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Catholic Monroeism: 
U.S. Support for the Catholic Church  

During the Mexican Revolution, 
1914–1929 

 

Anne M. Martínez 
 

In 1823, President James Monroe declared the Western Hemisphere off-
limits to European powers, and in 1904, President Theodore Roosevelt 
offered a corollary to the Monroe Doctrine, claiming a role for the U.S. in 
policing Latin America. The term Catholic Monroeism describes the appli-
cation of the Monroe Doctrine and the Roosevelt Corollary to support the 
Catholic Church in Mexico during the Mexican Revolution. Facing anti-
clerical rhetoric and policies that restricted the Catholic Church’s freedom 
in Mexico between 1914 and 1929, the U.S. government intervened on 
behalf of the Church. State Department records show the church-state con-
flict in Mexico was at the forefront of diplomatic discussions between the 
two countries. The U.S. government, in weighing intervention in Mexico, 
believed that the Church could promote harmony and order during a time 
of national upheaval and violence. Defending Catholicism in Mexico 
served as a vital component of American foreign policy and a matter of 
national self-interest for U.S. Catholics, whose previous attention to foreign 
relations focused on their European homelands. 
 
Keywords: Mexican Revolution; Cristero Rebellion; Monroe Doctrine; 
U.S.-Mexico relations; anti-Catholicism 

 

Beginning in 1914, President Woodrow Wilson was repeatedly 
warned that U.S. Catholics were actively undermining the nation’s 
ideals and governance. According to the mostly-Protestant letter 

writers, Catholics were meddling in the “Mexican question,” a church-state 
conflict in Mexico, which pitted the Catholic Church’s freedom against 
government interests. The Church’s repression in Mexico, some believed, 
could result in a U.S. war with its southern neighbor. Gilbert Nations, pres-
ident of the Free Press Defense League in Washington, D.C., claimed 
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Catholic officials on both sides of the border had attempted for over a year 
“to bring about a state of war between the Republic of Mexico and the 
United States of America.” According to Nations, Catholics held secret 
meetings in New York, Baltimore, San Antonio, and New Orleans to rally 
twenty thousand armed men to rise up against the Mexican government at 
the Catholic hierarchy’s command.1 Such claims against the Catholic 
Church and its members meddling in foreign and domestic affairs were not 
new but were frequent enough by 1916 to prompt President Wilson to 
address them. Wilson cautioned those with little knowledge of the situation 
to refrain from judgment: “The Mexican question has never anywhere been 
fully stated, so far as I know, yet it is one which is in need of all the light 
that can be thrown upon it, and can be intelligently discussed only by those 
who clearly see all that is involved.”2  
 
      Religion in Mexico became a critical issue not just in U.S. foreign policy 
but in driving approaches to domestic concerns. Worried Americans alerted 
U.S. authorities to the Catholic threat within the U.S. government and how 
Catholics might influence the nation’s role in Latin America at the pope’s 
behest. J.A. Miller of Nebraska in a letter to Secretary of State William Jen-
nings Bryan claimed, “Too many appointments [in the U.S. government] 
have been made to those who are Romish and acknowledge first an implicit 
obedience to the Foreign Potentate on the Tiber” (the pope).3 But this mis-
sive came too late. 
 
