
security threat (see threat 7). 
 
A pastor from NL shared a story about a youth who had left Los Zetas after he had become a 
Christian and attended his drug rehabilitation center: “Shortly after he left Los Zetas, the last 
thing we heard was that he was going to visit his family in Reynosa [TS]. He disappeared. We 
never heard from him again.”69 Another pastor shared a story about a former Zeta who 
converted to Christianity in prison: “Two days before he got out of prison he was killed. Los 
Zetas did not want it to become known that he had converted to Christianity. I officiated his 
funeral.”70 He also stated: “Criminals who convert to Christianity are murdered. What the 
cartels are afraid of is that they may lose their leaders if they are exposed to the Gospel.” In the 
press, even more violent stories can be found about what happens to former cartel members 
who convert to Christianity. In one of these stories, a former cartel member was given the 
remains of his daughter and wife on a tray as a punishment for converting and leaving his 
cartel.71 
 
 
Threat 7: Intimidation of Christian workers who evangelize cartel members 
 
Christian workers who actively reach out to cartel members in order to share about the Christian 
faith greatly put their lives in danger. Christian leaders engaging in this kind of activities can 
expect to receive death threats. For example, one pastor reported: “One night we wanted to 
organize an evangelistic campaign in Linares [NL], where many cartel members live. We had 
to cancel this activity due to the risk of gunfire and extortions.”72 A missionary shared:  
 

“In Nuevo León, a friend from the Bible institute where I studied contacted me 
and told me his uncle had received death threats because he was preaching to 
youths who had been recruited by the cartels in Padilla, Tamaulipas. When I 
asked him for more information, he refused to say anything. His uncle is too 
afraid to speak to me. I was also told about a team of five people who left for an 
evangelistic mission to the mountains of Matamoros [TS, where Los Zetas 
hide]. None of them came back. I’m afraid they were kidnapped and killed, 
because no one asked for ransom to be paid.”73 

                                                             
69 Interview with MX08 (2014). 
70 Interview with MX07 (2014). 
71 “Conversión de “Narcos”: Posible Explicación a los ataques a Centros de Rehabilitación en México”, Noticia 
Cristiana, 25/06/2010. 
72 Interview with MX07 (2014). 
73 Interview with MX23 (2014). 
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Threat 8: Intimidation of leaders speaking out against injustice 
 
There are numerous reports of Mexican human rights activists and journalists who suffer 
human rights abuses as a result of their work. This is also true for Christian leaders whose 
moral authority is perceived as a threat by organized crime. The interpretations of Christianity 
that seek to promote spiritual and social transformation can easily conflict with the interests of 
drug cartels. Especially the ‘prophetic voice’ of the church as denouncer of injustice makes 
Christians vulnerable. 
 
Speaking out against injustice publicly – whether it is violence, drug consumption, drug 
trafficking, corruption or organized crime – from the pulpit or in another setting, is extremely 
dangerous and can result in many forms of intimidation by drug cartels, including beatings, 
attacks on houses of church leaders, or even killings. One pastor shared how his house had 
been attacked by a drug cartel.74 Most interviewees indicated that there is widespread 
surveillance within churches and that the content of sermons is monitored. “We need to be very 
careful about preaching against organized crime. There are always halcones in services”, says 
a youth pastor of a church in Ciudad Madero (TS).75 A pastor in Ciudad Victoria (TS), is one 
of the few pastors who said he publicly denounces injustice in the church services he leads:  
 

“It’s my conviction that the church needs to be out in the streets, be active 
outside the walls of the church. The church needs to preach about things that 
are happening in people’s lives. This got me into trouble. Los Zetas arrived at 
my house, located 8 km outside Ciudad Victoria, one night and wanted to take 
me with them. [He got out of the situation because Los Zetas were suddenly 
called away by their leadership.] They see the church as their worst enemy.”76 

 
A development worker reported: 
 

“In the north of Mexico organized crime effectively persecutes believers. 
Narcos threaten pastors to leave certain areas or demand payment of derecho de 
piso. This is because biblical teachings forbid consumption and distribution of 
drugs and/or corruption, and this affects their business. It has also happened that 
massive Christian gatherings have been forbidden by organized crime.”77 

 
Reporting on organized crime, in journalism or in academia, is a risky business, as can be 
expected. Christian news reporters have been killed because they exposed the activities by 
organized crime. One interviewee cites the case of a Christian news service called Cambios 
that suffered serious threats after it reported on organized crime.78 
 
 
  

                                                             
74 Interview with MX06 (2014) 
75 Interview with MX14 (2014). 
76 Interview with MX06 (2014). 
77 Interview with MX22 (2011). 
78 Interview with MX07 (2014). 



