
Religious freedom
by David Friswell

A few weeks ago, 30 people, drawn from nearly 10 
countries, came together to discuss key issues 
about religious freedom. Can you imagine the 

gradual wearing away of our religious freedom to the point 
where many opportunities for employment are not open 
to us because of our faith, taking us (and our families) 
further into poverty? What must it be like to be followed, 
reported on and blacklisted by the government because 
of your personal beliefs? How can any of us begin to 
understand the emotions of being from Chibok in Nigeria 
and going through the pain of having three young women 
from our family kidnapped and two of our brothers killed – 
just because some years previously we converted from our 
traditional family faith to Christianity? 

Those were not the only stories we heard at the recent 
consultation. From the declared Christian country of 
Zambia, we heard concerns and fears that Christians 
there may be starting to restrict freedom of religion and 
belief of other faith groups. Closer to home, we explored 
the threat of secularism affecting all faiths and their place 
in our society.
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“So if the Son makes you free, you will be free indeed.”
John 8:36 NRSV 

In this special edition of World Church News, you will read stories from 
Cuba, Pakistan, Portugal and Nigeria. 

Article 18 of the Universal 
Declaration of Human 
Rights enshrines freedom 
of belief and conscience 
as a right for all peoples. 
In 1962, the UN General 
Assembly decided 
that declarations and 
conventions should be 
drafted on the twin topics 
of racial discrimination 
and discrimination based 
on religion or belief. The 
International Convention 
on the Elimination of 
All Forms of Racial 
Discrimination was 
adopted in 1965, but a 
convention on religious 
discrimination remains 
outstanding. For many 
around the world, the right 
to freedom of religion 
and belief is being either 
ignored or eroded.

The World Church Team with some of the delegates at the consultation on religious freedom



Cuba: the three stages of religious freedom

Religious freedom in Cuba has 
developed in three distinct 
stages. The first stage could 

be called the stage of persecution 
and intolerance; this lasted from 
1959 to 1999. The second stage 
was the stage of tolerance and 
acceptance; this began in the 
late 1980s/early 1990s and 
ended in the first decade of the 
2000s. Finally, there’s the stage 
we are currently in: the stage of 
limitations and prejudices. 

January 1959 marked a new 
beginning in Cuba, with the 
triumph of the Cuban revolution. 
A communist government, with 
a socialist character and with 
an atheistic and humanistic 
philosophy, was implanted on 
the island. There were severe 
consequences for all those 
who professed a religious faith. 
Many church properties were 
confiscated.

At this stage, to profess a 
religion was a cause of shame 
and disgrace. People who were 
‘catalogued’ as religious were 
prevented from occupying positions 
in the government. Young people 
were prevented from studying at 
university – even those who had 
the academic and intellectual 
capacity for it. 

The second stage – of tolerance 
and ‘acceptance’ – was a time 
of revival and growth in our 
congregations, both spiritually and 
numerically.

At this time, God raised up a 
consecrated man in the person 
of our beloved and respected 
current Bishop of our Methodist 
Church in Cuba, the Revd Ricardo 
Pereira Díaz, with one of the 
greatest religious revivals in the 
history of our country. In the 
Church of Pinar del Rio, which he 
pastored, meetings and services 
were led by the masses, people 
were miraculously healed of their 
illnesses, and crowds of people 
attended the services.

The revival began to spread 
throughout the island. In order to 
reconcile the Church and state 
in some way, some facilities that 
had been confiscated during the 
persecution stage were returned 
– although not without difficulty, 
nor in the good condition they had 
been in previously.

In a speech, the Cuban president 
said that being religious would 
no longer be an impediment to 
belonging to the ranks of the 
Communist Party of Cuba (CCP). 
In this way, practicing any kind of 
religion in Cuba became something 
normal, but continued to be 
controlled and limited in essential 
areas of life.

It is true that things have changed 
in Cuba, and I would say, for 
the better. At this moment in 
Cuba, nobody is mistreated for 
saying they are a Christian or 
religious. The Church continues 
to function independently of the 
state. Although we could say so 
much more, we continue to love 
our country. Cubans continue to 
work and dream of a society that 
is more cultured, more just and, 
above all, lives to honour and 
please the one true God.

… continued from page 1

Looking to the future, we felt our 
churches and other faith groups 
need to be better resourced to help 
us learn more about the issues 
and realities of religious freedom. 
We wish to encourage prayer and 
solidarity with those suffering 
persecution and offer other support 
for those excluded from local 
health and education facilities 
because of their faith. By political 
campaigning and applying pressure 

on governments, we will aim to 
bring about change. More globally, 
we aim to encourage further work 
across the worldwide Methodist 
family to improve links with other 
faith groups to address issues and 
concerns together.

The World Church Relationships 
Team and the Joint Public Issues 
Team will make available a 
report from the consultation and, 

drawing on its content, develop a 
resource that will help Methodist 
churches here and overseas 
grow in their understanding of 
the issues and what they can 
do to help ensure a world where 
all have the right to freedom of 
religion and belief.



Religious tensions in Nigeria

In Nigeria, issues that provoke 
religious intolerance show up in 
many forms.

Christian missions were the agents 
of ‘Western-style’ education, 
establishing schools attached to 
places of worship. Although the 
schools belonged to the missions, 
their admission policies did not 
discriminate against people of other 
faiths. Muslims in particular were 
beneficiaries of this.