      In the spirit of the Monroe Doctrine and the Roosevelt Corollary, the 
U.S. was deeply immersed in the Mexican question, already exerting influence 
upon its southern neighbor, with support for the Catholic Church being of 
primary importance. U.S. Catholics were successful in keeping government 
officials keenly focused on the Church there and the role of religion in pro-
moting harmony and order during a time of national upheaval and violence.  
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       1. Gilbert O. Nations, Free Press Defense League, Washington, D.C., to President 
Woodrow Wilson, Washington, D.C., undated, received at the White House, April 11, 1916, 
Records of the Department of State Relating to the Internal Affairs of Mexico, 1910–1929, 
Record Group 59, National Archives and Records Administration, Washington, D.C. (here-
after Internal Affairs of Mexico, NARA). This likely was not the first time Nations had made 
this sort of claim. See Gilbert O. Nations, Constitution or Pope? Why Alien Roman Catholics 
Can Not Be Legally Naturalized (Cincinnati, OH: The Standard Publishing Company, 1915), 
and Nations, Papal Sovereignty: The Government Within Our Government (Cincinnati, OH: 
The Standard Publishing Company, 1917). Nations also edited a series of nativist publications: 
The Menace, The Protestant, and The Peril, among others.  
       2. Wilson’s reply first appeared in Ladies Home Journal. See Woodrow Wilson, “The 
Mexican Question,” in James Brown Scott, ed., President Wilson’s Foreign Policy: Messages, 
Addresses, Papers (New York: Oxford University Press, 1918).  
       3. J.A. Miller, Lincoln, Nebraska, to Secretary William Jennings Bryan, October 1, 1914, 
Internal Affairs of Mexico, NARA. 



The Beginnings of Catholic Monroeism 
 
      During the Mexican Revolution (1910–1929), Mexican leaders fought 
to redefine their country and to find pride and glory in their new nation, but 
at the expense of its colonial and Catholic past.4 They imagined a community 
whose new identity was anti-foreign, especially anti-U.S., as well as anti-colo-
nial and anti-Catholic. Mexican Catholics responded through the Cristero 
Rebellion (1926–1929), which sought to restore the Catholic Church’s 
place in the country.  
 
      Despite Mexico’s desire for separation from the United States, and the 
U.S. State Department’s claim to be simply a concerned neighbor, the Mex-
ican Revolution influenced aspects of life on both sides of the border. U.S. 
Mining, oil, and agricultural interests were impacted, yet public attention 
focused less on business and commerce than on religion.5 It was no surprise 
that U.S. interference in Mexico, so-called Monroeism, reappeared when 
Mexico was vulnerable, but its application in the service of Catholicism could 
be viewed as unexpected given the U.S.’s own anti-Catholic and nativist past. 
 
      As it developed during the Mexican Revolution, Catholic Monroeism 
reflects the Monroe Doctrine’s two faces. It includes U.S. government inter-
vention in the Mexican Church, for which numerous parties lobbied Wash-
ington—some in support of Catholic interests and others opposed. At the 
same time, it captures the strengthening of U.S. Catholicism. In the century 
since President James Monroe (1817–1825) marked the Americas with the 
U.S.-American brand, U.S. Catholics had endured virulent, and at times vio-
lent, anti-Catholicism. Catholic Monroeism announced that U.S. Catholics 
were no longer afraid to openly exert their political aims. 
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       4. Careful readers will note the sources in this article provide a variety of end dates for 
the Mexican Revolution. The new constitution, signed in 1917, is used by some scholars. 
Others point to political stability based on presidential leadership, achieved in 1920, with 
Álvaro Obregón’s election. Still others see the 1926–1929 Cristero Rebellion as part of the 
Mexican Revolution, while others point to the longer church-state conflict continuing into the 
1930s. Since my emphasis is on U.S.-Mexican interaction, this article identifies 1929 as the end 
point. With U.S. Ambassador to Mexico Dwight Morrow’s negotiation of a church-state set-
tlement and the onset of the Great Depression, U.S. involvement in Mexican internal affairs, 
including religion, greatly diminished after 1929. 
       5. On the role of business in Wilson’s foreign policy decisions concerning Mexico, see 
Sidney Bell, Righteous Conquest: Woodrow Wilson and the Evolution of New Diplomacy (Port 
Washington, NY: National University Publications, 1972). On U.S. business interests in 
Mexico, see Julio Moreno, Yankee Don’t Go Home!: Mexican Nationalism, American Business 
Culture, and the Shaping of Modern Mexico, 1920–1950 (Chapel Hill: University of North Car-
olina Press, 2003); Linda B. Hall, Oil, Banks and Politics: The United States and Postrevolution-
ary Mexico, 1917–1924 (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1995); Martin R. Ansell, Oil Baron 
of the Southwest: Edward L. Doheny and the Development of the Petroleum Industry in California 
and Mexico (Columbus: Ohio State University Press, 1998).  