116 
 

Threat 9: Pressures on social initiatives 
 
I categorized social initiatives as a form of civic participation, although they often have a 
missionary goal. Christians who engage in such activities are confronted with major threats, 
especially initiatives that enter the area of influence of criminal organizations. Drug 
rehabilitation programs are targeted by criminal organizations because they directly threaten 
the drug trafficking business, or are a reprisal measure for the conversion to Christianity of 
former drug traffickers.79 The director of such a program in Monterrey shared that he received 
threats from Los Zetas for accepting former Zetas into his program.80 A bloody attack in June 
2010 on a drug rehabilitation clinic in Villa Nueva (TS) killed fifteen patients and social 
workers, and an additional five passersby. Similar attacks occurred in neighboring states in 
2009.81 
 
Initiatives that provide meaningful alternatives for youths at risk who would otherwise be 
vulnerable to be recruited as halcones are also vulnerable to threats. Daniel Pérez, the pastor 
from a village in TS who set up a very popular soccer team for boys under the age of twelve, 
explains:  
 

“You could become member if you had good grades in school. All these boys 
came from dysfunctional families which made them easy targets for criminal 
gangs wishing to recruit them. Some of these boys had already been recruited 
as halcones, watchers for criminal gangs to warn them of police presence. These 
boys also became part of the team and no longer wanted to work for the criminal 
gangs. This resulted in one of them, a 10-year-old boy being murdered. The 
narcos constantly threaten me to stop with the soccer team. I have to deal with 
threats on my life on a frequent basis. They have called my home, my cellphone, 
my wife, and the elders of the church. They have left threatening notes on the 
door of the church.”82 

 
There is an incompatibility of worldviews between actively practicing Christians and organized 
crime, which to a large extent explains the violence they suffer. Religious lifestyles that run 
counter to the expectations of organized crime, such as refusals to collaborate with money 
laundering, are by definition vulnerable. Civic participation, such as drug rehabilitation 
programs, chaplaincy in prisons or youth work, is also directly threatening the market and 
influence of drug cartels, and therefore also increases the vulnerability of this religious 
minority.83 
 
 
Conclusions 

 
In this threat assessment, I described nine distinct threats to which actively practicing 
Christians in NL, TS and SP are vulnerable. Most of these threats are directly related to semi-
active or active religious behavior. A central finding of the threat assessment is that the level 

                                                             
79 “Conversión de “Narcos”: Posible Explicación a los ataques a Centros de Rehabilitación en México”, Noticia 
Cristiana, 25/06/2010. 
80 Interview with MX08 (2014). 
81 “Sangriento ataque a clínica cristiana de rehabilitación de adictos en México”, Noticia Cristiana, 21/06/2010. 
82 Interview with Daniel Pérez (name changed for security reasons) and with two boys who were part of his 
soccer team (2014). 
83 Interview with MX07 (2014). 
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of risk increases with the degree of activity of religious behavior. Religious identity does not 
in itself put people carrying this identity at an increased risk. As discussed, the vulnerability of 
actively practicing Christians is highest when they display more active forms of religious 
behavior such as evangelism or social work, which pose a direct threat to the influence of 
organized crime. As one interviewee put it: “Because of their way of life, Christians are 
naturally more exposed to suffer from organized crime.”84 
 
That risks increase with active religious behavior in a context of organized crime was expected, 
but semi-active forms of religious behavior, including simple church attendance, also increases 
risk. The threat assessment found that risks are particularly high in the case of traditional church 
meetings: attending church meetings already puts worshipers at an increased risk of extortions, 
kidnappings or other kinds of threats. 
 
The majority of the threats to which actively practicing Christians are vulnerable in northeast 
Mexico can be traced back directly to ‘greed’, with the general context of impunity creating 
‘opportunity.’ Drug cartels extort and commit other offences for money or protection of 
interests; not for any ‘grievance’ related reasons, nor ideological preferences. This being said, 
it must be noted that the extreme and unnecessary cruelty – unnecessary to their commercial 
objectives – of Los Zetas, the Gulf Cartel and other groups linked to the Santa Muerte cult 
could be, in part, connected to a possible religious motive. 
 
 
5.4.2 Specificity assessment 
 
After the identification and data collection for all the threats affecting actively practicing 
Christians in NL, TS and SP, the next step in the RM-VAT is the assessment of the specificity 
of these threats to this religious minority, using the three-level sliding scale proposed in chapter 
4. Schedler, referring to a broader debate about the question whether violence in civil wars 
aims at selected targets or is indiscriminate (Kalyvas 2006; Weinstein 2007) concludes that in 
the case of Mexico victims of violence can fall in both categories (2015). In many cases, the 
victims of violence are persons who are believed to have ties with adversaries in conflict, but 
in many other cases, there is indiscriminate violence as well. In addition, many casualties can 
be categorized as ‘collateral damage.’ By contrast, Bartman finds that journalists in Mexico are 
indeed victims of targeted violence, countering the official narrative that suggests that there is 
nothing distinct about the violence against journalists (2018). 
 
