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Chapter 1
Introduction

To find out how easy it is to commit fraud in the name of God, a law firm in Sao
Paulo, Brazil, adopted measures to create a fake church. They verified that there are
no theological or doctrinal requirements to register a church with the state, nor is
there a minimum number of followers. All that was required was filing one docu-
ment in the National Register of Legal Entities. With this single registration, the
“church” was allowed to open bank accounts, hold several financial investments,
purchase and sell property, and engage in other economic transactions, all while
benefitting from tax exempt status. The “church” could designate personal property
for exemption from municipal taxes, and its leaders were even exempt from com-
pulsory military service.!

“Religious life manifests itself on two conceptually distinct levels: on an indi-
vidual level, where individuals seek to shape their beliefs and actions with respect
to their own conceptions of spiritual precepts, and on a communal level, where
individuals holding shared beliefs develop and exercise those beliefs as a group.
One of the key features distinguishing the two categories is the expansionist nature
of the former: unlike individual religion, corporate religion seeks to recruit converts
to its views of God and the world.”

Churches and temples occupy a unique place in human culture. For a long time
they have been one of the most hospitable institutions in a legally constituted soci-
ety. Churches have such a strong influence on human behavior that, in the words of
Jon Meacham, churches “give the best chance to keep violence down, discourage
out-of-wedlock births, encourage the healthy upbringing of children, and imbue a
sense of work and responsibility that would help end poverty.”* Although churches
and temples should have a protected right to govern and manage their own affairs

'"DALLARI, Dalmo. Fraudes em nome de Deus. Observatdrio da Imprensa, caderno da cidadania,
http://observatoriodaimprensa.com.br/news/view/fraudes_em_nome_de_deus, Mar. 16, 2010.
2See SMITH, Michael E. The Special Place of Religion in the Constitution. 1983 Sup. Ct.
Rev. 83, 90.

*MEACHAM, Jon. The Gospel Truth. Washington Monthly, Dec. 25, 1993, p. 8.
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spreading religious doctrine, they must also keep their moral and legal obligations.
Unfortunately, churches and temples are increasingly being used to commit crimes,
notably fraud, embezzlement, tax evasion, and money laundering.*

The fact that religious institutions enjoy significant autonomy and constitu-
tional protection from state interference makes it especially difficult for law
enforcement to detect their illegal activities, particularly in the area of financial
crimes. Churches and temples should be required to submit to the state’s law
enforcement interests, like verification of the destination of donations to and from
churches and temples, in a way that does not impair the institutions’ beliefs, opera-
tions, and development.

The purpose of this book is to provide an understanding of the weaknesses pres-
ent in the management of churches and temples, as well as the deficiencies in the
legal system. The book seeks to dispel the many mysteries surrounding financial
crimes, especially money laundering, by inquiring into the scale of the problem and
examining legislative and institutional loopholes that give power and mobility to
organized crime. After sketching the landscape of this interesting topic, the book
suggests effective proposals for improving the assessment, investigation, and pros-
ecution of financial crimes. Considerations will be presented in an effort to further
the study of methods likely to add transparency to business dealings and thereby
inhibit or curtail unlawful activity.

This book is divided into eight chapters. The first and current chapter introduces
the topic. Chap. 2 addresses the concept of religious freedom, with particular atten-
tion paid to constitutional protections and tax immunities for churches in the United
States and Brazil. Chap. 3 discusses the legal nature and government regulation of
religious organizations. Chap. 4 outlines several criminal cases and investigations
that involve financial crimes carried out by and through religious institutions.
International religious activities and legal cooperation for repatriation of assets are
analyzed in Chap. 5. Payments using illegal and disguised instruments, and the
misuse of churches, temples, NGOs, trusts, associations, and foundations are
addressed in Chap. 6. Chap. 7 offers conclusions clarifying how the prevention of
financial crimes applies to the religious organizations. The final chapter (Chap. 8)
presents national and international proposals for improving the war against financial
crimes within churches and temples.

This book will show the importance of guaranteeing religious freedom without
allowing such freedom to be abused for illegal purposes. Although this work may,
at a glance, appear to cover the entire subject, this is actually far from the case. The
book does, however, aim at achieving a logical and practical “completeness” in
describing a sensitive and virtually unknown world in which religion is used to
commit serious crimes.

4See CANDELORO, Ana Paula P., MARTINS DE RIZZO, Maria Balbina, PINHO, Vinicius.
Compliance 360°: Riscos, Estratégias, Conflitos e Vaidades no Mundo Corporativo. Sdo Paulo:
Trevisan Editora Universitdria, 2012, pp. 388-99.
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