      Catholic Monroeism found its expression in several forms: U.S. 
Catholics urged their government to restrain Mexico’s administration from 
persecuting the Church, while U.S. anti-Catholics declared that the Mexican 
Church was receiving the treatment it long deserved and should be left to 
crumble. Diplomats from Europe and Latin America encouraged U.S. 
involvement in Mexico to restore order, and Mexican Catholics attempted to 
shape policy by pressuring U.S. government officials to act on their behalf. 
Correspondence shows that officials were responsive to Catholic concerns, 
often intervening at the behest of U.S. Catholics and their organizations, 
albeit not always as Catholics hoped.  
 
      Despite claims to the contrary from both sides, the U.S., particularly 
Woodrow Wilson, was ultimately held responsible for elements of the Mexican 
Revolution, which was seen as limiting Mexican citizens’ freedoms, not 
enhancing them. One U.S. bishop wrote to Wilson, “We must declare to you 
. . . that by recognizing (the revolutionary) [Venustiano] Carranza you partic-
ipate in making our own Country, the Country of true liberty, participate in 
robbing Mexico of true liberty.” Catholics became experts in using such patri-
otic rhetoric, employing calls for personal and religious freedom. “By reason of 
the Monroe Doctrine,” wrote the president of the American Federation of 
Catholic Societies, “the civilized Nations of the world look to the United 
States of America to exercise its great power for the preservation and mainte-
nance of the fundamental rights of mankind on the American Continent.”6  
 
      Catholic Monroeism rested on a broad definition of intervention that 
considered not only a U.S. military presence in Mexico but the impact of 
U.S. social and cultural interventions. Groups with opposing policy goals 
showed broad consensus regarding the U.S.’s right and responsibility to 
shape Mexico’s religious landscape. U.S. State Department correspondence 
regarding Mexico demonstrates that the religion question was central to the 
U.S. government’s diplomatic concerns. Catholic Monroeism did not result 
in an invasion of Mexico, as some U.S. Protestants feared and some 
Catholics desired, but it did reveal that U.S. Catholics would not shrink from 
their place in public life. Like President Monroe’s message to Europe in 
1823, Catholic Monroeism announced the arrival of a formidable U.S. force 
under Catholic influence. 
 
      Anti-revolution Cristero activists Andrés Barquín y Ruiz and Miguel 
Palomar y Vizcarra coined “ecclesiastical Monroeism” in 1941 to describe 
U.S. interference in Mexican internal affairs. In crossing the border to the 
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       6. Vincent Wehrle to President Woodrow Wilson, Bismarck, North Dakota, November 
10, 1915, Internal Affairs of Mexico, NARA; Charles I. Denechaud to William Jennings Bryan, 
Baltimore, September 29, 1914, Internal Affairs of Mexico, NARA. 



U.S., ecclesiastical Monroeism became Catholic Monroeism, demonstrating 
the triumph of U.S. Catholics who, in the face of continued nativism and 
anti-Catholicism, embraced Monroe’s spirit to turn attention from their 
homelands in Europe to the New World and the threat to Catholicism from 
Mexican revolutionaries and the stumbling U.S. government. Catholic Mon-
roeism asserted U.S. authority and threatened to meddle more than formally 
intervene, offering diplomatic pressure rather than military interference. 
Catholic Monroeism committed to asserting U.S. Catholic authority, not 
only in Mexico but within the U.S., adopting Monroeist paternalism and its 
self-ordained authority. It turned the attention of formerly “hyphenated” 
ethnic Catholics in the U.S. towards the Church universal, not through their 
European pasts but through an American present and future. 
 