As Schedler asserts, threats can be expected against any behavior that “disturbs” the interests 
of criminal groups (2015), but the fact that this also applies to Christians displaying active 
religious behavior, such as civic participation, does not yet imply specificity. A certain degree 
of specificity can nevertheless be observed in relation to the moral authority of Christian 
leaders, their influence over large numbers of people, and the fact that their civic participation 
is directly inspired by their Christian convictions. 
 
There is no obvious specificity in the case of indiscriminate violence or collateral damage, but 
even in cases when actively practicing Christians are not directly targeted, there may be 
elements that still make them specifically vulnerable, such as the fact that they are seen as easy 
targets for extortion or kidnap-for-ransom, their generalized unresponsiveness when it comes 
to defending themselves against threats, and the (often wrong) perception that they handle large 
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amounts of money. Drug cartels also fear that their members would convert to Christianity, 
strongly dislike the moral standing of some Christian leaders and are uncomfortable with 
church gatherings at certain hours. 
 
 

5.4 Specificity assessment of threats against actively practicing Christians in Nuevo León, 
Tamaulipas and San Luis Potosí (Mexico) 

Degree of 
specificity 

Identified threats 

High 
Reprisals for conversion and abandoning cartel 
Intimidation of Christian workers who evangelize cartel members 

Imposition of Santa Muerte rituals 

Medium 
Kidnap-for-ransom 
Restrictions on church services 
Intimidation of leaders speaking out against injustice 

Low 
Illegal charges and extortion 
Theft of church property 
Pressures on social initiatives 

Source: own elaboration. 
 
As can be observed in figure 5.4, the specificity of the threats presents a notable degree of 
variation; i.e. all identified threats affect actively practicing Christians, but most of them are 
not exclusive to this religious minority. In this section I describe the different degrees of 
specificity (high, medium, low), followed by some concluding remarks. 
 
 
Threats with a high degree of specificity 
 
The number of threats with a high degree of specificity, defined as threats to which the observed 
religious minority is specifically vulnerable, is relatively limited. Of the nine identified threats, 
I grouped three in this category: “Reprisals for conversion and abandoning cartel”, 
“Intimidation of Christian workers who evangelize cartel members” and “Imposition of Santa 
Muerte rituals.” The first two threats are related to behavior which other (non-religious) 
minorities are not likely to engage in. Other religious minorities with a missionary agenda 
could, in theory, also be vulnerable to this kind of threats, but the presence of such minorities 
in this part of Mexico is not known to me. The last threat is not applicable outside the church 
sphere which is specific to Christians by definition. 
 
 
Threats with a medium degree of specificity 
 
Three of the nine identified threats have a medium degree of specificity for actively practicing 
Christians, meaning they affect the population as a whole, but that there is something notable 
about the characteristics of the observed religious minority that makes their likelihood to be 
vulnerable to this threat comparatively higher. Although all threats in this category are directly 
relatable to semi-active or active religious behavior (and occur in the church sphere), this kind 
of threats are not exclusive to Christians. Human rights abuses or criminal offenses such as 
“Kidnap-for-ransom” affect broad segments of society, as described previously. Similarly, not 
only Christians are affected by the threat of “Restrictions on church services”, because drug 
cartels place restrictions on any kind of public meetings. In fact, any (large) gathering of people 
can be expected to attract the attention of criminal organizations. 



119 
 

 
A supplementary reason for the particular vulnerability of actively practicing Christians to 
these threats is of a more political nature. Because they attract large numbers of people, 
churches may be seen as threatening to the activities of organized crime. The moral authority 
of the church, connected to its influence over the members of its congregation is probably why 
the threat “Intimidation of leaders speaking out against injustice” particularly affects Christian 
leaders, although it could apply to other professions such as human rights activists and 
journalists as well. The moral authority of Christian leaders could be explained against the 
background of the majority of the population who self-identifies as Christian. 
 
 
Threats with a low degree of specificity 
 
From the outset, I would like to remind that the assessment of the specificity of the threats 
affecting actively practicing Christians does not say anything about the intensity or severity of 
these threats. Saying that a threat has a low degree of specificity for a religious minority does 
not mean it is not a relevant threat or that it is negligible. On the contrary, all identified threats, 
regardless of their degree of specificity for this religious minority, constitute severe human 
rights abuses. 
 
