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ABSTRACT:

Eritrea is a one-party state with an appalling record on human rights violations, including the suppression of freedom of
belief. Due to its long history of forced migration, Eritrea is also a country equally lived in its national borders and its vibrant
diaspora communities that constitute a sizable part of the total Eritrean population. Inevitably, what happens in Eritrean
diaspora communities has profound impact on political developments inside the country. This paper analyses a very
important political development that was received with heightened interest in Eritrean diaspora communities in May 2014.
This relates to a publication of a well-received and very critical pastoral letter, addressing fundamental issues of social
justice in Eritrea, and published by four Eritrean catholic bishops. The letter was the first of its kind since the publication of
the last similar pastoral letter in 2001. It also comes as the most daring public pronouncement since the establishment of a
full-blown authoritarian regime in Eritrea, a development that started with the political crisis of September 2001. This paper
analyses the contents of the 2014 pastoral letter, and it does so using the theoretical framework of human rights and state-
religion relations. In so doing, the paper assesses the impact the pastoral letter has made in the on-going fight against
impunity in Eritrea, which is characterized by a widespread and systematic violation of human rights, including a pervasive
practice of religious persecution. The paper will also examine the extent to which the pastoral letter was influenced by
Catholic “liberation theology,” as was widely experienced in a number of Latin American countries during the 1960s and
1970s. Of particular relevance to this paper is the likelihood of the pastoral letter in facilitating the long-awaited transition
of the country into a democratic system of government. The paper will conclude by summarizing the major challenges and
suggesting practical recommendations for improvement both in the area of human rights protection and religious freedom
in Eritrea, including the ideals of “living together” in multi-religious, multi-lingual and multi-ethnic societies, such as that of
Eritrea.
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