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Director: Victor Hinojosa, PhD 

 

 

This thesis examines a long history of Christianity in Latin America in 

conjunction with a more recent phenomenon: the migration crisis in Central America. It 

builds on a study into the history of religion and social action and uses research from 

primary sources and news reports to find the interaction between migrants and Christians 

in Central America. This thesis consists of two chapters studying a broad overview of 

religion and then looks at overall trends of religious interaction with migrants through 

public statements of religious leaders and direct actions taken by them. It includes three 

case studies, Nicaragua, Guatemala, and Mexico to show these trends in specific places 

and to draw conclusions. Through these studies, it finds that Catholic Churches tend to 

have more coordinated, structured efforts and more public statements, while Protestant 

churches tend to have more individualized approaches and localized efforts. Overall, it 

concludes that Christians can have great impact on individual migrants, seen through 

national efforts by Catholics and localized actions by Protestants.  
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CHAPTER ONE 

 

Introduction 

 

 

International migration is constantly changing. It is a topic the Western 

Hemisphere has focused on in recent decades, as governments attempt to make policy 

dealing with migrants while civilians interact with migrants or migrate themselves. Many 

scholars have studied the causes and effects of migration in the Americas, but few have 

studied it in conjunction with one of the main characteristics of many Latin Americans in 

particular: their religiosity in Christianity. This thesis examines what the Central 

American churches say about migrants and how churches in Mexico and Central America 

treats migrants in an attempt to understand the impact of religion on migration. Many of 

the migrants themselves are Christian so are likely to listen to claims made by Christian 

leaders or seek their help. Many of the people that migrants encounter are Christian as 

well. As religion plays such a large part of overall life in Latin America, it must have an 

impact on the major phenomenon of migration, and this thesis studies those connections, 

finding that Christians of both Catholic and Protestant denominations interact with 

migration through statements and actions on a global, Catholic, and local, Protestant, 

scale. The remainder of this chapter will define terms used throughout the thesis to offer 

clarity as well as provide an outline of the thesis.  

The central migration phenomenon that this thesis studies is occurring in Central 

America. Central America (including Mexico) is one of the main areas in Latin America 

experiencing large numbers of migration and impacts on daily life for people in their 
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home states and others. Scholars and governments have labeled the recent movement of 

the region's peoples a migration crisis or a refugee crisis. The United Nations stated that 

there has been over a 2000 percent increase in the number of migrants from the Northern 

Triangle seeking refuge in other countries since 2011 (“Central American Refugee 

Crisis”). There are hundreds of thousands of Central Americans that have migrated 

recently, and this number will likely continue to rise for reasons explored further in later 

chapters of this thesis. These people come from specific situations and travel through 

many different areas and groups of people as they migrate, and this thesis will explore 

how specifically-religious groups interact with these migrants. 

One important note about these migrants is that many of them travel in 

“caravans,” a buzzword used to describe Central American migrants but also a key 

defining factor of this specific migration crisis. Migrant caravans through Central 

America often begin in a specific country and city as families join together to begin 

migrating north, often toward the United States. As they travel, other migrants join them 

along the way. Many of these caravans grow to be thousands of members large, offering 

protection and support for those in the group (“Migrant Caravan”). For this study, these 

caravans matter as many people travel together through many countries. Organizations 

that interact with these caravans thus interact with more migrants, but they also receive 

more media attention as the press follows the journey of caravans. Many of the sources 

throughout this thesis come from reports on migrant caravans and events surrounding 

them. 

With such large movements and the subsequent disruptions of daily life in Latin 

America as a result, it is essential to study the involvements Christians and Christian 
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organizations have. This thesis will study Christianity in Latin America in depth, as it is 

important to note that the religion has been a major part of life for the region since 

colonial times and remains the majority religion throughout Latin America today. 

Christian churches, both Catholic and Protestant, has had a deep and varied history in the 

region as a whole, including Central America. This has influenced the religion in the area 

today and how adherents to it carry out daily life. This thesis looks at that history and 

how it has changed in modern times. It uses this basis as it determines how Christians 

interact with migrants, specifically how they help and support them as they travel, and 

before or after they migrate.  

There are other key terms to lay out, ones that are essential throughout this thesis 

and may need clarification. An important note is that this thesis will mainly use the word 

“migrant” throughout to describe people that leave their homes to travel to another. In 

most cases in Central America, these migrants are refugees or those seeking asylum after 

being physically forced to leave their home or feeling that they must as a result of the 

state of their home countries and cities. Rather than use “refugee” and “asylum seeker” 

throughout, this thesis will use migrant to include all the people that make up these 

caravans and movements, not only those that seek to apply for asylum or even 

successfully do so. The term caravan in this context has been defined and will be 

explored further as many come into contact with Christian organizations throughout this 

thesis.  

Other important terms regarding migration used throughout this thesis describe 

the role countries play in migration. “Origin country” is used to describe the countries 

from which migrants come. For example, in 2018, Mexico, El Salvador, and Guatemala 
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were the three largest migrant origin countries to the United States from Central America 

(“Largest U.S. Immigrations Groups Over Time”). In this situation, the United States is 

the “destination country,” the country that migrants reach, or are trying to reach, at the 

end of their migration. The last term, “transit country,” refers to the country that migrants 

travel through as they make their journey. However, these terms can be very fluid 

depending on the situation. Transit countries can change to the destination country if 

migrants stop and stay, or destination countries can be transit countries if migrants then 

leave. A single country can be one, two, or all three of these. The case study on 

Guatemala will look at how these different roles states play impact migrants and inspire 

Christians to act in response to them.  

With these inspirations and terms in mind, this thesis studies the migration and 

religion in Latin America through five chapters. Chapter Two outlines a broad history of 

Christianity in Latin America beginning in colonial times with European settlers. This 

history sets the background for Christianity in Latin America and shows the inspiration 

for many actions of churches today. The chapter looks at both Catholicism and 

Protestantism to show similarities and differences in the two. This comparison is not a 

major focus of this thesis, but it is important in understanding religious actors and allows 

a framework to study many different Christian denominations later as they interact with 

migrants. The chapter looks at Central America as well, setting the context for this 

specific study. The look at religion in Latin America overall is important as it influences 

citizens in Central America, and it shows how Christianity in Central America is unique 

from other similar countries as well.  
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Chapter Three looks at specific instances of how religious organizations, mainly 

churches, have interacted with migrants in recent history and in modern times. By using 

the background built in Chapter Two, this chapter finds a common humanitarian urge in 

Latin American Christianity and explores how this has influenced interactions with 

migrants. It begins by looking at the direct writings and statements of Latin American 

religious leaders, including pastoral letters, interviews, and novels by educators of the 

faith. It looks at their direct words about support for migration, as well as calls to origin 

countries to try to reduce the need for migration. The chapter also looks at the impacts 

these leaders have had, finding direct and indirect results they have had on the migration 

debate. Chapter Three then goes on to look at direct action that religious organizations, 

namely churches, have given to migrants, including setting up shelters and aiding 

migrants on their journey. It ends by looking at how all of these actions make up overall 

goals of Christians as they deal with migration and the impacts that they have on 

migrants. 

Chapters Four, Five, and Six include the case studies of this thesis that use the 

background provided by overall observations on religion in Latin America and religious 

interaction with migration to show examples of these phenomena in Central America and 

predict how they may change in the future. Chapter Four is a case study on Nicaragua, a 

state that mainly serves as an origin country for migrants in Central America. It examines 

a history of religion in Nicaragua and the migration situation in the state. It then studies 

specific examples of Christians, both Catholic and Protestant interacting with migrants, in 

recent history and current times. It ends by predicting how these religious groups will 
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impact migration in Nicaragua in the future, both on topic of religion and the crisis 

overall, and on the small scale with individuals who could look to migrate.  

Chapter Five is very similar to Chapter Four, though it focuses on Guatemala 

instead. This chapter studies Guatemala as an origin and a transit country, one that 

experiences large numbers of emigration as well as large numbers of migrants and 

caravans traveling through. A particular focus is the Safe Third Country Agreement 

between the United States and Guatemala and how this changes the country’s role in 

migration and how Christians assist migrants. The chapter examines a history of religion 

and migration in the country, and specific ways religious groups have assisted migrants 

and those that may migrate. It then compares Guatemala and Nicaragua, finding ways 

that they hold other patterns of Latin America up and ways they differ. It predicts how 

the two will impact migration overall in the future.  

Chapter Six is the final case study, looking at Mexico. It examines Mexico, even 

though not often included as a part of Central America, to gain a fuller understanding of 

the migration crisis. Mexico is an essential country in understanding the end of the 

journey of migrant caravans and offers many examples that help draw clear conclusions 

about migration and religion in Latin America. The case study examines a history of 

religion in Mexico, its changing migration history from an origin country to a destination 

country, and how Christians interact with the migrants that travel through and stay in 

Mexico. It looks closely at the “Remain in Mexico” policy and the impact church leaders 

have had on it. It ends by predicting how this situation will change in the future, as well 

as by comparing and contrasting all three case studies.  
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This thesis concludes, much like each chapter, by offering some predictions for 

the future of the migration crisis in Central America. It draws conclusions that can be 

applied to all of Central America based on this thesis and these case studies and makes 

predictions for the future. It uses history of religion and migration, as well as the specific 

examples from Guatemala and Nicaragua, to answer the main question of this thesis. It 

finds that Christian churches and people have an impact on individual migrants, but they 

do not have the power to make great change to reduce the migration crisis and change 

policy in major countries like the United States. Catholic churches tend to have more 

coordinated, national efforts to assist migrants and make public statements, while 

Protestant churches tend to take localized, unique approaches to aid migrants in 

individual ways. Christians can, however, have meaningful interactions with migrants 

and influence the crisis in this way. This final chapter offers some areas where this study 

could be expanded, as well as ways it could be continued in the future to follow trends 

and prove or disprove the predictions presented.  
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CHAPTER TWO 

 

 Religion and Latin America  

 

 

Religion in Latin America has been a major source of identity and inspiration 

since indigenous groups began the practice. Christianity has been one of those major, and 

the most influential, religions since colonial times. The Spanish and Portuguese settlers to 

the continent brought Roman Catholic beliefs that, though at the cost of decimation of 

indigenous religion, still persist to this day. In modern times, some indigenous religions 

remain, as well as religious syncretism that incorporate indigenous, Latin American, and 

African spirituality. Over these traditions though, the overwhelming majority of Latin 

Americans practice Catholicism. As time progresses from the colonial introduction of 

Catholicism, more Latin Americans have embraced evangelical Christianity and followed 

its practices, particularly through the Pentecostal faith tradition. These changes impact 

daily practices, social justice pursuits, and the impact of church leadership on the 

community.  

 

Catholicism in Latin America 

Settlers to Latin America from Spain and Portugal brought their religion with 

them, using lay people, priests, and missionaries to establish the religion of the mother 

country in the colonies. Spain used religion as a justification for colonization, seeing the 

spread of Roman Catholic Christianity as vital to add souls to the Church and, inspired by 

the Reconquest of Spain, outpace the spread of Islam (Lynch 12). According to John 

Lynch, “there were no clergy on the first voyage of Columbus, though the enterprise was 
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inspired by evangelization and Columbus himself was convinced of his providential 

mission: he was a servant chosen by God to take the faith to new peoples” (Lynch 11). 

He goes on to say that the first mission to Mexico in 1524 involved a display with Cortés 

and his men meant to impress the indigenous people in the region and convince them of 

the power of Christianity, leading to 50 years of the “great age of the friars” in Latin 

America (12). From these pursuits, Catholicism spread across the native population and 

gained many converts all throughout the region, often forcefully. It soon became the 

dominant religious practice in Latin America. 

Catholicism had an identity that came with it, shaped by doctrine and church 

hierarchy. The spread of the religion in Latin America would not have been possible 

without broad networks and the importance of community engagement. In a comparative 

study on Christianity in Latin America, Africa, and Asia, authors state that, 

“Catholicism…guaranteed the cohesion of the newly emerging society” (Delgado 361). 

The hierarchy of the church gave new members local priests and clergy to connect to and 

learn from, creating a cohesive society to build the religion. At the same time, the 

structure of the religion gave all members common beliefs and expectations to practice. 

John F. Schwaller studies the Catholic Church as an institution in Latin America, saying 

that, “religious orders within the Church created vertically integrated commercial 

activities…the Church also monitored the homogeneity of the philosophical 

underpinnings of the society, assuring conformity of thought” (Schwaller 1). The faith 

and tradition of Catholicism gave missionaries the tools to spread the religion and build a 

strong, homogenous community around it. Members were expected to believe in the same 

doctrine about the divinity of Jesus and the power of saints over daily life. This system 
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lent itself to collective action. Catholics were also expected to act the same way, 

following expectations like taking the Eucharist and confession. Many in Latin America 

joined and built a large, single-minded community.  

One major example of collective action of the Catholic Church in colonial Latin 

America was a push for social justice. A particularly famous example of this drive is 

represented in Bartolomé de las Casas, a Dominican friar who fought for the rights of 

indigenous peoples suffering under unjust treatment by conquistadores. Friar las Casas 

was sent to the Indies on mission from Spain, where he was appalled at the treatment of 

the native peoples by those from the mother country. He became outspoken against the 

injustices occurring, writing about and arguing for the dignity of human life and the greed 

that inspired those from Spain instead of the passion for evangelization that they claimed 

(las Casas 2). In his “Short Account of the Destruction of the Indies,” las Casas wrote:  

Considering, then, most potent lord, the evils and harm, the 

perditions and ruin the equals or likes of which, never were men 

imagined capable of doing considering…I have seen committed 

upon those so many and such great kingdoms, or better said, that 

entire vast and new world of the Indies lands conceded and given in 

trust by God and His Church to the king and queen of Castile, to rule 

and govern them, convert them to belief in Christ and the Holy 

Catholic Church, and give them to prosper temporally and 

spiritually, this subject was not able to contain himself from 

supplicating with Your Majesty, most importunely, that Your 

Majesty not concede such licence nor allow those terrible things that 

the tyrants did invent, pursue, and have committed against those 

peaceable, humble, and meek Indian peoples, who offend no person 

(1). 

 

His writing shows that, based on God’s love and the expectations He would have for 

those working in His name, the Spanish settlers were not acting in line with Catholicism. 

Members of the Church were supposed to act in a God-focused way, but las Casas shows 

here that many in power were using their position to cause harm rather than help those in 
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need. The Church is supposed to focus on compassion and community to reflect God’s 

will, and members like las Casas called this fact to attention when others were not 

following expectations. Friar las Casas shows an emphasis on social justice in the Church 

with his call for fair treatment for Amerindians, and the modern Catholic Church 

remembers his passion today. Blackfriars: Oxford, a religious community of clergy, 

scholars, and laypeople in the heart of Oxford, maintain the Las Casas Institute that uses 

Catholic Social Teaching and las Casas’s legacy to seek social justice in modern times 

and find answers to difficult questions in society (“Las Casas Institute”). There is some 

controversy surrounding las Casas, especially as he himself was a slave owner as he 

called for human rights, but he still stands out as one of few champions for human rights 

in a time of conquest (Hunter-Kilmer 1). This legacy continues in Latin American 

Catholics today. 

Catholicism still remains a major part of modern Latin American life. Pew 

Researchers found that in 2014, 69 percent of the 30,000 adults surveyed were practicing 

Catholics (“Religion in Latin America”).  However, 84 percent of the total surveyed were 

raised Catholic, showing a decline in Catholicism as many surveyed had converted to 

Protestantism, another religion, or away from religion altogether later in life (“Religion in 

Latin America”). In spite of this, the Catholic Church is still strong in Latin America and 

many are raised in the faith, learning the expectations and practices of Catholicism. The 

religion in Latin America, drawing on history like the writings of las Casas, still 

emphasizes assisting those in need as a major requirement of the faith. Many respondents 

to the Pew survey said that their church emphasizes charity to the needy as an incumbent 
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duty of Catholics (“Religion in Latin America”). These views continue the call for social 

justice seen in early Church members in Latin America like las Casas.  

The modern Catholic Church in Latin America also continues to emphasize the 

connective, community-driven focus of the colonial Church as missionaries attempted to 

build a homogenous culture. Robert Sean Macklin studied modern progressive 

Catholicism in Latin America and the structure of those practicing it. He argues that, 

“while there were important differences among the different progressive sectors in the 

church, they shared fundamental commitment to denounce social injustices and promote 

lay movements'' (Macklin 228). In this section, Macklin is studying the evolution of 

progressive Catholicism in Chile and how, even though different groups supported 

different government parties and specific policies, they all wanted more justice for 

society and involvement of church members to achieve it (Macklin 228). Though it was 

not a direct transition from the colonial Catholic beliefs to modern beliefs as there were 

many different leaders and movements along the way, the modern Church still reflects 

the past in many ways. By looking at both the announcements and actions of the Church, 

Macklin finds similar values to the colonial church that emphasized connectivity and 

pursuit of rights for those in need. The statements of modern church leaders in Latin 

America, like St. Óscar Arnulfo Romero, have inspired modern Church members like 

Friar las Casas did in his own time period.  