Most threats to actively practicing Christians in the social, cultural and government spheres 
present a low degree of specificity, which are spheres where religious factors are less 
determinant, although the behavior of people in these spheres can be defined by religious 
convictions and lifestyles. Indeed, the engagement of Christians in social initiatives is often a 
result of their religious worldview and their perceived responsibility to society as an integral 
part of their religious conviction (Buijs, Dekker & Hooghe 2009). The interviewed social 
workers and advocates all clearly connected their work to their religious identity. 
 
The threats “Theft of church property” and “Pressures on social initiatives” are not exclusive 
to actively practicing Christians. In a context of criminal impunity, any type of building may 
be robbed, whether it is a church or not. Moreover, a brief review of relevant sources reveals 
that any person engaging in activities in the social, cultural and government spheres, regardless 
of his religious conviction or motive, is vulnerable to receive threats from organized crime. As 
the International Crisis Group reports, “Cartel-related violence has been particularly 
detrimental to those whose work is in dangerous areas or who come into contact with cartels 
and/or security forces. These include journalists, human rights defenders, health workers, 
priests and pollsters, among others.” (2013:30) Thus, when considering this type of threats, 
religious leaders (“priests”) are indeed a vulnerable group to organized crime, but in a similar 
way as any other person belonging to civil society that engages organized crime. The only 
difference is that Christians engaging in this kind of behavior do so as a result of their religious 
convictions. 
 
At first sight, one might conclude that anyone with a regular income is vulnerable to illegal 
charges and extortion. It is undeniable that these threats apply to many businesses and society 
as a whole, and not exclusively to Christians. This is largely true, as derecho de piso is an 
important and frequently used income generating activity of drug cartels. However, it is 
possible to justify the specificity of this threat for actively practicing Christians for a number 
of reasons. Church services are unique in terms of their visibility, frequency and the great 
number of people they attract. They are also generally easy to enter because most churches 
want to be welcoming to visitors. The most important reason why churches are particularly 
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vulnerable to this kind of threats is because they are simply attractive targets for extortion, 
often because they are perceived to have large amounts of money because of the offerings they 
collect.85 In other words, churches are often viewed by criminal organizations as revenue 
centers. In addition, the fact that churches generally do not fight back when attacked only 
makes them more attractive to organized crime, as already indicated. 
 
Guillermo Trejo, a scholar at Notre Dame University, asserts that civil society as a whole is 
vulnerable to threats from organized crime. In an article in El País, he explains that criminal 
organizations in TS and other states have in recent years changed their focus from controlling 
drug trafficking to taking over political power at the municipal level in order to extract local 
resources. This implies there is no room for any form of social organization, as it is easier for 
criminals to control a society where levels of social capital are low.86 Any civil society initiative 
is therefore likely to be threatened by organized crime, whether it results from some form of 
Christian conviction or behavior or not. 
 
 
Conclusions 
 
The specificity of the vulnerability of actively practicing Christians is observable mainly in the 
field of religious participation (church attendance) and missionary activity, and much less in 
the field of civic participation. The high degree of specificity of the vulnerability of this 
religious minority as a result of church attendance and missionary activity is explained mainly 
by its (perceived) economic power (through the money collected by offerings) and its moral 
influence. Civic participation increases vulnerability of actively practicing Christians, but 
nevertheless has a much lower degree of specificity for this religious minority, even though 
Christians engaging in civic participation do so as a result of their religious convictions. 
 
It is often argued that because organized crime affects the whole population, it is irrelevant to 
consider it as particularly threatening for religious groups. What these skeptics are basically 
saying is that there is no specificity to Christians of threats caused by organized crime. In this 
assessment I have shown that there is indeed no specificity to Christians when this group is 
defined by religious identity, but that there arguably is a considerable degree of specificity to 
the threats for actively practicing Christians. Christians are not intrinsically vulnerable, at least 
not more than any other citizen living in a context of organized crime, but the more active 
forms of religious behavior make them more vulnerable. In other words, the identifiable 
specificity of the vulnerability of Christians in northeast Mexico does not lie in their religious 
identity, but essentially in their religious behavior. 
 
The same skeptics argue that since organized crime has no religious motive, it is irrelevant to 
speak of restrictions of religious expression, or even religious persecution, of actively 
practicing Christians. By adopting the human security perspective, it can be observed that this 
religious minority does in fact possess an important vulnerability caused by organized crime, 
regardless of its motive. Moreover, even though the drug cartels most of the time may not have 
a religious motive, the behavior that makes actively practicing Christians vulnerable is inspired 
by religious convictions, and as my analysis shows, their resulting behavior does increase their 
vulnerability to specific threats. In fact, the motives of organized crime to target actively 
practicing Christians are varied. They are generally not religious, but mostly motivated by 
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12/10/2014. 
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economic interests (when Christians and churches are viewed as revenue centers) and power-
political considerations (when certain forms of religious behavior threaten their influence). 
 