Studies of Catholicism’s Impact on U.S. Foreign Relations 
 
      Scholars have largely overlooked religion’s role in U.S. foreign policy, and 
even among those who study it, little attention is paid to Catholics’ 
influence.7 But more than Protestants, U.S. Catholics had significant connec-
tions to other nations. Due in part to their ties with the Old World, Catholics 
faced antagonism in the U.S., escalating through the nineteenth century and 
increasingly focused on the perceived Catholic danger to American democ-
racy. One word from the pope, nativists imagined, and an election would land 
Washington in the lap of Rome, as Baptist minister Justin Fulton proclaimed 
in 1888.8 The pope’s influence, as J.A. Miller’s letter to Secretary of State 
Bryan attested, was seeping into the capitol, slowly but surely.  
 
      Anna Su’s study of religious liberty and U.S. politics notes that “new 
Americans,” primarily Euro-American Catholics, “remained concerned with 
the welfare of their coreligionists living overseas.”9 But that concern was 
largely based on nationality and oriented toward Europe—as members of a 
transnational diaspora from distant nations. Links to the Old World contin-
ued shaping perceptions of U.S. Catholics. Like Justin Fulton, the Congre-
gationalist minister Josiah Strong warned of the Catholic threat in the 1880s 
through his book, Our Country: Its Possible Future and Its Present Crisis, 
identifying Romanism as one of the seven perils besetting the nation.10 
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        7. Andrew Preston, “The Religious Turn in Diplomatic History,” in Frank Costigliola 
and Michael J. Hogan, eds., Explaining the History of American Foreign Relations (New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 2016), 284–303. 
        8. Justin D. Fulton, Washington in the Lap of Rome (Boston: W. Kellaway, 1888). 
        9. Anna Su, Exporting Freedom: Religious Liberty and American Power (Cambridge, 
MA: Harvard University Press, 2016), 2. 
       10. Josiah Strong, Our Country: It Possible Future and Its Present Crisis (New York: 
Baker and Taylor, 1885). 



Catholics, due to their subservience to the papacy, were deemed unreliable 
democratic citizens. Anti-Catholicism increased when Pope Benedict XV 
pleaded for peace during the hostilities of World War I, which some per-
ceived as a clarion call to all Catholics, including those from the U.S., to 
abandon the war effort.11  
 
      Historians have delved into Woodrow Wilson’s Presbyterian faith and for-
eign policy yet have paid scant attention to Catholic-Protestant tensions as part 
of the Mexican question.12 My work, Catholic Borderlands: Mapping Catholi-
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       11. Edward Cuddy, “The Irish Question and the Revival of Anti-Catholicism in the 
1920s,” American Historical Review 67, no. 2 (April 1981): 236–255. 
       12. See, for example, Malcolm D. Magee, What the World Should Be: Woodrow Wilson 
and the Crafting of Faith-Based Foreign Policy (Waco, TX: Baylor University Press, 2008) and 
Mark Benbow, Leading Them to the Promised Land: Woodrow Wilson, Covenant Theology, and 
the Mexican Revolution (Kent, OH: Kent State University Press, 2010). Benbow is more atten-
tive to Wilson’s intentions and his aversion to intervention than to Catholicism as an element 
of U.S.-Mexico relations. George Flynn attends to Catholics and foreign affairs in the Franklin  

This frontispiece from Justin D. Fulton’s Washington in the Lap of Rome (1888) 
portrays the pope as a serpent wrapped around the U.S. capitol with the faithful 
approaching on their knees in deference to his authority. Fulton and others 
expressed deep concerns about Catholic intervention in affairs foreign and 
domestic.



cism onto American Empire, 1905–1935, centers on the Catholic Church 
Extension Society, which, under founder Father Francis C. Kelley, was con-
sumed with Catholicism in Mexico as early as 1913. It alerted Catholics across 
the country to the threat against the faith lurking across the border. Using the 
power and access granted by the American empire, Kelley and others strength-
ened the Catholic faith in former Spanish territories, including Mexico.13 