This thesis will study the Catholic Church’s views on migration more fully in 

Chapter Three, but the Church’s history and current standing have developed a common 

view for those of the faith tradition on migration. Duncan Lawrence describes it as, 

“involvement in lobbying for comprehensive immigration reform and substantial pro-
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immigrant discourse” (144). The social justice efforts of colonial Catholicism and their 

emphasis in the modern Church give those of the faith a paradigm for migration, 

especially migration of refugees and asylum seekers as Catholics seek to serve the needy. 

The community focus of Catholicism helps as well, as Lawrence says, “the interesting 

nature of immigration in Latin America is that, despite ethnic differences, many of the 

regional migrants are Catholic, creating a religious link between groups otherwise 

divided along ethnic or national lines'' (147). The Catholic Church in Latin America thus 

has a reason to support migrants, as these migrants can be part of the Catholic community 

and need assistance from those in a position to help. While it may seem like an easy 

paradigm to adopt as the Church pushes one agenda, researchers from Georgetown 

University show some concerns as they say, “roles and actions are complicated by 

interreligious tensions, divisions within Catholic leadership and communities, 

competition linked to the rapid spread of evangelical Christianity, and historically 

complex relationships with the region’s large indigenous communities'' (Laria 1). The 

Roman Catholic Church is still a prominent force with a rich tradition in Latin America, 

and in Central America as Laria points out, but the religious landscape of Latin America 

is changing, as well as the power of the Catholic Church. This thesis will study this 

further in later chapters.  

 

Protestantism in Latin America 

As evidenced in the previous section, the dominant religion in Latin America 

since colonial times has been Christianity, mainly of the Catholic variant. However, 

Protestantism has had a presence in the region since the 19th century and has grown in 

prevalence in modern times. This branch of Christianity was introduced later than 
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Catholicism but quickly grew in number and influence in Latin America. Most notably, 

the evangelical and Pentecostal denominations have expanded in the region, specifically 

in Central America. 

Protestantism in Latin America, according to Paul Freston, had been ignored in 

academia until the 1990s, a fact confirmed by Stephen C. Dove in “Historical 

Protestantism in Latin America.” This was due to its smaller number of adherents when 

compared to Catholicism and a “secularization theory that its shelf-life would be short” 

("History, Current Reality, and Prospects of Pentecostalism in Latin America" 30). 

Freston argues, using recent data reports, that this lack of study does not reflect a lack of 

study material as he shows that Protestantism in Latin America has a deep history and is 

growing in popularity. This religion plays an important part in the region’s history and its 

current events. 

As stated previously, the history of Protestantism in Latin America is unclear at 

times due to a lack of study by academics, but both Freston and Dove offer an 

explanation of Protestant origins in Latin America. Protestantism had been illegal in 

Spanish colonies until the 1820s as the Crown protected the hegemony of Catholic priests 

in the region (Dove 286). After this ban was lifted, Protestants introduced their religion to 

the region, and many locals had converted and were influencing the religion by the mid-

1900s (Dove 286). The missionaries of the 1800s, though, tended to be diplomats and 

migrants that brought their religion with them, not practicing missionaries (Dove 287). 

This is part of the “historical Protestantism,” as Freston says, including the mainly 

Lutheran and Anglican migrants that influenced Latin American religion but did not 

actively seek change to the makeup of the region or its inhabitants (431). The later 
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Protestant sweep through Latin America, mostly made of Pentecostalism, began in the 

latter half of the 1800s, as United States missionaries began focusing on Latin America 

after Pentecostal revivals in their home country (Dove 289). Missionaries and converts 

grew in number, and by the1900s most converts to Protestantism joined the Pentecostal 

denomination and, while there were still fewer Protestants than Catholics, the 

practitioners began to have a voice in politics and sway in the hearts and morality of 

people.  

After its introduction and explosion in membership, Protestantism became tied 

with politics and those of the faith began to have similar views on social issues. Much 

like Catholicism, Protestantism built a common moral belief system, but while the 

Protestants often shared an identity in their title of cristiano, the lack of hierarchy in 

Protestantism did lead to fewer collective beliefs than Catholicism. For example, Dove 

says, “as with the rise of Pentecostalism, there was no single Protestant response to the 

question of how believers should engage politically, especially in times of increasing 

state violence” (300). He uses the Mexican revolution as an example, stating that many 

Protestant pastors and lay people fought with the northern armies, actively seeking their 

freedom. However, he goes on to say that:  

Throughout Latin America, the common ground shared by Latin 

American Protestants in politics has not been their ideology but 

rather an uneasiness with the quiescent position commonly espoused 

by missionaries. Members of historic Protestant churches have 

staked out definite political positions across the political spectrum, 

from supporting authoritarian regimes to advocating for revolution” 

(300). 

 

Protestants in Latin America have often agreed on taking direct action, though they have 

been divided on what that action should be. Most often, though, historical Pentecostalism 
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has offered efforts at liberalization with emphasis on toleration laws and attempts to 

improve society through education and schools (Dove 300). A major exception to this 

norm of toleration was the evangelical regime of Efraín Ríos Montt of Guatemala. 

Overall, though, social change for good has been a common goal of many Protestants in 

Latin America, and that trend continues today.   

Protestantism in modern Latin America has changed from an outlawed religion, to 

one of migrants, to mission work, to now minority local religions. Protestantism is still a 

minority religion in Latin America, competing with other Christian branches like 

Catholicism and non-Christian religions for adherents (Dove 300). According to a Pew 

study, nearly 19 percent of modern Latin Americans identify as Protestant (“Religion in 

Latin America”). While that number is low, it is much higher than the 9 percent of adults 

who were raised Protestant, showing a large number of converts and a large increase in 

the religion, while the Catholic Church has lost members as former Catholics embrace 

another religion or cease practicing one at all (“Religion in America”). Protestantism may 

be a minority religion, but Dove argues that it has been “far from…an anomalous 

external addendum to Latin American religious history…Protestantism has been an 

integral minority religion in the region” (300). The number of practitioners has plateaued 

somewhat, no longer following the explosion after missionaries began interacting with 

the region, but it continues to be an influential religion in Latin America and experiences 

net gains to membership while Catholicism experiences net loss.  

With fewer members than Catholicism and without the hierarchies present in 

Catholicism, Protestantism has become a very localized religion in Latin America. These 

practitioners are influenced mostly by the culture they are within, with some shared 
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similarities with other Protestants in Latin America. Dove argues, “it will be these 

national churches more than foreign missionaries that make decisions about how 

historical Protestantism will navigate the cultural and social realities of life in Latin 

America” (Dove 300). Members of the church are influenced by where they live, with 

some overall values that may come from the identity of the cristiano in Latin America, 

but that are contextualized. This can be seen very clearly in Robert Brenneman’s Homies 

and Hermanos. Brenneman conducts interviews in Guatemala, Honduras, and El 

Salvador with former gang members turned church members to understand why and how 

members are able to leave their gang. He concludes that gang members are often only 

able to escape gang life if they convert to Pentecostalism and fully dedicate their life to 

the church and all the requirements of a full member, like abstaining from drinking, 

attending regular church services, and carrying a bible with scripture memorized (260). 

Converts are seen as honest men after an emotional conversion, and their previous gang 

knows they will not join a competing one. In this case, Protestants are following broader 

norms like the importance of scripture and the support of the church body with an 

emphasis on morality (“Religion in Latin America”). However, Protestants in this region 

experience a different Protestantism than others in Latin America. These former gang 

members become Pentecostal and do so in a state where de-conversion would mean 

death. Converts are watched closely, and if they make a mistake they are killed. Churches 

must help their members here in a different way than other states must, to protect people 

who need support to live a new life (Brenneman 7). The Protestant churches of this 

region do not support gang violence, but they work to help those impacted by it and 

trying to escape, shaping their religion to fit their context.  
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This thesis will delve further into the Protestant church’s views on migration in a 

later chapter, but they often vary based on the region and locale of the members. In 

Freston’s “Evangelical Christianity and Democracy in Latin America,” he states that 

while much research has been done on religion in Latin America, few comprehensive 

works involving Protestantism and views have been published. With such a localized 

religion, specific church leaders and actions must be examined to gain a full picture of 

Protestantism and migration. Without the hierarchy and structure of the Catholic Church, 

Protestant views tend to differ and be more difficult to find than Catholic views.  

 

Christianity in Central America 

The previous sections examined Christianity as a whole in Latin America, setting 

the context for the study of religion and migration in this thesis. The overall context of 

Latin America is necessary for understanding religion and its influence in the region, and 

Central America mirrors the trends of the region as a whole. However, Protestantism is 

not the same minority religion in Central America that it is in the rest of the region. 

According to Pew research, 50 percent of adults in Central America identify as Catholic, 

while almost 40 percent identify as Protestant (“Religion in Latin America”). This means 

that almost all adults in Central America practice one of the two religions examined 

above, and almost equally. Protestantism still has fewer members than Catholicism, but 

the two religions both have many adherents and influence much of the population. 

The commonalities between Catholicism and Protestantism in Latin America are 

essential to understand in studying the impact Christianity has on migration in the region. 

The similarities, such as a moral code set in religion and support of the church body are 

important, but the differences, such as the lack of hierarchy in Protestantism and the 
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influence of culture on churches, play a part in attitudes toward migration as well. These 

similarities and differences will be part of the analysis of migration attitudes in the region 

and will offer explanations and potential future situations in Central America. 

 

Religion, Latin America, and the Future 

The history of Christianity in Latin America and the changes seen in it today all 

impact modern life in the region. Central America mirrors these trends as a whole. With 

the religion of those in Latin America being such an important part of life, it influences 

daily action and especially the hot topic issue of migration in modern times. This issue is 

viewed in a certain way by churches, in different ways among Protestant and Catholic 

Christians. However, many of these views come from the history of the religion in Latin 

America and carry on legacies of the past.   
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CHAPTER THREE 

 

 Religious Action Regarding Migration 

 

 

Migration is a major topic of discussion and policy decisions in modern times, 

especially as it pertains to migration within Latin America and to the United States. The 

religion of citizens in Latin America plays a large role in how citizens view migration 

and how churches interact with migrants and the government. This Christian identity also 

plays into how religious leaders address migration and topics related to it. This chapter 

will study how Catholic and Protestant people in Latin America engage with migration, 

primarily through public statements and direct action.   

These social actions based on religion are not new in Latin America. Certain 

religious organizations have been assisting migrants in Latin America since the 1980s. 

Chapter Nine of Christianities in Migration, titled “Migration, Pastoral Action, and Latin 

America,” studies how migration has changed through Latin America since colonial 

times, and how the church has changed as well. In 1979, a Conference of Latin American 

bishops from all throughout the region met to discuss problems in Latin America that the 

Church could address. This Conference set a precedent that was followed by another 

conference in Costa Rica in 1987 that established the Secretariat for the Pastoral of the 

Human Mobility (SEPMOV) to address the major topic of migration. This was one of the 

agencies that the Church took to aid migrants and better their lives and experiences. 

Authors of this chapter write: 
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Based on the needs of migrants, the [agencies of the Church] 

primarily provide shelter and food, but also advise them in relation 

to proper documentation and their rights, sensitize the rest of the 

population with regard to the situation of the migrant, develop 

training for occupational reorientation, provide employment, and 

collaborate with other public and private institutions that are 

dedicated to helping immigrants in line with the provisions of the 

Episcopal documents (Bidegain 181). 

 

These agencies were established by the Church to follow Catholic doctrine and assist the 

people in Latin America that needed help, just as religious actors from various branches 

of Christianity in Latin America have since colonization and the introduction of these 

religions. As migration increased from historical times and migrants faced harsh 

conditions on their journey, this Conference made action a primary goal of the Church. 

The authors of this chapter also recognize the actions taken by Jesuits in Latin America, 

like the Scalibrian branch that created a network of migrant shelters to aid refugees in 

2003 (Bidegain 18). These religious actors have set migrant assistance as a part of the 

Church on the continent, starting movements that continue today in other regions and 

other denominations. These movements come from a longstanding tradition of support 

for social action.  

This multinational Conference and its religious views and actions inspired many 

throughout Latin America. Bidegain in Christianties in Migration writes:  

At the same time, civil organizations in societies that are facing 

many problems being confronted by immigrants play a very 

important role in the enforcement and follow-up of the decisions at 

the government level. In 1996 the first Conference of Regional 

migration took place in the city of Puebla, Mexico, in order to 

promote cooperation between the countries of the region of 

Mesoamerica. It sought to address the issues that have been taking 

place at the common borders, confronting the traffic of people and 

protecting the rights of the undocumented migrants (181). 
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Organizations were taking actions, enabled by the Secretariat established at the 

Conference, to challenge the government and make life better for migrants. Bidegain 

goes on to say that through this effort, organizations demanded benefits from the 

government for migrants and worked with other groups to train pastors to care for 

migrants that they came into contact with. Through work with private and public 

operations, this Secretariat advocated for those that could not ask for assistance 

themselves as they let the government know what the migrants they were assisting 

needed.  

This organization was able to use its power in society as a Catholic entity and its 

connections across borders to build a body set to aid migrants in the latter part of the 20th 

century. It also worked on a social level to enact change, as it trained churchgoers in 

migration care (Bidegain 180). As the Secretariat said, they were able to look at 

migration as a whole and take many different approaches to help the people in that 

situation. This was one of the first major religious movements to address the growing 

Latin American migration present today. It has set a precedent, and many modern 

Christian groups take similar direct action now, through public statements of church 

leaders and direct assistance for migrants. 

 

Church Statements 

This study will begin with recent writings and speeches that church members and 

leaders in Latin America, specifically Central America, have produced that deal with 

migration or connected issues. These words seek to inspire others in the faith to act or 

think a certain way. This establishes a basis for the beliefs of Latin American Christians 

when it comes to migration and other issues related to it. Though these Central American 
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leaders do not speak for every individual adherent to their religion, they often serve as a 

mouthpiece for the thoughts and values of the practitioners as a whole. They are a few 

examples of countless that could be pulled from, but they provide an overview of 

leadership in the topic. 

 

Archbishop Escobar 

On the Feast of Oscar Romero in 2016, José Luis Escobar Alas, the Archbishop of 

San Salvador, released a pastoral letter on the state of El Salvador. In the letter “I See 

Violence and Strife in the City,” Archbishop Escobar begins by addressing his readers 

and lamenting the situation he must do so in. He says, “I would have liked to have 

addressed these words to you at a better time; but I do it in the middle of a situation full 

of pain, violence, discord and death, as you all well know” (Escobar 7). He is referencing 

the violence he and others experience in his country, violence he says comes from 

colonial times and the result of Spanish conquest that has been carried on by those in 

power. He cites this violence through statistics compared through the years, concluding 

that, “statistics reflecting the onslaught facing Salvadorans have increased: 30 percent 

reported having been victims of armed robbery; 22.9 percent complain of having suffered 

extortion or made to pay ‘rent’; while other types of aggression have remained the same 

as in 2014” (Escobar 12). He goes on to say that nearly 300,000 Salvadorans felt that 

their only option in response to the violence was to leave the country, starting an exodus 

that Archbishop Escobar sees as lamentable but one that he supports as an escape from 

the pain and suffering. This mirrors the start of the Northern Triangle migration crisis. 

Archbishop Escobar cannot support a country that calls itself Christian that perpetuates 

violence against its citizens, leading to harm, death, and exodus.  
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Archbishop Escobar draws on his Catholic faith to make this argument. Like the 

Conference of Bishops mentioned earlier, he uses a tradition of human rights to call for 

change. The title and date of his letter come from his faith, as he quotes Psalm 55 in the 

title and uses the Feast of Blessed Óscar Romero to give it, a man who fought for peace 

and protection in El Salvador from his role as Archbishop of San Salvador (“St. Óscar 

Romero”). Archbishop Escobar uses this to bring to light the hypocrisy of a country that 

claims Catholicism as its main religion while it actively harms the needy. Calling on 

examples in the Bible from Jesus and John, Archbishop Escobar says that Christians 

should be seeking to worship God, not money or power, and that all Christians should 

treat others with love from a servant’s heart (94). These beliefs should be common 

among his Catholic listeners and the Catholics of government, especially coming from a 

person of authority in the Catholic Church, but Archbishop Escobar shows how the 

values of the religion are not present and that he supports those that must migrate as a 

result.  