The finding that most of the identified threats to actively practicing Christians can be 
considered to have a medium or low degree of specificity to this religious minority is important. 
It implies that organized crime does indeed affect the whole population, but not indistinctly; 
there is an identifiable specificity in the vulnerability of actively practicing Christians in the 
case of northeast Mexico. 
 
 
5.4.3 Resilience assessment 
 
In the resilience assessment, I specifically look at the resilience of actively practicing 
Christians, viewing this group not merely as a passive subject or a victim of human security 
threats, but as an agent seeking to reduce its vulnerability. In this section, I use the anecdotal 
evidence that I collected in the field trips to describe coping mechanisms of actively practicing 
Christians, followed by some conclusions. 
 
 
Coping mechanisms 
 
During the field trips for this research, I asked my interviewees to reflect on the mechanisms 
that actively practicing Christians, as a vulnerable group, have adopted to try to cope with the 
threats they are vulnerable to. Many interviewees had a hard time providing answers to this 
question, which revealed that the reflection about coping mechanisms and the overall resilience 
to criminal violence is not very developed. Applying the theoretical framework developed in 
chapter 4, I distinguish eight categories of coping mechanisms. 
 
 
Avoidance 
 
Avoidance is by far the most common response to organized crime among actively practicing 
Christians. Their active practice is limited in most cases to ‘classic’ religious behavior such as 
church attendance but not much more. Some also chose to move to other parts of the country, 
rather than to continue enduring the threats. This is true for the religious minority under study 
as much as for anyone else (Schedler 2015). The avoidance strategy does not always succeed 
in avoiding harm. As I have shown, religious behavior such as leading a church or attending 
one already increases the risk of human security threats. Moreover, when a drug cartel takes 
control of a particular area, all influential people, including church leaders, are subject to the 
same surveillance and threats.  
 
Often, Christians deliberately avoid any behavior that could expose them, such as publicly 
denouncing injustice or engaging in any initiatives that could cause them to be threatened by 
organized crime. The fact that only a minority of Christians engage in civic participation is 
understandable. Not only is it dangerous, but the dominant theology in the area under study 
does not encourage social engagement (Petri 2012). In addition, the “normalization of 
violence” also leads many to become apathetic to some degree (Schedler 2015). Among other 
interviewees, one pastor confirms this assessment: “There is no strategy in any of the churches 
to change the situation of organized crime. Many church leaders are too afraid to speak out. 
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All they can do is pray.”87 Another minister agrees: “There is a lot of apathy among Christians. 
Most Christians simply don’t leave the four walls of the church.”88 
 
 
Spiritual endurance 

 
Strong religious convictions (‘faith’) decrease vulnerability because they lead to increased self-
awareness. This is not necessarily a guarantee for protection, of course, but throughout the 
interviews conducted for this research it became clear that Christians with strong religious 
convictions had increased moral strength and were often more able of defending themselves 
against threats. This is illustrated by the story of a girl I interviewed who was kidnapped by 
Los Zetas:  
 

“I was abducted along with other people by Los Zetas because I happened to 
witness one of their raids. I had every reason to fear for my life and that of my 
10-year-old niece who was abducted as well. But I stood up and took authority. 
I told them: ‘I am a Christian, you are not going to rape me. You are not allowed. 
You are going to release me and my niece, and you are going to give us food. I 
also want you to take off all your Santa Muerte amulets.’ Amazingly enough, 
they all did what I said. I prayed with these men and all the people abducted. 
Nothing happened to us, and after three days, my niece and I were released!”89 

 
There are indications that citizens of especially TS and NL appear to seek refuge in Christianity. 
The newspaper El Universal writes in an article that religious practice has increased as a result 
of “the violence”, but also that “faith [is increasingly considered] as an arm against the 
violence”, citing successful faith-based initiatives against organized crime such as the purge of 
the police department of Guadalupe (NL) that I describe further down.90 
 
 
Compliance 
 
To many actively practicing Christians, compliance is an important survival strategy. In my 
interviews, it became very clear that many Christian church leaders and business owners who 
are extorted choose to pay, and do not report these threats to the police. When church services 
or missionary programs are ordered to stop by the drug cartels, most generally accept. 
 
 
Social wisdom 
 
The default option of most Christians in northeast Mexico not to engage injustice for the 
various reasons discussed above also implies that there is very little reflection on what social 
wisdom as a coping mechanism should look like. This being said, people are generally very 
cautious in their dealings with the drug cartels and avoid provoking them as much as possible, 
resorting to avoidance and compliance mechanisms. 
 