 
      A number of studies about U.S. Catholics and the Mexican Revolution 
focus on the Cristero Rebellion that fought against Mexican secularization 
efforts. Looking at the decade beginning with the Cristero Rebellion, Matthew 
Redinger examines the efforts of members of the American hierarchy and 
Catholic organizations, such as the U.S.-based fraternal society, the Knights of 
Columbus, and the U.S. bishops’ National Catholic Welfare Conference. 
Based on the stated goals of U.S. Catholics at home and in Mexico, Redinger 
considers their efforts largely unsuccessful in strengthening the Church.14  
 
      Julia Young analyzes the Cristero diaspora in Mexican Exodus, which 
provides a rare glimpse at Mexican Catholic activism from within the United 
States. Examining the political participation of Cristeros in U.S. communi-
ties, Young charts their largely nonviolent support for the Church in 
Mexico.15 Cristeros had limited involvement with Anglo-American Catholics 
beyond the leaders of Liga Nacional Defensora de la Libertad Religiosa, who 
sought support from the U.S. hierarchy in the 1920s.16 However, the story 
of U.S. involvement in the Mexican question begins in the mid-1910s when 
the earliest strands of anticlericalism violently shook Mexico.  
 
Reports from the Field: Catholicism in Mexico 
 
      U.S. officials in Mexico began covering “the religion question” in their 
reports to the U.S. State Department in 1914. Religion in Mexico was a 
recurring subject through 1929, with varying levels of understanding and 
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Delano Roosevelt Administration. See George Flynn, Roosevelt and Romanism: Catholics and 
American Diplomacy, 1937–1945 (Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1976). 
       13. Anne M. Martínez, Catholic Borderlands: Mapping Catholicism onto American 
Empire, 1905–1935 (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2014).  
       14. Matthew A. Redinger, American Catholics and the Mexican Revolution, 1924–1936 
(Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 2005), 171. See also Christopher J. Kauff-
man, Faith and Fraternalism: The History of the Knights of Columbus, 1882–1982 (New York: 
Harper & Row, 1982), and Douglas J. Slawson, “The National Catholic Welfare Conference 
and the Church-State Conflict in Mexico, 1925–1929,” The Americas 47, no. 1 (July 1990): 
55–93.  
       15. Julia G. Young, Mexican Exodus: Emigrants, Exiles, and Refugees of the Cristero War 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2015). 
       16. See Martínez, Catholic Borderlands, especially chapter 5. 



enthusiasm from U.S. consuls and ambassadors. These missives were unified 
in their attention to the religion question and the desire to maintain order, in 
most cases—as nativists feared—by sustaining the Catholic Church in Mexico.  
 
      Persecution of Catholics was noted in reports from the field. James Silli-
man, consul in Guadalajara, Jalisco, shared the anti-Catholic prejudice 
expressed by Nations and others when reporting on the government’s 
oppression of the Catholic faith. He described Guadalajara in 1918: “Today, 
policemen have been stationed at the doors of the churches who suggest to 
persons who carry the mark the advisability of removing it immediately.” 
The “mark” was the sign of the cross on one’s forehead on Ash Wednesday. 
“If the suggestion is not complied with,” Silliman wrote, “the persons are 
taken to the police headquarters and required to remove it and in addition, 
pay a fine.” He described “the mark” as a “constumbre sucia—a filthy 
custom,” echoing common anti-Catholic rhetoric in the U.S.17 A few 
months later, he reported on a boycott in Jalisco in which Catholics put eco-
nomic pressure on the government: “Retail businesses and public entertain-
ments such as picture shows, theatres, etc., continue seriously affected by the 
continued seclusion of the women of the city. It is believed in well informed 
circles that before the end of the month the Government will be obliged to 
recede from the position it has taken.” Catholic boycotts did not significantly 
impact some parts of the country, but in Jalisco they successfully forced 
change. A decade later, the U.S. diplomat Dudley Dwyre reported similar 
boycotts organized by Catholics during the Cristero Rebellion.18  
 