While he called for a change by the government and those that practice evil, 

Archbishop Escobar recognizes that many have had to leave, and many will have to leave 

to escape the violence in their home. The aforementioned “exodus” is one that saddens 

him, but he has specific words for those that must make the journey. He says, “to 

migrants I also express my closeness and full support in this terrible Via Crucis that you 

must live in your exodus, risking all kinds of violations of your human rights, and our full 

support to demand that your rights are respected and that you always receive the dignified 

treatment you deserve” (106-107). He emphasizes the rights of the migrant, their innate 

value as humans and says that the Catholic Church supports them in their endeavors. 
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Earlier in his letter, he cites the Fourth Episcopal Conference in Santo Domingo that 

discusses the “tired faces of migrants who do not find a worthy host” (79). He shows that 

the Church supports migrants, and that any governments or people that lead to the 

suffering of migrants are to be denounced based on the ethics of Catholicism. The 

Israelites had to travel far in the story of Exodus, and migrants now face difficult 

journeys of a similar nature. Archbishop Escobar calls on Catholics in his country to 

recognize the problems in the country and to help those they can, especially those that 

must migrate.  

 

Pastors from Nuevo Laredo 

In December 2018, the Secretary of Homeland Security under President Donald 

Trump announced the Migration Protection Protocols, or the “Remain in Mexico” policy. 

This policy states that asylum seekers to the United States will not be able to enter upon 

arrival. They will be given a “Notice to Appear” for their immigration hearing, and they 

will be required to wait in Mexico until that date, when successful claims will gain access 

to the United States and unsuccessful claims will lead to deportation to the home state 

(“Secretary Kirstjen M. Nielsen”). This policy has been controversial since its 

announcement and implementation, though it remains in effect as of August 2020. Some 

migrants will wait in Mexico for months before they can return to the United States for 

their hearing. According to Department of Homeland Security Reports, approximately 

57,000 migrants had been returned to Mexico as a result of this policy (Diaz 1). One 

action that citizens in Mexico, and especially Christians in Mexico, have been taking to 

assist this large number of migrants is the construction of shelters along the United 

States-Mexico border to help those immediately returning and waiting. One such example 
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is the Casa del Migrante Amar in Nuevo Laredo. Pastor Aarón Méndez was the director 

of the shelter. In August of 2019, armed men stormed the shelter, attempting to hold the 

migrants hostage for ransom from their families. Pastor Méndez offered himself instead 

and has not been heard from since.  

While those assisting at the shelter he directed would not speak much on the topic 

for fear for their lives, other pastors in Mexico have spoken out about the issue. Casa 

Nazareth is another shelter for migrants under the “Remain in Mexico” policy, also 

located in Nuevo Laredo. The director of the shelter, Pastor Julio López, remarked that, 

“in my opinion, the issue of migrants is too often turned into a matter of politics where 

everyone is looking for their own benefits and disregarding the dignity of human beings” 

(Diaz 3). All of Pastor López’s statements focus on the dignity of the human being, on 

the need for humans to work together in love to support those in need. He runs a shelter 

for those that need it just as the Conference of Bishops in1987 suggested, and while very 

few shelters are funded by the Mexican government, the shelter runs on a small payment 

by the government and many donations from religious and “people of good heart” (Diaz 

2). An example of this occurred three days after the kidnapping of Pastor Méndez, when 

three women from Boston who are members of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day 

Saints delivered supplies to Casa del Migrante Amar, in spite of the risk involved. 

Protestant leaders in Central America have spoken up in support of migrants and 

love for people going through difficult times, and Pastor Méndez even sacrificed himself 

to save those he was helping. Pastor López spoke out against the “Remain in Mexico” 

policy, saying that policy makers were straying from a love for others common in the 

Protestant faith. These Protestant shelters in Mexico have responded to their situation and 
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used their religion and history to inspire action through shelters. In spite of danger and 

government actions against their beliefs, these Christians stood for the rights of migrants.  

 

Christians at the Border: M. Daniel Carroll 

Daniel Carroll writes his book Christians at the Border to examine immigration 

from a biblical and bicultural perspective. Carroll’s mother was Guatemalan, and while 

Carroll was born in Houston, he was raised to speak Spanish and understand his cultural 

heritage, and he and his brother spent their summers in Guatemala (Carroll i). He 

attended seminary school before moving to Guatemala, where he taught at El Seminario 

Teológico Centroamericano before moving back to the United States. This identity puts 

Carroll in a unique position on the migration debate. He is a man of two cultures, 

Guatemala and North American, and a man educated in evangelical faith that has 

weighed in on religion and migration from Latin America (“M. Daniel Carroll R., PhD”). 

His book aims to bring religion, such an important part of Latin American and United 

States culture, back into the debate surrounding migration. He writes his book to a 

primarily white, Christian audience while drawing on Latin American and Latinx 

experience to make his arguments urging compassion toward migrants. 

Carroll begins his second chapter by looking to the Old Testament for answers to 

this project. Both Protestants and Catholics look to this same book for answers to the 

greatest questions in life, and Carroll uses his education and experience to interpret and 

give answers. Like Archbishop Escobar and Pastor López, Carroll focuses on the intrinsic 

value that all humans have under God. After studying the book of Genesis, Carroll 

concludes that, “to turn away or to treat badly one made in the image of God ultimately is 

a violation against God. As a consequence, the topic of immigration at some level needs 
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to be considered from a human rights perspective and not be defined solely in terms of 

national security, cultural identity, or economic impact” (Carroll 47). He acknowledges 

that national security is a concern to many citizens and policymakers, especially in the 

United States, but he argues that the identity of Christians makes the values and goals 

surrounding migrants different. To respect God and His creation, Christians are called to 

view the world in a certain way, in this case differently from the norm. They are called to 

recognize the value of all people and do what they can to accept and embrace all. 

Christians should thus turn from the national security and political debate to recognize 

the value of all humans. 

Carroll recognizes that there are limits to his view on unconditional acceptance, 

especially when considering the security of the destination country. However, he still 

emphasizes the importance of a biblical perspective on migrants. He says, “it must be 

made clear at this juncture that this conviction in no way implies that there should be no 

control over immigration…Ultimately, immigration is about people. This is where the 

discussion should begin, not with disputes over legal status” (Carroll 48-49). He goes on 

to say that, though these authors may not address migration specifically, Hispanic 

theologians have focused on the worth of each human across cultures, of all people no 

matter their origin or situation in life. Like Carroll, these Hispanic religious leaders find 

the basis of debates to start at the humanity of each person, not other questions of legality 

or identity. Christians are encouraged to think this way, and to shape their views on the 

migration debate in a similar way.  
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United States Conference of Catholic Bishops and Conferencia del Episcopado Mexicano 

In 2003, the United States Conference of Catholic Bishops, one of the leading 

governing bodies of the Catholic Church in the United States, and Conferencia del 

Episcopado Mexicano, the same for Mexico, released a pastoral letter entitled “Strangers 

No Longer Together On the Journey of Hope.” This letter was meant to establish the 

norm in both the United States and Mexican Catholic Church on views concerning 

migration. Just like the conference in 1987, religious leaders came together to voice the 

view of the Church. The bishops begin by saying that even though they come from two 

different places in different conferences, they are writing as one Church to encourage 

followers in both places and potentially beyond to take on their views on migration. They 

write, “we the bishops of Mexico and the United States seek to awaken our peoples to the 

mysterious presence of the crucified and risen Lord in the person of the migrant and to 

renew in them the values of the Kingdom of God that he proclaimed” (Conferencia del 

Episcopado Mexicano 1). They hope to reach their collective 155 million members with 

this message, “awaken” them to this topic, and bring members to this viewpoint. 

The bishops use their letter to bring up different aspects of the issue of migration, 

using their religion to answer many questions. They begin, like Archbishop Escobar does 

in his pastoral letter, by recognizing the violence in many places that have given migrants 

no choice but to leave. They also recognize the suffering that many migrants face even 

upon migrating, saying, “migrants and immigrants are in our parishes and in our 

communities. In both our countries, we see much injustice and violence against them and 

much suffering and despair among them because civil and church structures are still 

inadequate to accommodate their basic needs” (Conferencia del Episcopado Mexicano 1). 
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The bishops go on to say that they judge their community based on how they treat those 

in difficult situations from a tradition of Catholic Social Teaching and feel that those in 

both countries need to remember this and work toward changing policy and creating 

resources to help migrants. Due to globalization, the two Churches are more connected 

than ever, and the bishops call on them to work as “true neighbors” to use their religion 

and connections to better the lives of migrants. 

Another aspect of the topic that the bishops address includes the different groups 

of people involved in the debate. In the introduction, the bishops list groups of people 

they are calling on, including migrants, public officials, government personnel, and 

people of both countries. The writers ultimately try to reach their followers and make 

changes in their Church, but they do not stop there. For example, they say:  

We speak to the migrants who are forced to leave their lands to 

provide for their families or to escape persecution. We stand in 

solidarity with you. We commit ourselves to your pastoral care and 

to work toward changes in church and societal structures that 

impede your exercising your dignity and living as children of God” 

(Conferencia del Episcopado Mexicano 2). 

 

Like Carroll, these bishops emphasize the humanity of migrants as children of God and 

tell migrants that specifically. They also remind other readers of this important belief, 

urging them to recognize the value of migrants as humans. The bishops go on to call on 

important people making policy decisions in the countries, urging those of the faith but 

also any people reading it to see their claims and make policies and situations for 

migrants better than they currently are. These leaders use their power and position to 

broadcast the views of the Catholic Church as it relates to migrants, looking to alter views 

and make change for the vulnerable.  
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Impacts of Public Statements 

It is difficult to judge the impact these religious leaders have had on the world, as 

this discussion surrounding migration continues today. Archbishop Escobar did not meet 

the same fate that the late Oscar Romero did upon speaking out against injustices in the 

country, even if violence has not changed entirely since. He brought attention to the 

violence still present and condemned it. El Salvador continues to have one of the world’s 

highest homicide rates, and had approximately 60,000 gang members in 2018, two years 

after Archbishop Escobar’s letter “I See Violence and Strife in the City” (“El Salvador: 

Events of 2018”). Though there is little publicly available regarding direct responses to 

the pastoral letter, a Catholic couple in Houston who formerly resided in San Salvador 

blogged about the release of this letter. They wrote, “Carlos X. Colorado, who has 

provided an English translation of the Pastoral Letter on the web, has said that it ‘is 

already being whispered about in San Salvador Catholic circles as being possibly the 

most important pronouncement from the Salvadoran church since Romero’” (Zwick 1). 

Immediately after its release, people began to take notice of this letter and the powerful 

words it held. It may not have changed the government of El Salvador, but it quickly 

reached people in many languages and sparked conversation on the Internet.  

Pastor Méndez is still missing to this day, and while outcry on the Internet was 

once rampant, it has slowed down. There still remains a Facebook post to pray for his 

safe return, but there is little reporting continuing on the man today (“Pray for Pastor 

Méndez”). In migration specifically, there has been a decrease in migrants returned to 

Mexico through the “Remain in Mexico” policy, though there is no reason to believe this 

is related to the kidnapping, as overall migration numbers over the United States southern 
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border have fallen as well (Diaz 3). There was outcry among reporters, citizens, and 

nonprofits upon Pastor Méndez’s kidnapping, but little seems to occur now, even with the 

words of other pastors in the region and from those that knew him.  

Carroll’s book has had more visible impact on church bodies than the two 

writings already studied. The original edition of Christians at the Border was released in 

2008. It has been updated and sold again, showing continued interest and work on the 

topic. Many individual churches and religious authors have studied this book, either 

looking at an individual chapter or the book as a whole. Sadrac E. Meza of San José, 

Costa Rica and the Gospel Coalition reviewed the book, finding that “Carroll powerfully 

defends Hispanic immigrants” (Meza). This religious organization found meaning in the 

book and reviewed it as such, spreading it to more readers and furthering Carroll’s 

message. Another organization, the Anglican Multi-Ethnic Network, found the book 

necessary to study as well. In a blog post, author Anglicanme studies the book and posts 

summaries and thoughts for those on the website to see. In reflecting on the book and 

personal experience, the author writes, “these [migrants] in some way are connected to 

me by faith in Jesus, and as such have a particular demand on my love and resources, 

according to Matthew 25” (Anglican Multi-Ethnic Network). Protestant Christians have 

found this book useful in shaping a particular worldview on migration, and share its ideas 

with others to spread Carroll’s views.  

The pastoral letter “Strangers No Longer” has one of the most concrete impacts 

out of these four leaders. After the letter was produced, the Catholic bishops of the 

United States prioritized migration reform in Church actions. This led to the creation of 

Justice for Immigrants, a campaign by the United States Conference of Catholic Bishops 
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to better the lives of migrants. On the webpage, Justice for Immigrants was formed, “in 

an effort to unite and mobilize a growing network of Catholic institutions, individuals, 

and other persons of goodwill in support of immigration reform” (“About Us”). This 

campaign works to spread this Catholic view of migration by educating the public about 

their view, encouraging political reform to treat migrants with humanity and dignity, and 

advocate for reform in line with the values of the bishops. Migration reform continues to 

be a goal of the Catholic Church in the United States, set by one of the governing bodies 

of the Church and inspired by religious views on migration. Some leaders have had 

impact in their individual congregations but not the impact that this pastoral letter had in 

creating new support networks for migrants. 

While not all of these leaders had the same impact on those that read their works, 

they all put their views into the world where migration and religion are not often looked 

at together. They drew from their religious history, finding values and beliefs from 

culture and the words of those before them. From a Facebook post to a campaign that the 

Church is dedicated to, these leaders have sparked movements that join with others on a 

less organized scale to assist migrants and migration reform.   

 

Church Actions 

This section will examine the direct actions Christians have taken with regard to 

migration in recent years. Many of these leaders in the previous section called for direct 

actions by their followers. Leaders and churches themselves have provided direct 

assistance to migrants. In fact, one of the major ways people assist migrants affected by 

the “Remain in Mexico” policy, migration shelters in Mexico, are religiously-affiliated. 

The first federally-funded shelter in Mexico was not opened until July of 2019, long after 
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the implementation of the policy, with only one other government shelter following at the 

end of the year (“Mexico’s Immigration Control Efforts”). Like the shelters in Nuevo 

Laredo, many are run by religious organizations or churches that open to allow migrants 

to stay in them. Religion plays a role in this situation, and often becomes a main 

inspiration for people to help those in need.  

Religious organizations have had a large impact on countless migrants. Though 

this organization is not a church in Latin America, World Vision has assisted many 

religious groups in Central America as they address migration. World Vision is an 

evangelical Christian organization, stationed in the United States that has been striving to, 

“work with children and youth in some of the most vulnerable communities to 

specifically address the root causes of migration: violence, social exclusion, poverty, food 

security, clean water, quality education, and separation from family” (“Central America 

Migration”). In doing this, World Vision hopes to reduce the need for migration and 

provide stability for those that would have migrated. The organization also works with 

churches in Central America to provide stability, for children especially, in regions where 

many citizens leave. Churches are given power to act on their religious beliefs in the 

value of humans and build a stronger society with those values at the forefront. The 

strong religiosity in the region also gives more power and credibility to churches, giving 

them the ability to work on these goals set out by World Vision to reduce migration.  

If, even after this work, people still choose to migrate, World Vision and its 

partner churches serve migrants throughout their journey. Churches in Mexico receive 

assistance to help migrants that enter their country and those that may need to stay due to 

the “Remain in Mexico” policy. In 2018, the largest migrant caravan from Central 
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America arrived in Tijuana. Local religious organizations were given the tools to help the 

families that arrived, by providing food, supplies, and special spaces for children to rest 

and learn (“Central America Migration”). This Evangelical organization works in origin 

and transit countries to help those in need, as many pastors have called for and do 

themselves. They do this as they follow a history of service and compassion, and by 

enabling those churches in the region to work as well and help those in their community, 

even if for a short time.  

 As evidenced by the previous study on religion in Latin America and the actions 

of religious leaders, religious people in Latin America do not necessarily need outside 

help like this from World Vision to serve the migrants they come into contact with. In 

Costa Rica, for example, churches have stepped up during the migration crisis to assist 

those that are in need just as the Conference of Bishops encouraged. Beginning in 2018, 

President Daniel Ortega of Nicaragua responded harshly to protests against him, leading 

to many deaths and many citizens fleeing the country (Kahn 1). Many are seeking asylum 

in Costa Rica to this day after tens of thousands have already made the same request. 

With so many people entering the country, space for shelter and sleep have been scarce. 

In many cases, churches have converted into shelters for migrants to stay while they 

determine their next steps or prepare for a future journey (Kahn 3). These, often Catholic, 

churches use the resources available to them to serve migrants as they travel.  

Migrants notice these actions by the church, spurred by a call to serve those 

migrating, but they also notice the actions church leaders in Nicaragua are taking to 

defend the people in the country so they do not have to become migrants themselves. 