                                                             
87 Interview with MX07 (2014). 
88 Interview with MX01 (2014). 
89 Interview with MX27 (2014). 
90 “La fe como arma contra la violencia”, El Universal, 03/01/2017. 
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There are two areas that stand out from the threat assessment that could benefit from a deeper 
reflection on social wisdom. The first is the evangelization of cartel members (threat 7). That 
this is risky is obvious, but research from El Salvador about the desistance from gangs as a 
result of genuine conversion suggests that there are ways in which this could be done in such a 
way that the reaction of the drug cartels is minimized. In the case of El Salvador, faith-based 
societal reinsertion programs for gang members are tolerated by gang leaders if they are 
perceived to be earnest in their intentions, show a genuine interest in addressing the concerns 
of the gang members and refrain from reporting them to the police. Just like in various areas of 
Mexico, criminal organizations in El Salvador extort and assault large churches, but there gangs 
seem to respect smaller churches that are genuinely concerned with social matters such as 
extreme poverty (Brenneman 2014; Orozco Flores 2014; Orellana 2017; Arauz Cantón & Petri 
2018). The second area concerns the risk of extortion and kidnap-for-ransom when holding 
church services (threats 2 and 3). There is a tension here that is not easy to resolve, between 
being secure and being open and welcoming, not just to all, but particularly to people who are 
dangerous, and/or are themselves associated with the gangs, but may be considering changing 
their lives. 
 
 
Moral standing 
 
In some cases, cartel members have expressed that they respect Christians and their leaders, 
and spare them in particular conflicts.91 For example, one interviewee shared: “Many cartel 
members are Christians or used to be Christians. This means they respect Christians. They also 
feel threatened by Christians because they fear the power of prayer. They also fear to lose their 
leaders if they convert to Christianity.”92 Another source said: “Criminals respect Christians, 
except when they are under the influence of drugs. Then, they don’t know what they do.”93 In 
a letter received by a staff worker of a Christian NGO, a pastor from the city of Ciudad Victoria 
(TS) describes how he and another pastor traveling with him were stopped by criminals on the 
highway between Matamoros and Ciudad Victoria. When the criminals found out the two men 
were Christians, they let them go and explicitly said that they decided not to rob them “because 
they were men of God.”94 
 
I obtained similar testimonies from other interviewees. One source shared how a friend who 
was abducted by Los Zetas was released when they learned he was a Christian.95 A girl who 
had been kidnapped by Los Zetas shared the following: “They were going to shoot me, but 
something happened with the gun they were using because the bullet did not come out. One of 
Los Zetas told his partners to release me, saying that no one could touch this girl because God 
was with her.”96 It appears that Los Zetas have some degree of respect for religion, possibly 
because many of them are extremely superstitious as is illustrated by their attachment to the 
Santa Muerte cult. Some interviewees also indicated that some gang members were raised in 
Christian families and continue to hold the religion in esteem, in spite of their involvement in 
crime. In the majority of cases, however, this does not happen, and it appears that most 
criminals have no respect whatsoever for religion and religious institutions. 
 
  

                                                             
91 Interview with MX14 (2014). 
92 Interview with MX07 (2014). 
93 Interview with MX06 (2014). 
94 Interview with MX23 (2014). 
95 Interview with MX18 (2014). 
96 Interview with MX23 (2014). 
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Solidarity 
 
“Organized violence makes it structurally difficult for passive spectators to become solidary 
actors”, writes Schedler (2015:215). In the case of actively practicing Christians, solidarity is 
largely lacking. I did not observe this to be a concern in any of the interviews I conducted. 
Although this finding may be somewhat surprising because one would expect a religious 
community to experience at least some level of solidarity among its members, this can be 
explained by the predominant expression of Christianity in this area that is both very 
spiritualized – less concerned with material needs – and individualistic – focused on individual 
salvation and much less on material needs of the community and social transformation –, often 
in combination with the teachings of the so-called ‘prosperity gospel’, popular among 
Pentecostal groups, which is the belief that God’s will for his followers is to receive material 
blessings (Steigenga & Cleary 2007; RIFREM 2016). 
 