      Sidestepping their government’s overt anti-Catholic repression, Mexican 
Catholics along the border had means to practice their faith in the U.S. In 
Piedras Negras, across from Eagle Pass, Texas, Consul Oscar Harper 
described the transnational pull of Catholicism. In 1927, Mexican immigra-
tion authorities warned their citizens that if they attended Mass in Eagle 
Pass, they could not return. According to the Mexican immigration service 
director, the concern was not church-going per se but “to prohibit their 
receiving anti-Mexican propaganda which was being spread by the priests 
across the border.”19 The Masses in Eagle Pass might have been celebrated 
by exiled priests so that the Mass itself could be considered “anti-Mexican 
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       17. James R. Silliman to Secretary of State, Guadalajara, Jalisco, February 13, 1918, 
Internal Affairs of Mexico, NARA. 
       18. James R. Silliman to Secretary of State, Guadalajara, Jalisco, August 12, 1918, Inter-
nal Affairs of Mexico, NARA; Dudley Dwyre to Secretary of State, Guadalajara, Jalisco, April 
27, 1926, Internal Affairs of Mexico, NARA.  
       19. Oscar C. Harper to Secretary of State, Piedras Negras, Coahuila, June 2, 1927, Inter-
nal Affairs of Mexico, NARA. Harper does not disclose how he acquired this information from 
the director of the Mexican immigration service. 



propaganda.” That this presumed transgression against the Revolution hap-
pened on U.S. soil only affirmed the dangers of Catholic Monroeism. Else-
where along the border, Philip Hanna, consul in Monterrey, reported that 
“bitter attacks on the church and clergy and also the Catholic schools are 
made in the newspapers in Monterey [sic], and the very fact that the same 
appear in the press convinces the public that it meets with the approval of the 
authorities.” Hanna felt empowered to intervene on Catholics’ behalf in 
Monterrey and telegrammed President Venustiano Carranza suggesting the 
repression was doing more harm than good: “[V]ery soon after the above 
telegram was sent to General Carranza he acknowledged the same with 
thanks and the churches were opened in Monterey and the priests were lib-
erated.”20 Localized activism by U.S. officials often succeeded, proving 
Catholic Monroeism’s power to curb revolutionary anti-Catholicism. 
 
      Hanna, a representative of the U.S., was not a universal advocate for 
Catholicism, echoing tropes that Catholics were simple and superstitious: 
“The catholic religion is the only religion that [Mexicans] really understand 
and it really seems to be the most suitable for them and most natural.” He 
continued, “without its practice it is feared that the majority of the Mexican 
people would practice no religion which would, of course, bring grave disas-
ter.”21 Like many others, he believed that Catholic Mexicans were better 
than atheists and considered the foreign and Catholic presence in Mexico 
vital: “With the help of high foreign clergy the church people would be able 
to upbuild their church and bring it to a high standard and in that way be 
able to assist greatly in the regeneration of [Mexico].” Hanna seemed to 
forget that the Spanish and other foreign clergy had been in Mexico for cen-
turies. Though he appeared lukewarm about Catholicism, he recognized 
how integral it was for Mexican society and believed it could help in rebuild-
ing the country.  
 
      Hanna and President Wilson’s special representative in Mexico, John 
Lind, represented a more traditional Monroeism that was not supportive of 
the Church. Lind believed Catholicism was holding Mexicans back. He 
wrote to Secretary of State William Jennings Bryan, “The tale of these unfor-
tunate people brings back the dark ages. . . . They are naturally an intelligent, 
virile race which has enabled them to survive the sufferings of centuries to 
rise against their oppressors.”22 Lind’s 1913 appointment as Wilson’s special 
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       20. Philip C. Hanna to Secretary of State, Monterey [sic], July 11, 1914, Internal Affairs 
of Mexico, NARA.  
       21. Ibid. 
       22. John Lind to William Jennings Bryan, March 23, 1914, Mexican Mission Papers of 
John Lind, Minnesota Historical Society, St. Paul, Minnesota. Lind was a career politician, 
having served three terms in the House of Representatives and as governor of Minnesota.  



representative in Mexico became problematic because he was openly hostile 
toward the Catholic Church. Some Mexican leaders appreciated his support 
on this issue, but his presence and tendency towards inflammatory language 
did not enhance U.S.-Mexican relations. 
 