Uriel Cruz, a migrant from Nicaragua staying in Costa Rica, said, “he hopes talks will 
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resume between President Ortega and a coalition of civic and church leaders seeking a 

peaceful solution to the crisis and early elections for next year” (Kahn 3). The Catholic 

Church of Nicaragua attempted to meet with the president to stop the human rights 

abuses carried out against citizens, following a history of speaking out for those that 

cannot. However, the Church suspended these talks after President Ortega failed to invite 

the European Union and the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights to 

monitor the situation ("The Catholic Church in Nicaragua Suspends Peace Talks as the 

Political Crisis Deepens"). The Church had suspended peace talks before, after the 

murder of citizens in opposition to the government, and no reports of further attempts at 

discussion have surfaced. Even though the talks had to cease, citizens see the efforts the 

Church have put forth on making life better and decreasing the risk of migration. One 

citizen said, “my parishioners are calling for the law of God to be respected, that lives are 

spared” ("The Catholic Church in Nicaragua Suspends Peace Talks as the Political Crisis 

Deepens"). Like Catholics before, modern church leaders in Nicaragua use a rich 

tradition of advocating for human rights to speak for the citizens of the country to help 

migrants.  

As studied earlier with migrant shelters in Mexico as a result of the “Remain in 

Mexico” policy, many churches have set up shelters and other means of assistance for 

migrants. Pastor López of Nuevo Laredo and his Casa Nazareth is one instance of how 

religious actors are creating norms of acceptance and help no matter the status of 

migrants in the region. The women from the United States still traveled to the religious 

Casa del Migrante Amar even when it seemed unsafe to deliver what was needed for the 

workers and residents in the shelter (Diaz 1). Churches themselves are being transformed 
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into shelters as well, as is the case of churches in Tijuana, Mexico. Glen Peterson of the 

Southern California Office for World Relief, in the evangelical refugee resettlement 

agency, visits both sides of the border to work with asylum seekers and those helping 

them. The Iglesia Cristiana Bautista Camino de Salvación is one example of migration 

assistance in Central America. Speaking of the church, Peterson said, “they've set up 

rooms that would have been Sunday school rooms. But they've built bunk beds for men 

and another area for families…It is really cool that they're stepping up to that. They are 

getting donated food and supplies to help folks out there” (Smith 1). He said that one 

pastor even said, “we don’t refer to them [as asylum seekers]. We refer to them as our 

guests” (Smith 1). This shows the humanitarian focus many religious actors have taken 

regarding migrants, like the religious leaders studied in detail earlier in this thesis. 

Churches go out of their way to help those that need it as many migrate in the area do, 

and inspire other religious people to take similar action and spread the movement. 

Churches all throughout Central America, not only Mexico, are following these 

examples and working to help migrants and change social issues that harm them. In 

Mexico and Guatemala, shelter staff have reported that government officials have 

pressured them for information regarding the migrants served by the Catholic shelters. 

Jan-Albert Hootsen of the Jesuit Review reported on calls made by officials to shelters. 

Alberto Xicoténcatl, a shelter director in Saltillo, said that the situation had become more 

complicated regarding migrants, shelters, and the government, and he filmed a video 

confronting soldiers and accusing them of breaking laws that protect migrants receiving 

humanitarian aid from confrontation by soldiers ("Workers at Catholic Migrant Shelters 

in Mexico say Intimidation by Authorities is Increasing"). Migrants feel they are being 
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threatened by officials throughout Mexico, including on the southern border with 

Guatemala. Staff from these shelters are making public claims in support of migrant 

lives, like the video that Xicoténcatl produced. Reporters are bringing attention to these 

religious organizations that are trying to serve their guests but cannot, encouraging 

people to take a stand against violence and harassment of migrants. In this instance, the 

Catholic Church is calling on people to follow their example, similar to Catholic leaders 

of the past who stood for migrants and human rights based on their beliefs and led others 

to do the same. Their beliefs, along with the context of the “Remain in Mexico Policy,” 

led these church leaders to run these shelters and fight for the rights of those in them.  

Another Catholic shelter in Guatemala, the Casa del Migrante, faced a similar 

situation with threats from the government and brought international attention to the 

situation. Much like the shelters in Mexico, the Casa del Migrante in Guatemala received 

phone calls from government officials looking for information on the migrants being 

assisted by the shelter in January 2020. Father Mauro Verzeletti, the director of the 

shelter, received the calls and made statements regarding them, like, “we cannot remain 

silent in the face of this situation” (McVicar 1). He held a press conference outside the 

Guatemala City’s public prosecutor’s office, after he filed an official complaint against 

those that had called with threats to the shelter. He stated that the shelter was “under 

siege,” and that these calls came from the Guatemalan Institute of Migration (McVicar 

2). With the press conference, he drew attention to these actions against those at the 

religious shelter, calling on people to support the efforts by the Church to assist those in 

need in the face of government harassment. In fact, after this publication, the government 

of Guatemala released a Tweet stating that the Casa del Migrante is a “strategic partner” 
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of the government and one that protects the rights of migrants (@migracionguate). Father 

Verzeletti’s actions, based on his religion and the state he lives in, called for action and 

received a response from the government in his favor. The government even began 

providing perimeter security to the shelter to protect those within.  

The Safe Third Country agreement in Guatemala has also inspired reactions to 

migrants as well. Through this agreement, migrants passing through Guatemala with 

hopes to reach the United States must apply for asylum in Guatemala, and they must be 

granted it. If migrants that have passed through Guatemala and did not seek asylum there 

reach the United States, they will not be given a hearing to seek asylum and will be 

deported to Guatemala, even if they are not Guatemalan (“Deportation with a Layover”). 

As a Safe Third Country, Guatemala has had more migrants seeking asylum within the 

country and more waiting with the country before they are able to continue to the United 

States, so the government has unofficially agreed with the policy to provide assistance to 

those that are helping migrants (McVicar 2). These religious shelters were able to gain 

support from others and the government for the migrants they serve.   

In addition to shelters, religious leaders in Central America are providing advice 

for those that are thinking of migrating or attempting to. The National Hispanic Christian 

Leadership Conference, headquartered in the United States but with member churches 

throughout Central and South America, has taken a stand against unaccompanied child 

migrants to the United States from the region. Through preaching and a media campaign, 

these churches are trying to protect migrant children, and to preserve the family structure 

of those in Latin America to share in bonds of “faith, family, and education” (Dias 1). 

Pastor Ricardo Castillo Medina, from Costa Rica and president of the Hispanic 
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Federation of the Assemblies of God, has been focusing on providing humanitarian aid 

for children. Through keeping in contact with churches in his network, he encourages 

people of faith to care for children and keep them home to avoid any tragedies that may 

befall them while migrating alone. The results of this campaign remain to be seen, but 

efforts to better the lives of Central Americans may reduce overall need for migration and 

start a movement toward safer lives and travels (Dias 3). This campaign comes from a 

Christian basis, as leaders try to aid families so they do not have to be separated while 

also focusing on the family as an essential unit of the Christian life. These religious 

people saw the problem of unaccompanied child migration from their homes, and used 

their power as leaders and their connections through religion to begin to make social 

change.  

All of the leaders and religious staff examined here drew from their religion and 

their home to influence others to help migrants suffering, especially from human rights 

abuses. They come from a religious history of public denouncement of wrongdoings 

against humans, like las Casas, Archbishop Escobar, and the Catholic Bishops of the 

United States and Mexico. Many Catholics and Protestants are doing what they can on 

the ground to assist migrants, and many are instigating social change with their words 

and actions. Shelters help those that may be without home or food as a result of 

government policy like “Remain in Mexico” or the Safe Third Country agreements. 

Leaders use the press to condemn powerful actors like the government when they break 

laws or infringe on human rights, and local leaders use their connections to show others 

godly ways to interact with modern situations, inspired by their religion and culture to 

make positive change.  
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Even with the changes some leaders have seen as a result of their actions, like 

financial assistance to shelters and physical assistance from the government, social 

change has not undone problems of human rights abuses and the suffering of migrants. 

Some religious leaders see direct action like protests or subversion of law as the best way 

to see the positive change they wish for in society. They challenge the government to 

remember certain values, ones that the majority of citizens in Central America hold 

through their Christian tradition.  

The Safe Third Country agreement with Guatemala has led to many critical 

reactions in the religious community in Central America as a whole, but certainly in 

Guatemala itself. After the announcement of the agreement between the United States 

and Guatemalan governments, the Guatemalan bishops’ migrant ministry rejected the 

talks and told the governments that they viewed the agreement as negative for migrants 

and for Guatemala ("Guatemalan Bishops’ Ministry” 1). The agreement would send 

planes of asylum-seekers to the Petén department of Guatemala, an area far from the 

capital that the bishops said was unsafe and unfit for migrants. The bishops noted that this 

region is an eight-hour drive from the nearest migrant shelter, and that the region was 

disturbed by the 1980 civil war and still has not been reintegrated nor has it recovered 

fully. Jesuit Father Miquel Cortes, Guatemalan director of the Faith and Joy education 

centers said, “if there isn't a quality of life here for Guatemalans, how are we going to see 

refugees from other countries arrive here?” (Guatemalan Bishops’ Ministry” 1) The 

religious leaders of the area disagree with the Safe Third Country plan, for the lack of 

safety as mentioned by Father Cortes.  
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The bishops’ migrant ministry in Guatemala rejected the talks attempted by the 

governments over the policy in protest to the agreement at all. Calling on their faith and 

respect for human people, the bishops do not believe that this will be safe or beneficial 

for those involved, even noting that, “the Guatemalan state has been oblivious, 

indifferent, lacking political will and without functional structures to receive, attend to 

and insert into community life those persons who flee their countries” ("Guatemalan 

Bishops’ Ministry” 2). Not only will migrants suffer from this, but many have already 

suffered from policies made by the administration in power. Religious leaders show the 

government and the world their problems with the policy, and use their ability to refuse 

talks to protest the policies harming those they are trying to serve, using their religion to 

frame the situation and vouch for human rights.  

While these bishops used their words to protest the policies instilled on them, 

other religious leaders in Guatemala are directly working with migrants to help them 

reach their destination in opposition to migration laws in Guatemala that outlaw 

migration to Mexico, toward the United States. According to a report, it is common 

knowledge that pastors in Guatemala know how to get migrants to the northern border. 

One Protestant in Guatemala named Manuel said, “pastors typically know how to get you 

north” after explaining that he would try if he had the funds to do so (Kinosian 2). 

Evangelical pastors often have connections with coyotes, a colloquial term in Mexican 

Spanish to “refer to the people hired by autonomous migrants to help them cross the 

border and reach their U.S. destinations” (Spencer xii). In this case, the term has been 

adopted by Guatemalans and those in the area trying to reach the southern border of 

Mexico. Finding someone to assist in migration that can be trusted when paid is difficult 
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for many migrants, but according to Francisco Simón, a researcher on migration and 

smuggling in Guatemala, “as trusted individuals in a deeply religious society, pastors and 

priests can offer comfort and a promise of safety to those undertaking the dangerous trek 

north” (Kinosian 2). Pastors are trusted in society, so migrants trust them to help in some 

of the biggest, often illegal, steps of their journey. They use their influence through 

religion to help migrants in their homeland.  

These pastors help migrants in multiple ways as they go on their journey. Many 

pastors, as previously noted, have connections with coyotes that they trust and that 

pastors can send potential clients to assist in their migration. Some pastors even 

physically travel with the migrants, such as the pastor that guided Antonio and his son to 

the southern border of Mexico (Kinosian 1). These pastors act as physical and spiritual 

guides for their charges, praying over them and sending them with blessings to the next 

stage of the journey. Pastors can also pray for migrants from their home churches without 

making the journey themselves. Oftentimes, according to the researcher Simón, these 

religious leaders are evangelical. Simón has encountered very few priests who work with 

migrants and coyotes (Kinosian 2). Through their power in the community and 

connections between churches, pastors protest laws preventing movement across borders 

by assisting those that migrate. They invoke God in praying over their charges, showing 

their dedication to assistance through their religion for those that need help.  

Though these pastors do not justify their actions through scripture, it is not a 

stretch to understand how their actions against the government may be acceptable even if 

the law does not allow it. Throughout the Christian Bible, the one these pastors pray and 

teach from, Jesus often broke Jewish law set by Pharisees and civil law to minister to 



 

 44 

those in need. In Mark, Jesus approaches the temple on the Sabbath and finds a man with 

a disability, who he heals. The Pharisees were angry that he did work on the Sabbath, 

breaking the law they had set to follow the Torah (Mark 3:1-6). Rather than focus on the 

law of the world he was in though, Jesus drew on His wisdom to show those listening 

(and reading later) that following the true teachings of God is more important than 

following what society sees as acceptable. In their endeavors, the pastors in Guatemala 

may be going against society and the government, but they do so in the name of human 

rights, in the name of assisting those who are in need. They show the issues their faith has 

with the way of the government, and take direct action to try to help and convince others 

to as well.  

 

Religious People Try to Make Life Better for those that Migrate 

Overall, religious leaders and lay-people have done much in Latin America to 

assist migrants at various stages of their journey. Religious leaders have spoken out in 

support of migrants and against the governments and groups that would harm them. 

Religious groups provide assistance to migrants with shelters and prayer, and try to 

convince society to take a similar view. When that does not seem to do enough, some 

even challenge the government or work outside of the law to see the changes they feel are 

necessary for the safety of migrants. One person in Nicaragua noted the expectations 

Christians in Latin America have about religious people in a region that experience 

violence and other situations that lead to migration and affect migrants. This person said, 

“we also see supposed Catholics on the side of violence. I believe they are not Catholics 

in truth, they’re Catholics in name alone” ("The Catholic Church in Nicaragua Suspends 

Peace Talks as the Political Crisis Deepens"). Christians have expectations based on 
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history, even Protestants, and people notice when Christians are not living up to their 

name. This Nicaraguan saw that there were Catholics against the citizens of Nicaragua, 

making the situation worse and forcing many to migrate, and saw the disconnection with 

the beliefs of Christianity. Those that help migrants and try to reduce forced migration 

have similar beliefs to those Christians before them, like the 1987 bishops, and take 

action to carry out those convictions.   
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CHAPTER FOUR 

 

 Case Study: Nicaragua, an origin country 

 

 

This case study focuses on Nicaragua under President Ortega in his most recent 

presidency, examining religion and its impact on migration. It will look at a brief history 

of religion in Nicaragua, followed by religion and migration under the modern 

administration. It will then look at the interactions of both Catholic and Protestant 

Christians in Nicaragua with migrants and how successful these religious groups are at 

enacting change in the country. Nicaragua is a country that has high numbers of out-

migration as well as a strong Christian presence, making it a strong case study for the 

interaction of religion and migration.  

 

Religion in Nicaragua 

The spread of Christianity in Nicaragua mirrors much of Latin America. In 

colonial times, Catholicism was the main Christian religion as it came from Europeans 

seizing the area nearly centuries before the introduction of Protestantism. Spanish 

colonizers initially brought Roman Catholicism to the area, opening churches in the early 

1500s and accepting new members willingly and forcefully to the Church. The first 

Catholic Church was established in 1524 in Granada, and conquerors focused on 

converting the indigenous people of the land to the faith (Holland 1). Like other early 

Catholic regions, Nicaragua was home to a bishop who spoke out against injustices 

committed by conquistadores on indigenous people. Antonio de Valdivieso was an 
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outspoken critic of human rights abuses by the Spanish. When his appeal to Governor 

Contreras of Nicaragua to cease the infringement of human rights did not work, Bishop 

Valdivieso alerted the Spanish authorities and called for an investigation into Governor 

Contreras (Foroohar 2). Bishop Valdivieso even joined with Bartolomé de las Casas in 

his efforts to reach the Spanish Crown. His appeals based on the love of neighbor were 

successful, and the Spanish government investigated Governor Contreras and found him 

guilty of perpetuating abuses against indigenous people (Foroohar 3). Bishop Valdivieso 

was very successful in this endeavor, though like other Catholic leaders such as las Casas, 

Valdivieso was killed by Spanish settlers who did not agree with the decisions of the 

Crown (Foroohar 3). While Bishop Valdivieso was killed, he was a voice for the religious 

leaders in favor of social justice in Nicaragua that was taken seriously. It is difficult to 

tell the exact number of Catholics in Nicaragua at the time, but many converted and were 

led by those such as Bishop Valdivieso who had considerable power to see change. 