 
Collective action 
 
As said above, not many actively practicing Christians engage in collective action, which 
increases their vulnerability to suffer human security threats. However, some initiatives by 
actively practicing Christians aiming at transforming society can increase their resilience. An 
example of a successful initiative to re-establish security is the way police commanders Enrique 
Alberto San Miguel and Florencio Santos purged the Monterrey police from infiltrated cartel 
members and eliminated the corruption within the police department (ICG 2013:23-24). When 
interviewed, Santos explained that this initiative was preceded by the forming of a coalition of 
Christian pastors in Guadalupe (NL) who started praying for the restoration of law and order 
in the municipality and worked together with the newly appointed police director to instill 
values into the reformed police force.97 A police officer recalled:  
 

“The positive changes in the police department started with the church leaders 
coming together to pray, acting in unity to respond to the loss of values in the 
city. This resulted in the rehabilitation of the police department and created the 
conditions for the police to address the violence.”98 

 
The model was so successful – the violence caused by Los Zetas was effectively reduced – it 
is being replicated in other cities, including in Ciudad Victoria (TS). A pastor from that city 
told me he teaches values to a thousand police officers every week at the request of the 
Secretary for Security of the state government of TS.99 The same is true for social initiatives 
that keep youths away from crime. The example of the football team created by Daniel Pérez 
is now being replicated in other locations as well.100 
 
Apart from these isolated initiatives, I did not come across any concerted efforts of actively 
practicing Christians to advocate for their rights at the federal or international levels. This can 
be explained by the small demographic size of this group, as well as their internal divisions: 
there is a total of 7,616 registered Christian denominations (INEGI 2010), with little 
interdenominational collaboration. Moreover, I have observed that many church leaders do not 

                                                             
97 Interview with Florencio Santos (2014); “Cuando la fe es lo único que queda... frente a la inseguridad”, Posta, 
10/01/2017. 
98 Interview with MX03 (2014). 
99 Interview with MX06 (2014). 
100 Interviews with Daniel Pérez and MX23 (2014). 
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naturally think in terms of political solutions for their problems. This makes it difficult for this 
group to effectively respond to the threats posed by organized crime, and greatly reduces their 
advocacy capacity. 
 
 
Taking up arms 
 
I did not come across any evidence that actively practicing Christians are taking up arms or 
forming self-defense militias, like the citizens of Cherán in the state of Michoacán did.101 I did 
observe that larger churches do hire private security companies, but there is no ‘military’ 
strategy on behalf of actively practicing Christians do defend themselves against threats. Only 
in June 2018 did the Catholic Church issue a security protocol to advise priests and church 
administrators on how to ensure their personal safety and that of church buildings (CEM 2018). 
 
 
Conclusions 
 
The examples presented in this section show that civic participation can be effective and 
instrumental to increasing the resilience of actively practicing Christians. In many cases, 
however, civic participation of actively practicing Christians also increases their vulnerability, 
especially when it threatens the operations of organized crime, as was argued in the threat 
assessment. Moreover, it must be observed that reducing human security risks is not really on 
the agenda of actively practicing Christians – none of the interviewees for this case study spoke 
about strategies devised by churches or Christian institutions to cope with the threats that they 
face. Indeed, apart from some exceptions like the positive involvement of Christian leaders in 
the police department of Guadalupe (NL) or the security protocol issued by the Mexican 
Catholic Church, there is no noteworthy reflection or self-awareness among Christian leaders 
about how the threats posed by organized crime could be mitigated. Fieldwork I conducted for 
an international charity in Nigeria in June 2014 and for the Observatory of Religious Freedom 
in Latin America in El Salvador in May 2018, in which I asked religious leaders about their 
response to religious persecution and violence revealed a similar pattern. A reflection about 
how these vulnerable communities could cope with the violence is generally lacking. Most 
interviewees seemed to have accepted the violence as normal and were not conscious about the 
specific restrictions it places on their religious freedom.  
 
The lack of reflection about coping mechanisms is a missed opportunity because actively 
practicing Christians, if organized and united, can contribute their knowledge and experience 
to combat impunity and corruption. Often, the focus of most Christian leaders is restricted to 
church related issues, leaving aside the potential contribution churches could make to national 
debates on the major issues affecting society, including the pervasiveness of organized crime. 
 
 
5.5 Evaluation 
 
This section evaluates the application of the RM-VAT to actively practicing Christians in NL, 
TS and SP. After presenting its analytical contributions (5.5.1), I discuss some of its limitations 
(5.5.2). 
 
 
                                                             
101 “Cheran: The town that threw out police, politicians and gangsters”, BBC, 13/10/2016. 
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5.5.1 Contributions 
 
The contributions of the application of the RM-VAT are to a large degree the result of its 
methodological design, which enables it to observe aspects of the vulnerability of religious 
minorities that are overlooked by most RFATs and by narrative analyses about religious 
freedom. These aspects are related to the shifts in focus that were made possible by the adoption 
of the human security perspective and by the alternative definitions of religion, religious 
minority and religious freedom. This allowed me to consider active forms of religious behavior 
instead of religious identity only, threats to religious minorities that do not result from a 
religious motive, the role of non-state actors such as organized crime and the subnational level. 
 