      Other U.S. representatives were more suspicious of anticlerical revolu-
tionaries’ motives. In 1927, John Wood, Consul in Veracruz, suggested to 
James R. Sheffield (1864–1938), U.S. Ambassador to Mexico, that the anti-
religious campaign was a distraction from the land and oil controversies 
between the two countries. Wood’s inability to comprehend Catholicism’s 
centrality to Mexico demonstrates a poor understanding of the country. 
Dudley Dwyre in Guadalajara asserted that the Mexican Revolutionaries’ 
anti-religion bias was linked to the Soviets: “Capital has been attacked and 
severely punished. . . . The second stage is the attack on all religion. . . . Can 
it be a coincidence that the Soviet program is the same?”23 The U.S.-based 
Knights of Columbus were so sure that Bolsheviks were influencing Mexico 
that they produced pamphlets entitled “Red Mexico” and “Mexico: Bolshe-
vism the Menace.”24 Decades of upheaval and change was not about creating 
a new Mexican nation, according to these commentators, but was the result 
of Bolshevik agitators.  
 
      Catholicism remained a central topic in State Department correspon-
dence between U.S. officials in Mexico and Washington. As American 
Catholics hoped, government representatives gave serious attention to their 
concerns, so much that the representatives had to make assurances that they 
were not interfering in Mexican internal affairs.  
       
Keeping the Peace at Home: 
Navigating the Mexican Question 
 
      Overall, U.S. Catholics successfully applied Catholic Monroeism to 
Mexico. The State Department was often called upon to clarify the situation 
in Mexico. Since Mexico was within the region “protected” by the Monroe 
Doctrine, the government stated its claim to survey affairs, including reli-
gious ones. In 1915, Representative James Maher (D-New York) requested 
details on outrages against Catholic priests and religious in Mexico. Secretary 
of State Bryan responded that five priests were executed in Zacatecas, but 
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       23. John Q. Wood to James R. Sheffield, Veracruz, Veracruz, February 18, 1926, Inter-
nal Affairs of Mexico, NARA; Dudley G. Dwyre to Secretary of State, Guadalajara, Jalisco, July 
28, 1926, Internal Affairs of Mexico, NARA. 
       24. See Mexico Files, Knights of Columbus Supreme Council Archives, New Haven, 
Connecticut. 



other claims had not been substantiated.25 State Department representatives 
expertly navigated opposing forces among American citizens and organiza-
tions, assuring Catholics that they were watching Mexico closely, and assur-
ing non-Catholic and anti-Catholic groups and individuals that the U.S. 
government was not pandering to Catholics.  
 
      Government officials cultivated Catholic support through their corre-
spondence. In 1915, Secretary of State Robert Lansing thanked Father 
Thomas Shannon of The Catholic World, Archdiocese of Chicago’s official 
newspaper, for informing him of U.S. Catholics’ concerns, and requested 
Shannon’s continued advice. It seems unlikely that Lansing was truly solicit-
ing Catholic input, but rather saw the value of telling vocal Catholics that he 
sought their counsel.26 Most often, Catholic letter writers were informed 
that State Department officials were carefully considering their reports, 
though after 1917 a translation of Mexico’s new constitution was often 
included with responses to concerned citizens to show that the constitution 
was not being violated. The State Department’s mixed record of responses 
demonstrates that the primary goal was to avoid upsetting letter writers 
regardless of which side they represented. 
 