Protestantism came much later to Nicaragua, in the 17th and 18th centuries. Like 

much of Latin America, Protestants began moving to Nicaragua in the early 1600s, 

including British Anglican settlements in the area (Holland 1). Missionary efforts were 

after this, mainly beginning in the late 1800s with Anglican evangelicals. Though much 

of Latin America saw missionaries from the United States bringing Protestantism to its 

people, the first large missionary effort by Protestants was by the German United 

Brethren in 1847 (Holland 1). Protestantism grew in the country as churches were 

established and many converted to the faith. However, Protestantism grew more slowly 

than Catholicism as active Protestant denominations were not established until the 1900s 

(Holland 1). These churches focused on evangelism as a way to counter the hegemony of 
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the Catholic Church in the area. Roberto Zub studies Nicaragua and religion in it. He 

states that the Protestant churches established in this time were often Pentecostal as well, 

following the trend of growing Pentecostalism in later centuries. While these churches 

did not have the outspoken bishops of Catholicism, many spoke up for human rights 

protections. Protestant churches tended to oppose the Sandinista revolution in Nicaragua 

from 1978-1990 and grew in number as a result, as they advocated for human rights 

protections (Zub 1). Like Catholicism, Protestantism has grown in Nicaragua and follows 

many patterns that other countries in the region did, while it lags behind Catholicism in 

number. There are some unique qualities in Nicaragua, though, like the success of 

Catholic leaders when appealing to the Spanish government.  

In modern Nicaragua, the number of adherents to Christianity follows the pattern 

of much of Latin America and the trends begun by historical churches and missionaries. 

Like much of the region, a majority of Nicaraguans identify as Catholic according to Pew 

Research Data (“Religion in Latin America”). However, following trends more common 

in Central America, there is only a slight majority in Catholicism at 50 percent (“Religion 

in Latin America”). Protestants make up 40 percent of the population, higher than every 

country surveyed except Honduras (“Religion in Latin America”). Individual Protestant 

churches in Nicaragua have more members than individual Catholic churches do, and 

they even seem to be taking members from Catholicism at a high rate. Nearly 25 percent 

of those surveyed who were raised Catholic had converted to Protestantism, and 50 

percent of current Protestants say they were raised Catholic (“Religion in Latin 

America”). Protestant numbers grow as Catholicism shrinks, following the trend present 

throughout the region (“Religion in Latin America”). Protestants have had fewer direct 
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champions than Catholics for human rights based on their religion in the past, but that 

may change as many Protestants who responded to the Pew Research survey in the region 

say they work directly to help those in need in many ways (“Religion in Latin America”). 

In fact, evangelical denominations founded the political party National Justice Party in 

1992, whose leader Jorge Díaz said, “the majority of political parties and politicians are 

disdained by the people, and, thus, [alliances] would reduce our moral authority…We 

will base our campaign around human rights and biblical principles, which will guide our 

government plan” (Zub 2). Modern Protestant leaders focus on their moral authority, as 

Catholic leaders in human rights have. Many of these historical and modern beliefs by 

both denominations of Christianity continue today in the discussion surrounding 

migration. 

 

Migration and the Church in Nicaragua 

Nicaragua has an interesting position as far as religion and its interaction with 

migration go. As Nicaragua is an origin country, one that has sent tens of thousands of 

migrants to other countries in the last two years, there are few migrants within the 

country that Christians tend to. Costa Rica has hosted many of these migrants and 

churches have played a key role in providing assistance to these people. This could lead 

to the conclusion that Christian churches in Nicaragua are not as involved with migrant 

support as other countries in Central America, as they do not provide housing and 

resources for those that are on their migration journey. However, many Catholic churches 

in Nicaragua work to make life better within the country so that citizens do not have to 

migrate even as they help to prepare those that must to migrate, and some Protestant 
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churches work with those who have been repatriated to assist them reintegrate into 

society. 

 

Migration Trends 

Migration is a major phenomenon and topic of discussion in modern Nicaragua, 

especially under the current President Ortega. Nicaragua mainly serves as an origin 

country for migrants, often as a result of government action. In April 2018, President 

Ortega began to reform the country’s pension system. The day after this announcement, 

protests began in the country against the actions of the government. Security forces were 

dispatched by the government and violently suppressed one of these protests, leading to 

three deaths (“Downward Spiral”). A witness had recorded the event and posted it to 

social media, where it was shared broadly and triggered more protests, now against the 

government’s treatment of its civilians. While the government has not been forthcoming 

about death numbers, groups like Amnesty International and the United Nations Office 

for Human Rights have spoken out against the violence and repression used by the 

government on its citizens that have led to thousands of deaths (“Downward Spiral”). 

Even though the pension reform plan was halted, these protests continue today in 2020 

with calls for better treatment from the government and are still being met with deadly 

force.  

While many citizens stay in Nicaragua to fight for their rights and voices to be 

heard, many decide that they must leave in order to protect themselves and/or their 

families. Almost one year after the start of protest suppression, an estimated 62,000 

Nicaraguans had fled their country to migrate somewhere safer (Sanchez 1). Hundreds 

had been arrested for their involvement with the protests, and while deaths have been 
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difficult to calculate without the cooperation of the Nicaraguan government, many 

scholars and international groups estimate that hundreds died in the first few months of 

the protests (Sanchez). Elizabeth Throssell, a spokesperson for the United Nations human 

rights office, said that, “the kinds of reasons that people have been giving for fleeing are 

the fear of losing their lives, being attacked or kidnapped by paramilitary groups” 

(Sanchez 1). She also said that families with young children are taking huge risks to 

move their families from the country to safety. Most went to Costa Rica to seek refuge, 

though the country was having difficulty accepting all migrants after one year of the 

crisis. 

Two years after the start of this migrant flow, many more Nicaraguans have left 

their country as migrants. The United Nations reports that more than 100,000 people have 

left Nicaragua, with many more attempting to (“Nicaragua: After Two Years of Crisis”). 

Now Costa Rica hosts nearly 77,000 Nicaraguan migrants and uses outside support such 

as the United Nations to assist all the people entering the country (“Nicaragua: After Two 

Years of Crisis”). These migrants feel that they must leave, though some do not always 

exit the country immediately. One Nicaraguan migrant in Costa Rica said, “when the 

persecution began…We fled into the mountains…We survived up there for 15 days. It 

was harsh, very harsh, so we decided we had to keep moving and we came here” (Kahn 

2). Citizens of Nicaragua are forced to leave, and as they go on long journeys through and 

outside of the country, they are vulnerable and in need of help. 

 While Nicaraguans are not often included in the migration crisis numbers from 

the Northern Triangle, many Nicaraguan families are present in migrant caravans, 

“shar[ing] something in common with many of their Central American brethren fleeing 
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poverty and gang violence: a very real fear that, back home, death awaits” (Stevenson 1). 

In 2018, the number of Nicaraguans apprehended at the United States southern border 

increased from 1,098 to 3,337 (Bier 1). Many Nicaraguan citizens are migrating out, 

north and south, to escape oppression and violence under President Ortega. With tens of 

thousands taking this path, many people are necessary to help these migrants, most often 

including Christians in the area.  

 

Church Statements 

Bishops of the Catholic Church in Nicaragua attempted to talk with the 

government to stop this violence and the deaths in the country during the current 

“downward spiral” of human rights under the Ortega administration. The Church hoped 

to use its power in the country to stop the “clean-up” the government has carried out and 

recenter the rights of humans in the country, but the talks stalled repeatedly and 

accomplished very little the few times they were not quickly halted by one side or the 

other (“Downward Spiral”). Citizens are hopeful, though, like the migrant mentioned in 

the previous chapter, that the talks can begin again and accomplish good for the country 

("The Catholic Church in Nicaragua Suspends Peace Talks as the Political Crisis 

Deepens"). The Church has made progress in the past against governments, as when 

Bishop Valdivieso alerted the government in Spain to abuses against indigenous people 

by conquistadores and stopped the power of the governor that perpetuated them. 

Gioconda Belli, a Nicaraguan novelist, says, “I hope there will be a solution in the next 

few months, but we don’t really know what will happen” ("The Catholic Church in 

Nicaragua Suspends Peace Talks as the Political Crisis Deepens"). Many citizens hope 

for resolution even as the years of continued violence pass. The Catholic Church has 
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stalled negotiations with the government, however, it is still an inspiring body in 

Nicaragua for its citizens. It has stopped its talks for moral reasons as the government 

continues to carry out atrocities, and the Church still actively helps citizens affected by 

the government. 

Catholic leaders like this have spoken up on an international scale as well. In 

another report of the siege of the Church of the Divine Mercy, Rhonda Miska examined 

the motives behind church leaders like these that are helping Nicaraguans. Miska was a 

Jesuit volunteer in the region before she had to cancel a planned trip to Nicaragua in 2018 

for safety concerns. In her report, she found that, like other Catholics and Christians as a 

whole, these leaders are focusing on human rights and the value of all people in their 

actions. She spoke with leaders she had met during her time in Nicaragua, including two 

Catholic leaders she only referred to as Father Educardo and Sister Esperanza. These 

leaders asked that United States citizens stand in solidarity with those looking for change 

in Nicaragua to pressure the United States government to sanction Nicaraguan officials 

and help those suffering (Miska 2). Even as these leaders worry for their future, they still 

interact with the international press to bring attention to the human rights abuses in the 

country and how Christians, specifically Catholics, should combat them. 

Another leader taking such action is Bishop Silvio Báez of the Nicaraguan 

Bishops’ Conference, the Conference that acts as a mediator between the Civic Alliance, 

an organization that is meant to amplify the voices of Nicaraguan citizens, and the Ortega 

government. Bishop Silvio José Baez of Managua left the country for Miami at the 

Pope’s request (San Martín 1). Bishop Baez has been supported by the Church in his 

decision to leave, and he says that the biggest threat Nicaraguans face includes President 
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Ortega himself and the oppression of his administration if they stay in their country or 

return to it (San Martín 1). Bishop Báez tweeted that bishops cannot be impartial in this 

situation, especially considering the injustice and violence carried out constantly that is in 

opposition to Catholic conviction (Miska 2). Father Carlos, another Catholic leader in 

Nicaragua, said that, "we [the Nicaraguan Catholic Church] are having our Romero 

moment" (Miska 2). Like those before, Catholics are using their convictions to make life 

better for those not in a position of power, to look after the citizens that are suffering. 

These leaders are mimicking Óscar Romero, speaking up even in danger and trying to 

make change. In some cases they are successful, like negotiating for the release of 

students and workers at churches under siege (Sherman). Many thousands of Nicaraguans 

still have to leave though, even with these efforts.  

 

Church Actions 

As stated previously, the situation in modern Nicaragua leaves many without a 

choice but to migrate for their safety and security. Religious people and church leaders 

have spoken out against the situation. Countless more than those speaking have stayed, 

though, assisting those in the country and trying to make changes with the power that 

they have as a dominant religion in the country. One major way that Nicaraguan churches 

have helped to make life better is by assisting those that are protesting against the 

government. Joshua Partlow, a reporter for the Washington Post, was inside the Church 

of the Divine Mercy in Managua when it was laid under siege by Nicaraguan officials in 

July of 2018. According to his article, students of the nearby National Autonomous 

University of Nicaragua had been protesting the government where they had set up 

barricades (Partlow 1). Officials had overrun the barricades and the students were forced 
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to evacuate. Many went to the Catholic church nearby, which was supposed to be a safe 

place for triage and support. Soon, though, militias opened fire on the church and pinned 

the staff and students inside for fifteen hours. One reverend inside the church asked 

rhetorically if a siege on a church of university students was truly respecting human 

rights by the government. Workers within the church tended to the wounded and prayed 

with those able to throughout the siege. Finally, Catholic clergy were able to negotiate 

with the assailants and the survivors were led out by police escort. The Catholic Church 

may not have been able to prevent situations like these in Nicaragua, but they have 

assisted those trying to make change by offering shelter, even at great personal risk, and 

religious leaders are still able to convince assailants to stop some atrocities,  even if on 

the small scale. With efforts like this, not as many will have to become migrants to live. 

As some leaders work to make change in the country to prevent the need for 

migration, many Nicaraguan church leaders have assisted migrants directly. One major 

initiative to do so is through focusing on issues surrounding the family. Especially in the 

Catholic Church, leaders see the toll that migration has on families, especially when they 

are split up as either parents leave or children are sent to another country. Bishop 

Socrates Rene Sandigo Jiron argues that migration can have a devastating effect on the 

family, as well as the poverty and human trafficking that many Nicaraguans experience 

(“What Kind of Family Issues are Important to a Nicaraguan Bishop?” 1). As a result, 

bishops in Nicaragua created a pastoral plan declaring 2014 as the “Year of the Family” 

(“What Kind of Family Issues are Important to a Nicaraguan Bishop?” 1). Pastor Sandigo 

says that this plan is to focus on keeping families together, but it does not decry migration 

if families do not have other options. Bishop Sandigo recognized issues in Nicaragua, 
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like high poverty rates and violence, that act as push factors for migration. This pastoral 

plan attempts to “work on helping families be ready for the obstacles they may 

face…[this is] about preparing families to confront new challenges” (“What Kind of 

Family Issues are Important to a Nicaraguan Bishop?” 1). The Catholic Church is taking 

an active role in assisting migrants with the difficult, life-altering struggles they may face 

as they migrate. In conjunction with efforts meant to reduce the need to migrate, the 

Church helps migrants in their journey as well in this way.  

One elusive way Christians, namely Protestants, in Nicaragua have directly 

helped migrants is through assistance in repatriation efforts. As noted earlier, 

Protestantism conversion increased greatly under the German Moravian missionaries to 

the country. Protestants reside throughout the country, making up nearly half of the 

population (“Moravian Church in Nicaragua”). One of the main efforts of this church has 

been to assist those repatriated to Nicaragua. According to the church’s description, they 

work primarily on the Caribbean coast to help citizens reintegrate both “infrastructurally 

as well as spiritually” (“Moravian Church in Nicaragua”). The church cares for migrants 

in this way, as returning to the home country after a long migration can be very difficult. 

One major instance of the potential need for this repatriation effort occurred with the 

termination of the United States Temporary Protected Status for Nicaraguan migrants. 

This order removed the protected status for Nicaraguans that was implemented in 1999 

and had been extended thirteen times since (United States District Court, Northern 

District of CA). This protected status meant that migrants from Nicaragua could not be 

detained based on their immigration status. The termination of this program has been 

stalled, but it is expected to expire in early 2021 and lead to the deportation of nearly 
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2,550 Nicaraguans in the United States (Bialik 1). While Nicaraguan churches have not 

been outspoken against this ruling, religious leaders have migrated themselves to flee the 

oppression they face and have spoken about the danger those returning to Nicaragua 

could face. The aforementioned Bishop Báez is one such example. Like the Christian 

leaders still in Nicaragua, he is looking for change in Nicaragua, especially as he tweets 

his support for those in the country and prays for peace. If the protected status of 

Nicaraguans is rescinded fully, many Nicaraguans could be forced back to this dangerous 

country. 

Church leaders like those of the Moravian Church have shown their willingness to 

help those if the situation changes, though These churches in Nicaragua offer a service 

for migrants that is uniquely religious as well, as they help repatriated citizens spiritually 

like those that have prayed over migrants. These efforts are important as the United 

States has worked with the Nicaraguan government, in addition to the rescinding of the 

Temporary Protected Status order, to deport those that are not legally allowed into the 

United States back to Nicaragua (Davis 1). In April of 2018, Immigration and Customs 

Enforcement signed a memorandum of understanding with Nicaragua to make the 

deportations of illegal citizens more efficient. Between December and August of 2018 

and 2019 respectively, more than 600 Nicaraguans were deported to their home country 

(Knoebel 2). With so many Nicaraguans returning to the country after long journeys, the 

Moravian church has a large number of people to assist in repatriation. Like other 

Protestants, they use their power and resources to assist migrants that are experiencing 

difficulties, and they use their position in their religion to ask for intercession and help 

people on their spiritual journey after difficulty and disappointment. Unlike Catholics, 
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these Protestants have more localized efforts without pastoral plans that many dioceses 

follow. They use their local context, like a Caribbean location that receives many 

deported Nicaraguans, to determine their actions and do not follow the same leaders or 

routes as other Protestant churches. 

Through efforts to help migrants and those returning as well as attempted 

negotiations with government officials, it is clear that Christians and their leaders have a 

presence in Nicaragua, especially due to the large number of adherents among residents. 

However, relations between the Ortega administration and religious organizations has 

soured and reduced the effectiveness of those organizations at the national level. The 

Catholic Church still acts as mediator in some situations, but it has mainly used its 

hierarchical rule-setting body to denounce the government’s actions and call for change. 

Though Ortega has passed legislation in the past in support of the Church, like the anti-

abortion law in 2009, he has been dedicated to his party more than Christianity even if 

the majority of the country practices the religion (Williams 2).  In 2019, he said that 

Catholic leaders were “committed to the coup plotters,” even as these leaders say they are 

not trying to undermine the government, showing his distaste for those in the position 

(Sheridan 1). As the Church becomes a refuge of sorts, they face oppression by the 

government that only respects the once-prestigious institution sporadically.  