As a result of these methodological innovations, in this case study I was able to detect trends 
in three areas. The first concerns the relation between religious identity-behavior and 
vulnerability. In the threat assessment I found that, as a general rule, the more active the 
religious behavior of Christians, the greater the risk to suffer human rights abuses. Although 
this was expected, I also found that semi-active forms of religious behavior, such as church 
attendance, also imply a risk of extortion and kidnapping. Religious identity, however, is not 
in any way related to vulnerability, unless it is related to theft of church property. Connected 
to this, a finding of this case study is that non-religious motives such as ‘greed’ can be an 
important reason for drug cartels to threaten the observed religious minority. This being said, 
‘grievance’ also plays a role in explaining the vulnerability of actively practicing Christians, 
considering the threats that are related to Santa Muerte. 
 
The second contribution of this case study is related to the specificity of the vulnerability of 
religious minorities. I was able to demonstrate that the common narrative that religion is not 
singled out by organized crime is wrong, or at the very least, a representation of reality that is 
too simplified. Organized crime does have a problem with religion, but it must be qualified. 
Indeed, organized crime is not concerned with religion in general, but only with expressions of 
religion that threaten their interests or when religious organizations become a revenue center. 
Although it may be true that non-religious individuals and groups are also targeted by 
organized crime when their activities threaten their interests (such as journalists and human 
rights defenders) or when they are viewed as revenue centers (such as large businesses), it is 
possible to isolate some degree of specificity of the vulnerability of actively practicing 
Christians that is related to aspects they do not share with other groups such as their moral 
influence, their mobilization capacity, their generally passive response to attacks and the 
welcoming vocation of churches which makes them an easy target, their missionary activity 
and the offering money they handle. In other words, actively practicing Christians and other 
groups share a similar vulnerability, but there are elements that are unique to this minority. 
 
Finally, through the application of the RM-VAT I was able to observe that the drug cartels, 
especially when they take over traditional roles of the state, effectively regulate essential 
aspects of religion, in ways that are similar to authoritarian governments. Indeed, things like 
charging churches so they can remain opened (through the protection rackets), the imposed 
curfews at specific hours, the censorship of the contents of sermons, the elimination of leaders 
that are too critical, the reporting requirements of religious leaders, the prohibition of charitable 
work, are characteristic features of political regimes that repress religious expression. Going 
even further, this suggests that instead of observing the formal government and its failure to 
enforce religious freedom and protect religious minorities, as RFATs do, the de facto 
government and the religious policies it imposes should be observed. 
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5.5.2 Limitations 
 
Notwithstanding the overlooked and misjudged aspects of the vulnerability of actively 
practicing Christians to organized crime in NL, TS and SP that the RM-VAT was able to reveal, 
the tool also has some methodological and empirical limitations. The first set of limitations of 
the RM-VAT in this particular context are related to its replicability. The replicability of the 
RM-VAT is first of all limited because of security considerations. The fieldwork conducted for 
this case study was essential, considering that secondary sources only provided a partial picture, 
but also dangerous. As explained in the section on security risks, some areas could not be 
visited because of the risk of kidnapping, and some interviewees were not willing to give 
interviews because of security concerns. This makes it difficult, although not impossible, for 
another researcher to apply the RM-VAT to the same area or other areas with similar contexts. 
 
Safety considerations aside, the replicability of the fieldwork in the context of NL, TS and SP 
by other researchers is limited without the network of confessional organizations that I 
benefited from. By speaking to different people and asking different questions they could arrive 
at a different list of threats than I did. Although this is a real possibility, I believe the 
replicability of the findings of this case study is high because the identified threats possess an 
intrinsic heuristic value. In other words, another researcher may make slightly different 
observations, but the essence of the threat assessment should not vary. Moreover, in similar 
contexts, the threat assessment should yield similar results. Anecdotal evidence, such as data 
collected by the Violent Incidents Database of the Observatory of Religious Freedom in Latin 
America, points to similar threats in other areas of Mexico and in other Latin American 
countries. Fieldwork I conducted in El Salvador in 2018 also allowed me to identify similar 
patterns (Arauz Cantón & Petri 2018). 
 
Because the relation between religious freedom and organized crime is such an unexplored 
topic, statistics and other secondary sources are not easily available. I used whatever secondary 
sources I could find, but this case study nevertheless relied to a large degree on anecdotal 
evidence. I tried to mitigate the risk of subjectivity as much as possible by experimental 
confirmation through similar interviews in order to approximate inter-subjectivity. 
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