Although appreciative of the 
influence of the mission schools, 
Nigeria’s Muslims felt they 
provided an unfair advantage for 
Christians, who dominated the 
political, economic and professional 
spheres. This led to the government 
taking over the mission schools and 
de-emphasising the role of religion 
– a sore point for Christians.

In northern Nigeria, it is very 
difficult to obtain permission to 

put up church buildings. This is 
understandable as the Muslim 
population in the north see this 
as promotion of Christianity, and a 
subtle threat to Islam. I am not too 
sure that such ‘promotion’ is not 
also the case with Muslims trying 
to establish mosques in southern 
parts of Nigeria where there have 
been no Muslim influences.

Non-recognition of traditional 
religions can also be a flashpoint 
for violence in some areas. Nigeria, 
being a pluralistic society, has more 
than just the two major religions 
often spoken about. Indeed, there 
are hosts of traditional religions 
that have not been accommodated 
in the same way that Christianity 
and Islam have. There has therefore 
been a strong movement to 
recognise the place of traditional 
religions in Nigerian society. 

There is no way of trying to wrestle 
with the whole idea of religious 

freedom without touching on 
the aspect of religious violence, 
which has become a recurring 
issue in Nigeria since the early 
1980s. Most of the violence so far 
has occurred in the north of the 
country. The focus of the attacks 
has been on churches, theological 
establishments and educational 
institutions.

One initiative for promoting inter-
faith dialogue was actually driven 
by the Nigerian state itself through 
the establishment of Nigeria’s Inter-
Religious Council. This council is 
co-chaired by the President of the 
Christian Association of Nigeria 
(CAN) and the Sultan of Sokoto, 
who is the supreme head for 
Islamic affairs in Nigeria. There had 
been some success in terms of 
easing religious tensions between 
Christians and Muslims, but it still 
has a long way to go. 



Religious freedom in 
Pakistan: an overview*

Pakistan is a country whose 
very creation was premised 
on the grounds of religious 

difference. In several speeches, 
the founder of Pakistan, 
Muhammad Ali Jinnah, insisted 
that Muslims in the Indian sub-
continent needed a separate 
homeland where they could live 
according to the principles of 
Islam. 

Following the formation of 
Pakistan, traditionalist Islamists 
made demands for Islamic 
tenets to be introduced in the 
country. According to them, an 
Islamic state could only be run 
by those who believed in Islamic 
principles. This narrative makes 
non-Muslims unequal citizens. 
Non-Muslims make up 5 per cent 
of the 195.4 million people who 
live in Pakistan; this number 
includes Hindus, Christians, 

Parsis/Zoroastrians, Baha’is, 
Sikhs and Buddhists. There are 
certain constitutional provisions 
that blatantly discriminate against 
religious minorities. For example, 
article 41 (2) of the Pakistan 
Constitution states that the head 
of state has to be a Muslim. 
Likewise, Schedule III of article 
91 reserves the Prime Minister’s 
office for Muslims only.

Over the last few decades, 
Pakistan has witnessed the 
radicalisation of society with the 
increased growth of Saudi-funded 
religious seminaries. These 
inculcate an extremist theology 
of Islam, in sharp contrast to the 
tolerant version found in Sufism. 
Muslim shrines that promote a 
more inclusive Islam have been 
targeted with bomb blasts; these 
have claimed many innocent lives. 
This environment is increasingly 

becoming a threat to Pakistan’s 
moderate Muslims as well as 
religious minorities, subjecting 
them to persecution and murder 
on account of their beliefs. The 
much-debated blasphemy laws of 
1984 are another major concern 
for religious minorities.

On the surface, religious 
minorities in Pakistan do enjoy 
a certain degree of freedom in 
observing their religious festivals 
and traditions. But this can vary 
from group to group – and is not 
limited to non-Islamic faiths. Even 
Christians feel more comfortable 
than Ahmadis, who are barred 
from practicing and professing 
their religion freely.

(* The author of all articles cannot be 

named for security reasons)



Religious Pluralism and Religious Freedom 
in Portugal
Like many other European 

countries, Portugal was a 
Catholic monopoly for centuries. 
Today, the Catholic Church is 

far from being a religious 
minority; however, there is a 

process of secularisation 
and pluralisation 

taking place – both 
institutionally 

and socially. 

This especially happens in the 
more urban and cosmopolitan 
areas of the country. 

The pluralisation of Portuguese 
society gained visibility and 
impact in the public arena over 
the last two decades. This led 
to the need for a new religious 
freedom law in 2001.

However, over the centuries 
the lack of any religious 
plurality limited Portuguese 
mentalities and collective social 
responsibilities. This resulted 

in a polarisation with a 
strong Catholic identity 

on one hand, and 

an anti-clerical feeling on the 
other. Decades of dictatorship 
(a profound protagonist of the 
former) came to solidify these 
two extremes even more. 
The end of the Estado Novo 
dictatorship in 1974 and the 
new Constitution approved 
in Parliament two years later, 
established Portugal as a 
democratic state. 

In this new context, religious 
freedom is now valued and 
integral to Portugal. Today’s 
democratic constitution promotes 
freedom and equality for all 
citizens, and strives to abolish 
discrimination.
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Prayer

Father God, we praise you for 
the many freedoms you have 
given us. Freedom from sin, 
freedom from condemnation 
and freedom to love and 
to fellowship as part of a 
brotherhood and sisterhood of 
believers. We pray for those 
whose religious freedom 
is limited. We remember 
those who are not free to 
worship you openly, rejoicing 
in the fact that even in such 
circumstances we can find 
comfort knowing that who the 
Son sets free is free indeed. 
Amen.
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