As Catholic churches take specific stands in the country, they continue to face 

retaliation from those in power. In addition to the siege at Church of the Divine Mercy, 

St. Michael’s church in Masaya was put under gunfire for assisting protesters. Priest 

Román of the church said that their actions in helping protesters and treating the wounded 

was a humanitarian service, like the actions taken by others inspired by their Catholic 
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faith (Sheridan 2). The government has even sent spies into churches to gain information 

about actions and churchgoers, collecting information for the administration (Sheridan 1). 

Churches are aware of the threats posed by the current administration, yet they continue 

to help those in need and try to change the situation in the country so fewer have to leave. 

The Vatican has taken note as well, as it urged leaders like the outspoken Bishop Báez, 

who tweeted about the situation in Nicaragua, to leave the country. The oppression of the 

Ortega administration may continue, but it does not appear that services provided by 

Catholics for citizens and potential migrants will stop.  

Catholic churches are not the only ones facing this oppression by the government. 

Catholic churches have been more outspoken about their views on the administration, but 

Protestant churches have done more work like repatriation and prayer, “behind the 

scenes” work as an evangelical pastor from Masaya told World Watch monitor reporters 

(“Nicaragua: Churches Attacked”). They still face retaliation from the government, 

though, even without outspoken leaders making claims about safety and human rights. 

An analyst with World Watch said that, “no citizen or religious denomination is safe 

from attack now that paramilitary groups have publicly threatened to ‘blow the head off’ 

anyone protesting against the president” (“Nicaragua: Churches Attacked”). With the 

murder of an evangelical pastor in Mozonte by military personnel in 2018, many 

Nicaraguans know this to be true (“Nicaragua: Churches Attacked”). Christians still 

continue to pray, though, and Moravian Christians work with those that return to 

Nicaragua.  
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The Future of Religion and Migration 

Nicaragua’s history of Christian religion follows the trends of Latin America as a 

whole, and certainly follows trends in Central America as Catholicism remains a majority 

with Protestantism rising and seeing converts. Nicaraguan religious leaders of the past 

have spoken out against violence and human rights abuses, just as leaders do today in the 

country. Nicaraguan Catholics present similar actions and ideas on topics like targeted 

pastoral plans, while Protestants follow more local doctrine and events. Where Nicaragua 

differs from other Latin American countries is in the huge number of emigrants the 

country experiences as an origin country due to the current political and social situation 

in the country. Rampant violence forces many people to migrate out, making it primarily 

an origin country for migrants.  

This status as an origin country makes the role of Christians in migration different 

from other countries, though the relation still exists. Christians are involved in migration 

before and after it happens, not in transit like many countries in Central America are. 

Catholic Churches work to make Nicaragua safer and more accepting for its citizens so 

that they are not forced to face the harsh conditions many migrants do. The Catholic 

Church of Nicaragua does not condemn migration either, an important factor in its 

relation with those that do choose to migrate. The Church prioritizes human rights and 

the respect for all under an oppressive regime. The Protestant churches in Nicaragua 

serve a different role, as they pray and fast in support of those suffering and work with 

repatriates to make their transition into society easier. Both branches of Christianity focus 

on serving Nicaraguans and Nicaraguan migrants, just in different ways.  
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While this is the case now, under the current administration, this could change in 

the near future. Migrant numbers could increase or decrease, churches could face harsher 

persecution and be unable to do even the small tasks they do not to help citizens. The 

opposite could happen and churches could gain more power, but this seems unlikely. 

With the current trends it appears that Christians will be able to help on the small scale 

that they have been able to thus far under the Ortega administration, but they will not 

gain more power with the state until President Ortega is out of office. It also does not 

appear that migration numbers as a whole from Nicaragua will drop off as they have risen 

over the last two years, and human rights violations have only increased. The Christians 

in Nicaragua have had some effect, especially on individual lives, but do not have the 

power to make great change to turn the migration crisis around.   
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CHAPTER FIVE 

 

 Case Study: Guatemala, a transition and origin country 

 

 

This case study focuses on Guatemala under the previous few administrations as it 

examines religion and migration in the country. It will examine a brief history of religion 

in the country, followed by religion under the modern administration. It will then turn to 

a look at migration, focusing on the interactions of Christians with migrants and how 

these religious groups make changes to society and their country. Guatemala is an 

interesting case study as it was once an origin country primarily, but now serves as both 

an origin country and transit country for much of the Northern Triangle migration crisis. 

 

Religion in Guatemala  

Guatemala has a long historical tradition with Christianity, similar to many other 

Latin American countries yet differing significantly in some aspects. Settling groups, 

including conquistadores and priests, brought Roman Catholicism with them, attempting 

to convert indigenous peoples to the religion of the Crown and the other Spanish 

settlements on the continent. When Guatemala declared independence in 1821, the 

declaration recognized the position and significance of the Church in the country (Miller 

116). There were many practicing Catholics in the country and the fledgling government 

recognized the number and power of these people as it wrote Catholicism into the 

constitution and encouraged the sending of a representative to the Vatican to show 

loyalty (Miller 116). Like other countries in the region, Guatemala had a strong Catholic 
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Church presence that the government respected. Unlike other countries, though, 

Guatemala did not have the famous advocates for indigenous rights in colonial times like 

las Casas in the West Indies and Valdivieso in Nicaragua. In modern times, though, there 

have been more famous Guatemalan religious leaders speaking out in favor of human 

rights in modern times, as this chapter will study further. 

Much like other Latin American countries, Protestantism was mainly introduced 

to Guatemala through missionaries beginning in the 19th century. Unlike Nicaragua, 

many Protestant missionaries to Guatemala were from the United States, following the 

trend throughout the Western Hemisphere (McCleary 2). Many United States Protestants 

had targeted missionary goals in Guatemala, meant to convert as many people as possible 

to the religion. Their plan in Guatemala focused on converting indigenous people through 

localized teaching of prayer and scripture, creating the very unique, autonomous 

Protestant churches that predominate Protestantism in Latin America (McCleary 6). This 

Protestantism was similar to the historical Protestantism in the region including 

Lutherans and Anglicans, and Pentecostalism would only come to the country later with 

more modern conversion waves (McCleary 1). Many Guatemalans converted to 

Protestantism in the 1800s, and while exact numbers are difficult to define, there were 

many Protestant churches constructed at this time by missionaries with many Guatemalan 

members.  

In modern Guatemala, Christianity has followed a similar trend overall to Latin 

America and Central America, but there are marked differences in how Catholicism has 

progressed and how Protestantism gains new members. Catholicism began to face 

oppression from the State in the late 1880s. Liberal reformers began to take church 
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property and sought to bring education under the state as was common throughout Latin 

America (Argueta 1). Since then, rather than recovering like in other countries, 

Catholicism has been declining in the country. The Church had less power as a result, and 

it began to see fewer people willing to lead and join Catholicism (Argueta 1). In fact, the 

Catholic Church often has trouble finding priests to fill vacancies within the Church as 

the number of willing priests is falling in conjunction with decreasing lay membership 

(Argueta 1). A Pew Research study on Guatemala revealed that 50 percent of 

Guatemalans identify as Catholic, consistent with other Latin American countries 

(“Religion in Latin America”). The decline of the Catholic Church in Guatemala has been 

occurring longer than in other Latin American states, but the numbers indicate that the 

decline has not been as rapid as other places, like Nicaragua. The Church has still 

declined, though, and continues to face trouble keeping membership and leadership 

numbers up.   

Protestantism in Guatemala follows the patterns of other countries more closely 

than Catholicism does, but with marked differences under the Ríos Montt administration 

in 1982 and 1983. Protestant denominations began to grow rapidly in the 1980s, as, 

“many Guatemalans sought comfort in the belief of a better life despite the hardships of 

the present” (Argueta 2). Protestantism was one common way to find that comfort, and 

the evangelical nature of the religion made it open for all to join if they were willing. 

Some factors that made Protestantism attractive at this time were, “[its] tendency toward 

vibrant expressions of faith, spontaneity, and the lack of a hierarchy, which makes 

spiritual leaders more accessible to common people” (Argueta 2). The religion grew 

rapidly after that, especially as Catholics churches had difficulty finding those willing to 
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lead. In modern times, 41percent of Guatemalans identify as Protestant, meaning a 

smaller percentage are Protestant than those in Nicaragua (“Religion in Latin America”). 

The Protestant belief has still grown rapidly though, as more people convert to 

Protestantism later in life while only 69 percent of the 84 percent of Guatemalans raised 

Catholic still practiced the religion into adulthood (“Religion in Latin America”). One 

pastor in Guatemala even said, “many communities might not have running water, but 

they will have a church,” speaking about the prevalence of evangelical denominations in 

Guatemala (Trevizo 2). This seems to follow the trend of Central America, even if the 

history of Christianity and the decline of Catholicism were different.  

One way that Guatemala’s religious history differs from other countries is through 

the deadly dictatorship under Pentecostal leader Efraín Ríos Montt. General Ríos Montt 

seized power in a military coup in 1978, and while he did not win power solely based on 

his Protestant religion, he soon based his identity and his inner circle on members of his 

church, El Verbo (Garrard-Burnett 18). In her study on the dictatorship, appropriately 

titled Terror in the Land of the Holy Spirit, Virginia Garrard-Burnett argues that the most 

appropriate way to understand Montt’s regime is one of genocide, that targeted many 

indigenous people and Catholic leaders, and Montt’s recent conviction for genocide 

proves this point (Garrard-Burnett 17). It was in response to this that Guatemala saw 

many famous Catholic leaders speak out against the human rights abuses indigenous 

people faced in the country, like leaders in other countries had done in the past during 

colonial times. Rios Montt's government killed or forced into exile clergy who spoke out 

about government atrocities in the Guatemalan highlands. Troops slaughtered indigenous 

people or burned their villages (Arguen 1). As Protestants are less unified and 
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hierarchical than Catholics, it is often difficult to speak of the religion as a whole in 

history, outside of statistics. Montt’s religious government, though, represents a rare 

instance of widespread human rights abuses by a Protestant group in Latin America. This 

Church of the Word has not publicly condemned Montt’s actions, but many Protestant 

groups currently in Guatemala have a human rights focus, especially in migration.  

 

Religion and Migration in Guatemala 

Guatemala is an interesting case in this situation, as was Nicaragua, but for the 

reason that Guatemala went from primarily an origin country to both an origin and transit 

country for the modern migration crisis. Christians have interacted with migrants in both 

origin and transit situations, though churches have taken different roles in each that were 

inspired by history and past events in the country. Guatemala has seen huge numbers of 

migrants for the past few decades, averaging 40,000 citizens each year with a spike in 

1987 that totaled close to 270,000 migrants (“Guatemala Immigration Statistics 1960-

2020”). Christians attempted to influence the country and help migrants during the civil 

war when many were forced to flee, and this trend has continued today as Guatemala also 

becomes a transit country for many migrants from outside of the country.  

 

Migration Trends 

The first major migration flows out of Guatemala began as a result of the civil 

war fought from 1960-1996, which includes the reign of General Montt. This war is cited 

as one of the longest and most violent civil wars fought in Latin America, with huge 

human rights violations committed by the government prevalent throughout. An 

estimated 1.7 million people were killed or displaced in the war, primarily by state actors 
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(“Genocide in Guatemala”). At the peak of emigration in 1989, nearly 46,000 migrants 

from Guatemala reached the United States, with approximately 14,000 per year at the 

start of the war and 22,000 per year near the end (Jonas 2). These numbers do not include 

those that were internally displaced, estimated at 1.5 million total, and those that did not 

reach the United States, estimated to be 150,00 (“Genocide in Guatemala”). Many felt 

that they had to flee their home for their safety. 

When compared with Nicaragua, though on a longer time frame, Guatemala had 

many more migrate from their country during the civil war than Nicaragua had, and large 

numbers of Guatemalans still migrate today. In modern times, post-civil war era, 

Guatemala still sees high numbers of migrants leaving the country for others. In 2018, 

nearly 40,000 Guatemalans were apprehended at the United States border (Miroff 1). 

These may not be from the direct results of the civil war, but families still leave the 

country due to natural disasters, economic struggle, and hunger (Miroff 1). Guatemala 

has and continues to be an origin country for many migrants, at similar levels to 

Nicaragua. 

Guatemala also plays another role in migration, as a transit country for many of 

the migrants throughout Central America. As a result of the Safe Third Country 

agreement, migrants passing through Guatemala with hopes to reach the United States 

must apply for asylum in Guatemala, and they must be granted it (“Deportation with a 

Layover”). This agreement is based on the decision that the United States makes 

considering this country safe for asylum seekers to reside in, though many organizations 

such as Human Rights Watch argue that this is not the case (“Deportation with a 

Layover”). This agreement has led to many deportations from the United States to 
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Guatemala, where migrants are forced to stay and apply for asylum. Many do not, 

though, based on slow asylum claim processes in Guatemala, so they move to another 

country, stay in Guatemala, or wait and figure out their next plans (“Deportation with a 

Layover”). In 2020, under President Alejandro Giammattei Falla in Guatemala, nearly 

1,000 asylum-seekers, not all from Guatemala, were sent to the country to apply for 

asylum there (Currier). This increases the migrants traveling through Guatemala in transit 

to another destination.  

These deportations and requirements to seek asylum first in Guatemala increase 

the number of migrants traveling through Guatemala and thus increase the number of 

those that need help and assistance. Many of the migrants already traveling through 

Guatemala are part of migrant caravans on their way to the United States. One of the 

largest and most famous migrant caravans occurred in 2018, as nearly 4,000 Central 

Americans walked thousands of miles to try to reach the United States border (Lind). 

These migrant caravans have been common since, some being organized by different 

organizations and all including different amounts of people. Many of these caravans 

include thousands of people, and most of them travel through Guatemala on their journey 

north. In January of 2020, a caravan of 2,000 people was reported to be heading toward 

the United States even with the Safe Third Country agreement in place, hoping for 

admittance to the United States (Abbott 1). These thousands of people pass through 

Guatemala and stay there as they apply for asylum or travel through on the way north, 

needing assistance and finding it in different places. Oftentimes this assistance is carried 

out by the religious people in the country that come from a tradition of helping others and 

speaking out against injustice and harsh treatment.  
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Church Statements 

As mentioned previously, the Catholic Church in Guatemala was a loud voice for 

change in the Ríos Montt government as they fought for peace in the country. According 

to Bruce Calder, the Church in Guatemala became champions for “issues which it came 

to see as intimately connected to a lasting peace, such as human rights, democracy, 

indigenous rights, the plight of refugees, and economic inequality” (Calder 774). Many 

lost their lives as a result of this dedication as they opposed the government’s human 

rights violations against its citizens, specifically indigenous and religious people. These 

leaders brought attention to the issues that made life in Guatemala difficult for so many. 

The hierarchical nature of the Catholic Church gave them a united front to argue from, 

and helped the Church to lead movements toward peace (Calder 774). This dedication to 

human rights mirrors many Catholic leaders in Latin America, and mirrors the actions of 

many modern Nicaraguan Catholic leaders who are trying to normalize peace in the 

country so that residents do not feel they have to migrate and join the many that have 

already left Guatemala on difficult journeys.  

Following the lead of past Catholic leaders who spoke out against injustice 

against indigenous people, Catholics in Guatemala have spoken out at great personal risk 

to themselves. During the civil war, Bishop Juan Gerardi began condemning the 

government for its actions when 39 people were killed in the burning of the Spanish 

Embassy (“Assassination of Bishop Gerardi”). Bishop Gerardi was forced to leave the 

country while President Fernando Lucas García was in power. Once he returned to 

Guatemala, he continued to speak out against human rights abuses before he was 

assassinated by former military officers in his home (“Assassination of Bishop Gerardi”). 
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Exiles and death were common during the civil war, leading many to see migration as the 

only escape like those from Nicaragua have. Large numbers of people left the country, 

serving as an “external escape valve” for the pressure and abuses occurring in Guatemala 

(Jonas 1). Bishop Gerardi was an early example of leaders who tried to make migration 

less necessary and help those in need.  

Unlike in Nicaragua, leaders like Bishop Gerardi helped the Catholic Church 

assist the peace process that led to the end of the civil war, even if it took nearly three 

decades. This made migration less necessary for citizens and it made the country safer for 

migrants traveling through. According to Bruce Calder, “the formal peace process was 

significantly influenced by religious participation, with a wide variety of individuals and 

groups playing roles. They represented Catholic, Protestant, and ecumenical 

organizations” (Calder 778). Even though the Catholic Church has experienced a fading 

relationship with the government, it still had the influence to voice the concerns of the 

citizens and push the peace process along until the civil war officially ended. Some 

Protestant churches helped as well, even if those supporting the genocide did not. After 

the explosion in evangelical missions, many more Guatemalans joined Protestant 

churches and added their voices to the Catholics calling for peace and a better life for 

Guatemalans (Bracken 1). With the combined effort of these groups, Christians were able 

to influence the changes that reduced the need for migration due to the violence of the 

government. Even with this victory, though, many Guatemalans still migrate from the 

country today, for reasons like economic struggle listed before. Christians still call for 

change to help those who are suffering and feel that they must migrate, but with less 

tangible results than a signed peace agreement.  
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Catholic leaders have followed this tradition and spoken out about modern 

migration specifically and how Catholics should respond based on teachings of the 

Church. One major group to do so has been the Scalibrian order, “an international 

community of religious serving migrants and refugees of different cultures, religions and 

ethnicities in 32 countries and on five continents” (“Home: Scalibrians”). In 2014, the 

Conferencia Episcopal de Guatemala, made up of members of the Scalibrian order, 

released a pastor letter on the Day of the Migrant. This letter called on all Catholic 

communities to recognize the struggles that migrants face and to support migrants 

through donations and physical assistance to support the humanitarian labor the Catholic 

Church emphasizes (Conferencia Episcopal de Guatemala). They recognize the right to 

migrate and focus on assisting those that choose to leave their home (Conferencia 

Episcopal de Guatemala). The Scalibrian order also hosts migrant shelters throughout 

Central America. 

Like leaders in Nicaragua, these bishops and other Catholic leaders have focused 

on reducing the need to migrate as well through their words and influence in the country. 

This letter calls for recognition of the many push factors that lead to emigration and an 

attempt to reduce them (Conferencia Episcopal de Guatemala). By noticing the problems 

present in their country that cause migration, leaders like these bishops and those in 

Nicaragua validate the journey that the migrants take, and while they work to make that 

journey unnecessary, these leaders directly help these migrants or call on others to do so 

in the name of the religion.  
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Church Actions 

Both branches of Christianity have instances of following this history of social 

action in their interactions with migrants in Guatemala and the government in modern 

times. Primarily, churches have served as shelters and church members have aided 

migrants as they travel on dangerous journeys. Many Catholic churches have converted 

to shelters for migrants to use as they travel through. One example is the aforementioned 

Casa del Migrante run by Father Verzeletti that has received threats for serving migrants 

(McVicar 1). Shelters like this one provide food and spiritual care for migrants. In 2018, 

a Catholic shelter in Guatemala City housed 1,700 migrants as part of a caravan trying to 

reach the United States border (“Church Shelter in Guatemala Swamped”). A shelter 

official said this migratory experience is a humanitarian crisis, one that the Church is 

responding to as it has to other crises like it in the past (“Church Shelter in Guatemala 

Swamped”). These shelters are similar to many others throughout Latin America, like 

those in Costa Rica and Mexico, where Catholic churches and leaders have focused on 

helping those that need assistance as they migrate. The Church continues to focus on 

human rights and service, using the resources they have. Unlike Nicaragua, these 

churches may not be under widespread direct gunfire and they may house those already 

on the migrant journey rather than deciding whether or not to embark on it, but both are 

trying to make lives better and help those who are facing difficult lives and choices.  

As groups like these and the Scalibrians assist migrants before and during their 

journey, many help those that return or are sent to Guatemala. Like Protestant churches in 

Nicaragua, Catholic ministries in Guatemala are working with those on the far end of the 

migrant journey as they return from their destination either willingly or unwillingly. 
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Ministries in the country have teamed up with others in Central America to call for an 

end to deportation from the United States during the COVID-19 crisis ("Migrant 

Ministries Call for End to Deportation During Pandemic"). Shelters have had difficulty 

assisting migrants during the pandemic due to health concerns, and they are less able to 

help Guatemalans that need to reintegrate into their society or non-citizens sent under the 

Safe Third Country agreement in the uncertain stage of their journey ("Migrant Ministries 

Call for End to Deportation During Pandemic"). These religious people hope to influence 

large governments to focus on human rights and not politics in the pandemic, seeing the 

needs of migrants and shelters alike to make decisions that will be more beneficial and 

safe for the people involved.  

Protestant churches are helping those migrating through the country as well as 

Catholic Churches. One major way is through the pastors that provide resources to 

migrants to reach their northern goals. These Protestant leaders provide information or 

physical assistance as migrants travel, and they offer their prayers to aid as well 

(Kinosian 1). Prayer, an entirely religious approach, is a way that churches can have a 

specific impact on migrants as they look after physical and spiritual wellbeing. Unlike 

Catholicism, there is not one overarching Protestant leader to make declarations like the 

migrant ministry of Guatemala did. However, individual churches do help migrants and 

find ways within their own lives and context that they can make a difference for those 

that need their help. Like Protestant churches in Nicaragua, these localized churches have 

found a way to assist those traveling in their community. They have used the context as a 

Safe Third Country and transit/origin country to serve those they come into contact with.   
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 Even with all these successful efforts to help migrants now and influences on the 

government in the past, the Catholic Church is still losing members and power rapidly in 

the country and Protestant churches are not as unified or outspoken on the topic. The 

relation between the Catholic Church and the state has been precarious since the state’s 

actions against it in the late 1800s, and while the government still recognizes Catholicism 

and has ceased widespread human rights abuses against its leaders, it has not given it the 

same attention and power in modern times as many other countries (Manewal 50). The 

Church has trouble filling its leadership roles and its pews, and the numbers have not 

increased since they began falling after the actions taken by the state in the civil war 

(“Religion in Latin America”). One hopeful statistic, though, is that even though the 

Church has been declining so long, it still has similar numbers to other Central American 

counts on Catholicism, so the Church may not fall entirely powerless soon (“Religion in 

Latin America”). It may use its power to negotiate with the relatively new administration 

like it did during the peace process to advocate for better treatment for migrants, though it 

could decline more and follow the route that many Protestants have as they work 

individually to help migrants. Protestants may become more outspoken as they continue 

to grow in number and see support from other churches outside of the country, but the 

church members could continue in their role in localized assistance with little public 

attention.  

 

The Future of Religion and Migration 

The history of religion in Guatemala follows trends present in Latin America and 

Central America, though Catholicism began a decline in membership before the religion 

did in other countries. It still has some power in the country, evidenced by the peace 
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process, but now faces low numbers and threats from government agents as it helps 

migrants. These threats are not to the same extent Catholic leaders faced during the civil 

war, but many are still weary of speaking out against the government for these threats. 

Protestantism has grown, though these leaders are not as outspoken as many Catholic 

leaders are. Migration concerning Guatemala is different from other countries, and very 

different from Nicaragua, as large flows left the country during the civil war and continue 

today even as the country has become a transit country for many. Where Nicaragua has 

few Central Americans traveling through the country, Guatemala has many from all 

throughout the region. Christians in Guatemala have focused on helping migrants at all 

stages of the journey as they try to prevent migration, serve migrants, and assist those 

deported.  

Both Nicaragua and Guatemala have strong church presences within their 

countries. They are predominantly Catholic with a declining population as Protestantism 

grows. Catholics are often outspoken in support of migrants as they have histories that 

help those in need, working to reduce the need to migrate but serving those who do and 

especially those that are returned from their journey. Both have huge populations of 

migrants that leave the country, showing the need for preventative actions by Christians, 

but many still leave in spite of these efforts. Guatemala focuses more on its transition 

status and helps those traveling through, including Nicaraguans, but faces backlash from 

some for their efforts. Both try to help those that are deported.  

The future of religion and migration is uncertain in Guatemala. The Catholic 

Church has not had the same impact it did at the end of the civil war, not able to reverse 

the Safe Third Country agreement, though one church did receive government protection 
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after threats were called in. It appears, though, that with its declining numbers and the 

individualized support Protestant churches provide to migrants, that these churches may 

have a similar future impact to those in Nicaragua as they work independently to change 

single lives. Churches have been unable to stop overall migration, like in Nicaragua, and 

while they help individually there could be more threats or laws that prevent them from 

making overall change. 

Even with these small victories, it does not appear that these churches have the 

power to make the drastic changes needed to stop the migration crisis in Central America. 

Both have support from religious people in the United States, but they simply have not 

been able to curb migration numbers or policy in their governments. These churches have 

been able to provide shelter and support, not change the way policy is created for the 

hemisphere. As stated, both countries could experience a change that allows religious 

people to better serve their beliefs in human rights, to stop the issues that cause migration 

and make migration difficult, but in this moment it does not appear that this situation will 

change drastically soon. It is more likely that falling numbers of Catholics and the 

localized focus of Protestants will limit the power to make change.   
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CHAPTER SIX 

 

Case Study: Mexico, a receiving country 

 

 

The final case study looks at Mexico under previous and current administrations. 

Though often not included in the region of Central America, Mexico is very similar to 

other countries of the region and essential in this thesis to gain a wide understanding of 

the migration crisis in Central America and how religious organizations impact it. Like 

the previous case studies, this chapter will examine religion in Mexico, migration in the 

country, and how the two interact. It will look at how these factors make Mexico unique 

and provide a sort of conclusion for this thesis. Finally, it will examine how this situation 

might change in the future, and end with overall conclusions regarding all three case 

studies. 

 

Religion in Mexico 

Like much of Latin America, Mexico has a religious history of Christianity 

beginning with colonization. In 1521, Spanish conquistadores began to take over the land 

that would become Mexico, bringing with them forced conversion to Roman Catholicism 

(“The History of Religion and the Study of Religion in Mexico” 38). The Aztec capital of 

Tenochtitlan was located in the center of what would become Mexico City, and exerted 

control, both physical and religious, over the people of the area. With the fall of the Aztec 

capital, though, Spanish missionaries began their conversion efforts on the indigenous 

people (“The History of Religion and the Study of Religion in Mexico” 38). Catholicism 
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became the main religion of the state and religious leaders took control of many aspects 

of life. Within a few decades, Catholics was in control of academia in Mexico, as priests 

or those trained in the Church were the main directors of schools and universities (“The 

History of Religion and the Study of Religion in Mexico” 39). Cathedrals were a main 

part of life, and were often near government buildings like in much of Latin America. 

Many indigenous people that survived, as well as most foreign settlers, were Catholic.  

It was near the end of the 1800s, similar to the rest of Latin America, that 

Protestantism began to enter Mexico. Protestant missionaries traveled to Mexico during 

the independence era, coming mainly from the United States and Great Britain. 

Missionaries attempted to enter the areas in the 1810s, but the government halted their 

efforts in order to maintain the power of the Catholic Church (Porter 16). The 

government of Mexico began to secularize in the late 1800s, though, taking away some of 

the official power of the Catholic Church (“The History of Religion and the Study of 

Religion in Mexico” 40). This loss of power was not to the same extent as that in 

Guatemala, but it did allow for the growth of the Protestant church. In fact, like many 

Central American churches in modern times, Mexico began to see large numbers of 

Catholics convert to Protestantism at this time, including priests that were disillusioned 

with Catholicism (Porter 18). Protestantism continued to be a minority religion, however. 

The Protestant churches that were established were very localized and unique, like most 

of Latin America. Some Protestants even began their own denominations in Mexico like 

the Society of Christian Friends started by Don Sóstenes Júarez (Porter 18). These 

religious situations began trends that continue in Mexico to this day.  
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Mexico’s Christian makeup in modern times has followed trends present in Latin 

America, though they differ greatly from many Central American countries. According to 

Pew research, nearly 81 percent of Mexicans consider themselves Catholic (“Religion in 

Latin America”). This is a far greater majority than the near half percentages in 

Nicaragua and Guatemala that still identify with the Church. Mexico is predominantly 

Catholic, with less influence and presence of Protestants in the country. With that said, 

though, Protestants still maintain a presence in the country. Protestants made up 9 percent 

of those surveyed (“Religion in Latin America”). In fact, 44 percent of these current 

Protestants had been raised Catholic (“Religion in Latin America”). Though this drop is 

Catholic numbers is less drastic than in other Central American countries, it is still a loss 

on the presence of the Catholic Church and will likely continue in the future. This could 

impact the way Christians in Mexico interact with human rights issues, namely the 

migration crisis.  

 

Religion and Migration in Mexico 

Just as religion in Mexico follows similar trends to Guatemala and Nicaragua but 

at a different level, so is migration in Mexico similar yet very distinct to the phenomenon 

in the other two case studies. This destination country has high numbers of migrants 

through the region, as well as to it that do not travel completely to the United States. It is 

also still a predominantly Catholic country, changing the way Christians and specific 

churches work with migrants.  
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Migration Trends 

Mexico was once a major origin country for migrants in Latin America, sending 

4.9 million migrants to the United States between 1990 and 2000 (Passel 1). Mexico was 

the largest origin country for migrants in the United States and saw numbers of migrants 

increase exponentially throughout the 1990s. However, those statistics have changed in 

the last two. decades as well as changed the role Mexico plays in migration. Mexican 

migration to the United States has been net negative since 2005 as more migrants return 

to Mexico than Mexican migrants come to the United States (Gonzalez-Barrera). It was 

very recently that Mexico experienced a change in emigration, becoming a destination 

and transit country more than the origin country it once was. 

Like Guatemala and Nicaragua, Mexico has had push factors that led to the great 

number of emigrants to the United States. Difficult times in the country, like the Mexican 

Revolution at the start of the 20th century and the Cristero Revolt shortly after led many 

to migrate to the United States to seek a more peaceful, secure home than the one they 

had been inhabiting (Young 272). Since then, though, a majority of migrants from 

Mexico have been seeking economic improvement (Gutiérrez). Where Nicaragua and 

Guatemala have many families who migrate to escape violence and persecution, Mexico 

had many migrants travel alone to the United States, whether that be men seeking jobs to 

send remittances home or single women looking to make money in the service industry of 

the United States (Gutiérrez). The United States still experiences large numbers of these 

migrants traveling to the country, but the huge amount that once came now pale in 

comparison to those who return to Mexico.  
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There is some debate over why migration from Mexico has been negative in the 

past two decades. Some academics cite the slow recovery of the United States economy 

after the recession of 2008, while others say strict immigration laws in the United States 

have led to the large numbers of those returning to Mexico. However, a survey conducted 

in Mexico found that a majority of the migrants that returned to Mexico left of their own 

accord, seeking to rejoin their families (Gonzalez-Barrera). Only 14 percent reported 

forced deportation as their reason for returning home (Gonzalez-Barrera). There are many 

factors that have led to this negative migration rate, some that migrants take willingly and 

others forced on them. 

This negative migration to the United States is one reason Mexico has become a 

destination country for many migrants from Mexico as they look to return home. 

However, the migration crisis throughout Central America has made Mexico a 

destination country for many foreign-born migrants as well. Mexican authorities have 

reported apprehending hundreds of thousands of migrants from the Northern Triangle of 

Central America each year since 2015 (“Mexico’s Immigration Control Efforts”). 

Migrants leaving their homes and often traveling toward the United States have been 

apprehended at the southern border of Mexico before they reach the United States, and 

many enter the country. Over 1,000 refugees from Central America were granted asylum 

in Mexico in 2019 as the country became their home at the end of their journey 

(“Mexico’s Immigration Control Efforts”). This successful asylum application as well as 

strict immigration policies at the US border is an example of how a transit country like 

Mexico can become a destination country for people as they cannot reach their goal of 

the United States at the end. Many migrants come from southern countries to Mexico as 
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many Mexicans from the United States return home, making the country a large 

destination country. 

In addition to these migrants coming from other countries and ending in Mexico, 

the “Remain in Mexico” policy has led to a large increase in the number of migrants that 

reside in Mexico indefinitely. In June of 2019, six months after the announcement of the 

policy in 2018, Mexico reported 15,000 returned Central American migrants from the 

United States to Mexico (Long 1). Many of these migrants must wait in Mexico for 

months for their hearings, and many remain in Mexico indefinitely. They reside in 

shelters, often receiving aid from organizations that focus on human rights and assisting 

those in need, like religious organizations. 

Mexico has an interesting position for migrants as a large country just south of the 

United States. It has become a receiving country, both as migrants stop on their journey 

to the United States and others are sent to wait in Mexico for their hearings in the United 

States. As a predominantly Catholic country with a large Protestant minority, Mexico 

hosts many interactions between migrants and Christians, in similar and different ways to 

the other two countries studied.  

 

Church Statements 

Like many other countries, and Nicaragua in particular, Mexico has had Catholic 

leaders speak up against the abuses happening at the hands of conquistadores. Bartolome 

de las Casas, studied in detail in Chapter One, led movements in Mexico as well as the 

West Indies. He called for an end to slavery in Mexico, recognizing the importance of 

human rights and the value of each person in chains (Frankovich 1). Another Catholic 

priest, Miguel de Hidalgo, was the first person in Mexico to call for independence from 
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the Spanish Crown. Although modern scholars do not have the full text of this speech, or 

even agree on what was said, many agree on Hidalgo’s overall call to end slavery and 

oppression by Spain over the Mexican people (Meyer 275). Catholic leaders called on 

their religion and used their voice in the country, amplified by their power as people of 

Catholicism, and pushed for social change that would benefit those that were suffering. 

These trends of support for oppressed people continue in many instances today, 

especially in migration. 

Modern Christians have followed trends like this. Before the “Remain in Mexico” 

policy, Christians in Mexico worked to help those that migrated or could potentially 

migrate. Catholic leaders began to interact with the large waves of migrants leaving for 

the United States in the 1900s. Initially, the Catholic Church called on potential migrants 

to stay home, to keep their families together and remain within the Church (Fitzgerald 1). 

This is very similar to the call made by the National Hispanic Christian Leadership 

Conference to keep families together as an essential unit of the religious experience 

mentioned in Chapter Two (Dias 1). However, much like the efforts of Catholics in 

Guatemala and Nicaragua to end the need for migration, Catholic leaders in Mexico 

could not stop the large number of economic migrants seeking to move to the United 

States. Instead, the Church shifted its focus to assisting migrants before and after they 

left. Priests gave migrants information, preparing them for the journey, and many priests 

denounced abuses against unauthorized migrants at the border of the United States 

(Fitzgerald 2). The Catholic Church also set up one of the first migrant shelters in the 

country, as the Scalibrians in Mexico opened a seminary to help migrants traveling 

through Guadalajara as well as prepare priests to build relationships with Latinx churches 
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in the United States (Fitzgerald 2) They also tried to convince the Mexican government to 

help emigrants (Fitzgerald 2). These efforts began many that continue today as Mexico 

becomes more of a destination country than an origin one.  

Though some shelters receive government funding, oftentimes Catholic shelters 

funded by donations are the only ones in operation. Many Catholic leaders in Mexico say 

that these shelters and their efforts are run entirely by donation and the “solidarity” of 

good-willed people (“Catholic Shelters in Mexico”). Many Catholic leaders, like Father 

Pat Murphy in Tijuana, have brought international attention to what they see as 

shortcomings of the current administration. Father Murphy said that even though the 

administration of President Andrés Manuel López Obrador has promised aid to those 

helping migrants, mainly as a result of the “Remain in Mexico” policy, many shelters 

have not seen any assistance from the government (“Catholic Shelters in Mexico”). 

While they do not receive assistance and have accused government officials of 

threatening them like those in Guatemala, these shelters do have the spoken support of 

the government and do not face the oppression that many do in Nicaragua. These shelters 

are still able to serve others based on their faith and belief in human rights.  

In addition to providing shelter for migrants, Mexican religious leaders speak up 

about policy that harms the migrants they are serving. Just as Father Murphy criticized 

the government for not following its word to aid shelters, other leaders have drawn 

attention to policy in both Mexico and the United States that harms migrants. Before he 

was kidnapped, Pastor Méndez stated how dangerous the experience of remaining in 

Mexico is for many migrants as they experience violence and threats as they travel and 

await their hearings (Semple 1). Many migrants realize how difficult their journey will be 
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and stay in Mexico permanently or try to return home. The government of Mexico has 

“limited capability to respond to violence in many parts of [Nuevo Laredo]” where many 

shelters are for these migrants, according to the US Department of State (Semple 1). 

Leaders like Méndez and Pastor López have called for assistance to shelters and help 

from the government that agreed to the “Remain in Mexico” policy, while others have 

criticized the policy outright (Semple 1). A priest from Juárez, Javier Calvillo, has stated 

that the human rights violations as a result of the policy are unacceptable, and that no 

plan like the “Remain in Mexico” can succeed like this if the rights of migrants are not 

respected (Moore 2). Religious leaders have stood up for migrants in Mexico and called 

for an end to the terrible situations they face.  

 

Church Actions 

Modern Christians in Mexico use their history in Mexico as well as its recent 

actions regarding migrants to continue to assist those traveling through and to the 

country. Many churches that once focused on assisting Mexican migrants before and after 

their journey, like the Scalibrians, have now turned the majority of their focus to assisting 

the many foreign-born migrants that travel through Mexico and must remain there as they 

await their hearings in the United States (“Casas de Migrante Scalabrini”). One of the 

main ways that churches have been helping these migrants is through the creation of 

migrant shelters throughout the country and especially near the northern border with the 

United States and the southern border with Guatemala. The Casa del Migrante Amar, 

mentioned in Chapter Two as it became a focus of many pastors in Nuevo Laredo after 

the kidnapping of Pastor Méndez, is one such shelter. Like many Catholic shelters 

throughout Mexico, this shelter was built and managed by Catholic leaders as a way to 
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provide necessities to those migrants traveling to the border and sent back to await their 

hearings.  

Catholic organizations have turned many efforts to assisting migrants. Like in 

Guatemala, the Scalibrians have been very active in Mexico as migrants travel through 

Mexico and stay in the country. These Catholics have focused on creating migrant 

shelters throughout Central America to aid those that are seeking a better life (“Casas de 

Migrante Scalabrini”). Their migrant shelters throughout Mexico are listed on an easy-to-

access website with contact information for each shelter to improve accessibility for those 

needing assistance (“Red casas del migrante”). As in Guatemala, the Scalibrians in 

Mexico have been outspoken about the right to migrate, saying that “migration is not a 

crime” (“Nuevo Laredo”). Other Catholic organizations, like the Fray Matías de Córdova 

Human Rights Center, have set up similar shelters to help migrants (“2020 WOLA 

Human Rights Awards and Benefit Gala”). In fact, this human rights center is being 

awarded by the Washington Office on Latin America for its work, and received a grant in 

2014 from the MacArthur Foundation to help migrant populations in physical aid as well 

as legal assistance (“Centro de Derechos Humanos Fray Matías de Córdova”). These 

Catholic organizations are working from a long history of human rights advocacy to aid 

migrants as they travel through Mexico and back to the country. 

Though Protestant churches in Mexico have been less outwardly supportive of 

migrants in the past than Catholic churches, Protestant members in Mexico have worked 

with the United States organizations to assist migrants. The YMCA of the United States 

and Canada has opened shelters in Mexico (“YMCA”). The YMCA Houses for Migrant 

Children began in Baja California 1991 to serve those under 18 that were migrating, or 
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had been deported from the United States and needed assistance as they planned their 

next moves (“YMCA”). These Protestants saw the need to help migrants, especially as 

they were returned to their country, much like the Protestants in Nicaragua that help those 

repatriating. This organization works to preserve the human rights of those migrating and 

now serves migrants in four cities in Mexico. As in most of Latin America, these 

Protestants have less of a defined history to draw from, and less organization throughout 

the religion to unite for single efforts. Individual Protestants in places like the YMCA 

shelter in Baja California have worked locally to help migrants through their religion, like 

other groups in Nicaragua and Guatemala.  

Many of the main shelters in Mexico are run by Catholic priests and many 

outspoken leaders are Catholics, but Protestant leaders in Mexico have assisted modern 

migrants, in addition to the YMCA house that continues to operate. They work 

differently than those in Nicaragua and Guatemala, not focusing on repatriation efforts 

and migration guiding, yet they still do prevalent work and even cooperate across borders 

to serve migrants. These religious efforts are oftentimes tied to Latinx churches in the 

United States as well, showing how religious actors in Latin America and the United 

States are working together to make change for migrants. One major effort is through the 

San Diego Southern Baptist Association in Tijuana. The planning missionary, Juvenal 

González, works with Protestant churches in Tijuana to provide shelter and resources to 

migrants traveling through the region (Tablazon 1). González was an immigrant from 

Mexico to the United States, and now he has returned to offer shelter for other migrants 

and to empower churches and religious people to serve those in need. 
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Nondenominational shelters in Matamoros have also focused on helping those 

awaiting their next move or entrance to the United States. These shelters work closely 

with Team Brownsville, a Latinx-run organization in the United States, to obtain 

resources and bring international attention to the situation of tent cities along the border 

(Bova 1). These binational and bicultural organizations work are based on Christian and 

biblical views. One volunteer said, “the Bible says we should help the needy and the 

foreigner; it's the right thing to do” (Bova 1). Even with these efforts, though, religious 

organizations have not been able to see the policy reversed by the governments or see 

greatly increased funding for migrants from the Mexican government. Like in Guatemala 

and Nicaragua, these organizations work to help migrants on their journeys, but have not 

been able to change policy for them. 

 

The Future of Religion and Migration 

Just as migration from Central America, like from Guatemala and Nicaragua, is 

unlikely to halt, it is unlikely that the large caravans traveling through Mexico will stop. 

Migration to the United States from Mexico will most likely continue to fall as it has for 

the last two decades, while migration to Mexico from the United States and other 

countries in Latin America has continued to rise. Catholic leaders and churchgoers have 

been the most active in their efforts to help these migrants, and that is unlikely to change. 

Unlike Guatemala and Mexico, though, far fewer Mexicans are leaving Catholicism than 

in other Central American countries, and the presence of the Catholic Church in the 

country is unlikely to diminish much as a result (“Religion in Latin America”). The 

Church may maintain more power here to protect migrant efforts. Protestantism will most 

likely continue to grow, though it will most likely not be as quickly as Nicaragua or as 
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greatly as Guatemala, and may not have as much voice as Catholics do in Mexico as a 

result. 

Though religious shelters are facing difficulties helping the migrants that travel 

through them, and many religious leaders are suffering or missing as a result of their 

work, it is unlikely that these Christians will stop their work. The Casa del Migrante 

Amar continues to operate even as the search for Pastor Méndez stretches on, and more 

Latinx organizations and churches in the United States donate and volunteer at migrant 

shelters in Mexico and in the United States itself. Catholic leaders running shelters 

continue to speak out, and Protestants helping those that return and working in both 

nations have continued to receive support.  

However, even with these successes, there is no way to determine how policy will 

change in the future. The policy between the two nations has stayed for nearly two years 

now, and President López Obrador has become more strict on migration issues 

(“Mexico’s Immigration Control Efforts”). This could change, though, if the government 

of the United States changes in the election in November 2020 and rescinds policies 

promoting strict migration laws. Otherwise, though, the situation as a whole is unlikely to 

change and Christian organizations will still be needed and able to help migrants. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

 

Conclusion 

 

 

Though religion and migration have had very unique and varied histories 

throughout Latin America, there are still similarities to be found throughout the area, and 

especially in Central America as a region. Catholicism was introduced by settlers and 

became the dominant religion through force and conversion and still remains the majority 

religion in Latin America today. Protestantism was introduced at a later time and, while 

modern numbers show large numbers of converts especially in Central America, 

Protestantism did not typically gain the power that Catholicism did. A major exception to 

that rule was Guatemala under Ríos Montt, though now the Protestant church mirrors the 

rest of Central America more. Much of the legacy of this Christian presence in Latin 

America has been in leaders who call for civil rights, like las Casas. Again, there are 

exceptions to this, but history seems to remember the good of religious actors in these 

states and modern churches often try to emulate the call for love and acceptance over the 

oppression that some leaders took.  

One of the greatest situations that requires action is the migration crisis in Central 

America in modern times. As large caravans travel throughout the region, they come into 

contact with many different people and often require assistance. The journey these 

migrants take is dangerous and many walk for thousands of miles, carrying all of their 

possessions (Lind). Different countries experience these migrants differently, though, like 

the countries presented in the case study. As countries take on a role, as origin, transit, or 
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destination country, the people within the country and the religious actors within take on 

different tasks to reduce the tragedies experienced by migration. 

Overall, most Christians in Central America have taken similar steps to help 

migrants. In origin countries like Nicaragua and Guatemala Catholics try to reduce the 

need to migrate by helping those targeted by the government. In transit countries, many 

Catholics and Protestants help migrants as they travel by giving aid and shelter or 

information. In destination countries, many Protestant groups have helped with 

repatriation efforts for those that return or are sent home. Many of these Christians 

support migrants and try to make life better for them, following the precedent set by 

outspoken religious leaders in Chapter Two. Catholics often have a greater network to 

work with, while many Protestants work locally to make individual change. Both 

branches have connections within the United States through Latinx churches that, through 

donation or volunteering, help them to serve migrants in their communities as they join 

together through a shared religion and culture. These international efforts inspired by 

religion have reduced the horrors that many migrants face.  

All three countries studied here have similar religious histories, though with 

unique circumstances that make them different. They all come from a common Latin 

American history of Catholic settlement with Protestant immigration that increased 

Protestant, often Pentecostal, presence in the country. Nicaragua and Guatemala have had 

an explosion of Protestantism like much of Central America, while Mexico has seen only 

modest growth in the minority branch of Christianity. All three have a strong modern 

Christian presence, though, and they all have a history of social justice efforts from the 

churches that continue into modern times. Some have exceptions, like Guatemala’s 
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Protestant support of the Montt regime, but many modern churches remember the good of 

the religion’s history and not the bad and try to emulate the positive.  

Migration numbers are where these countries differ the most, but that difference 

reveals commonalities in religious response to migration throughout Latin America. All 

three have been a primarily origin country at one point, though Nicaragua remains the 

strongest now. Guatemala is an origin and transit country for the migration crisis, while 

Mexico is mostly a transit country that becomes a destination country as US policy halts 

many efforts at migration to the United States. All three states also have government 

policies that impact migrants as well, whether that be the oppression by the government 

in Nicaragua, Safe Third Country agreements by Guatemala, or the “Remain in Mexico” 

agreement in Mexico. The three countries have large migration numbers and government 

impact on them, and all three often see human rights abuses or suffering among their 

migrant populations. 

Though the three differ in exactly how the Christians of their state interact with 

migrants, all three see large humanitarian efforts to help migrants. Whether that be before 

the journey through efforts to make life better to stop migration, through shelters and 

assistance on the journey, or through repatriation efforts after voluntary or forced return, 

all three countries see Christian efforts to help migrants. These efforts do not include 

condemnation of migrants, or a public denouncement of migration and often show 

religious support for the right to migrate. The efforts are made to help those suffering, to 

help the “foreigner among [Christians],” and to make life better for those around the 

churches. The efforts differ between Protestants and Catholics, and among countries, but 

they are present in all of them. These efforts are not likely to stop either, even if they face 
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government threats like in Guatemala or persecution like in Nicaragua. They will likely 

continue their work and even benefit from the assistance of Latinx churches in the United 

States like those in Mexico. They can have great impact on individual migrants as they 

journey, prepare to migrate, or return to their original country as a result of policies or 

personal decisions. 

Oftentimes, a united Catholic approach is seen through migration efforts. Migrant 

shelter networks, pastoral letters, and calls by church leadership can influence the entire 

branch to view and respond to migration in one way. The localized nature of Protestant 

churches often makes them independent, operating at a local level to respond to the 

migrants that travel through. Most of the time, these are repatriation efforts in origin and 

destination countries like Nicaragua and Mexico, though Protestants have assisted 

migrants on their journey in transit countries like Guatemala. The two branches differ in 

their efforts to help migrants, and how outspoken they are about migration, but both show 

directed efforts at aiding those traveling to find a better life.  

The migration crisis that requires religious intervention in all three states, and 

Central America as a whole on a broader scale, is unlikely to change. Religious leaders 

have spoken out and worked to serve migrants, but overall policies have not changed. 

Migrants still face abuses and still have to travel long distances to receive help in a 

shelter that may be overrun or short-staffed. Christians in Central America are able to 

help on a small level, and especially impact individual migrants, but they do not have the 

political control the Catholic Church once did. These governments have kept the policies 

in place Christians are fighting against. If governments turn over in upcoming elections, 
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this situation could change, but it is unlikely at this point. It is likely that migration 

numbers will remain high as Christians do their best to assist.  

The goal of this thesis is to provide a consolidated framework and a superficial 

overview of how religion and migration interact in Latin America. It shows specific ways 

that Christians can assist migrants within their context. Though there are many Christians 

working with migrants and speaking about migration in Latin America, there is little 

academia researching trends on the phenomenon. With the importance of Christianity in 

Latin America and the urgency of the migration crisis, there were sure to be connections, 

and this thesis found many. Future scholars may use this to gain a general understanding 

of this connection. 

Continued work is certainly needed on this topic, especially in an academic 

setting. More work could be done on the political side of this situation, in looking at the 

interaction of Christians and the government in each state to find a comparison of power 

of Christians in Latin America, and how this might impact how involved Christians are 

with migrants. More work could be done on evolving patterns throughout the region, 

especially as the migration crisis enters its seventh year soon. This thesis sought broad 

overviews, but there may be evolving stances and actions of church groups. This work 

could also be continued in other regions of Latin America, especially regions in migration 

crises like northern South America. This would create a better understanding of the 

region as a whole and how historical and modern religion impacts migration. Through all 

of these efforts, scholars may be able to assist these religious groups, or give them 

information that could give them the power needed to make substantial change to truly 

change life for the migrants they seek to serve. One particularly interesting study would 
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be a closer look at latinx religiosity and how churches within the United States work with 

Christians in Latin America to interact with migrants.  
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