      Correspondence shows that officials pacified U.S. Catholics, but on one 
notable occasion, government officials pushed back. In 1926, the Knights of 
Columbus accused U.S. President Calvin Coolidge and Secretary of State 
Frank B. Kellogg of supporting “evils at our own doorsteps”—a reference to 
Mexico’s revolutionary government. The Knights’ representatives met with 
Kellogg and admitted their language was a bit inflammatory; however, Kel-
logg and the Knights concluded that retracting the statement could cause 
more harm than good, especially in Mexico.27 Likely recognizing the 
Knights’ value as a national Catholic voice, Kellogg hoped to shape its mes-
sage going forward.  
 
      In the face of an anti-Catholic government in Mexico, U.S. Catholics 
held their government to a high, and perhaps unreasonable, standard. Bishop 
William Russell of Charleston, South Carolina, for instance, wrote to Secre-
tary of State Kellogg in 1926: “The least the United States can do in self-
respect is to mitigate the evils which have been brought on Mexico by the dic-
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tatorial interference of [Calvin Coolidge].”28 No matter how the U.S. gov-
ernment responded, U.S. Catholics were rarely satisfied. While not achieving 
all of their goals, U.S. Catholics’ interest and activity forced the religion ques-
tion into their government’s discussions about the Revolution and the Cris-
tero Rebellion, sometimes compelling U.S. officials to act on their concerns.29  
 
U.S. Government Interventions: 
Catholic Monroeism in Action 
 
      One success for U.S. Catholics was securing protection for a U.S.-born 
Catholic priest in Mexico. Father Francis J. Krill was stationed in Córdoba, 
Veracruz, until 1917, when his church was closed. In the mid-1920s, Krill 
managed a coffee plantation owned by U.S. interests near Fortín, Veracruz. 
He began saying Mass in a chapel on the property for employees, and even-
tually for Catholics from neighboring farms. On February 28, 1926, at 3:30 
a.m., Krill was roused by armed men but escaped and fled to Orizaba, Ver-
acruz. The chapel was reportedly closed and sealed. John Wood, Consul in 
Veracruz, reported this to Ambassador Sheffield, suggesting that since Krill 
was on private property, he should not be subject to Article 130 in the Con-
stitution of 1917: “Only a Mexican by birth may be a minister of any reli-
gious creed in Mexico.” Mexican Catholic officials in Veracruz suggested to 
Krill that he return to the U.S. and conduct a propaganda campaign on their 
behalf, an idea unpalatable to Krill. Ambassador Sheffield contacted Aarón 
Sáenz, Mexican Secretary of Foreign Relations, requesting protection for 
U.S. churchmen. Within twenty-four hours, Krill consulted state authorities 
in Jalapa, Veracruz, and was informed that he could stay.30 This concession 
to the U.S. government suggests the Mexican officials desired to calm rela-
tions between the two countries—or at least to choose battles carefully. 
Sheffield’s request and Mexico’s acquiescence show the power of Catholic 
Monroeism to achieve its desired ends. Though not a military intervention 
or occupation as the Knights of Columbus and others desired, U.S. interven-
tion in support of Catholicism succeeded. 

60 U.S. Catholic Historian

       28. William T. Russell to Frank B. Kellogg, Charleston, South Carolina, May 18, 1926, 
Internal Affairs of Mexico, NARA. 
       29. See, for example, Matthew Alan Redinger, “‘To arouse and inform’: American 
Catholic Attempts to Influence United States-Mexican Relations, 1920–1937” (Ph.D. disser-
tation, University of Washington, 1993), and Redinger, American Catholics and the Mexican 
Revolution. 
       30. See James R. Sheffield to Secretary of State, Mexico City, March 8, 1926, Internal 
Affairs of Mexico, NARA; Sheffield, Ambassador Statement, Mexican Foreign Office, Mexico 
City, March 18, 1926, Internal Affairs of Mexico, NARA; Sheffield to Secretary of State, 
Mexico City, March 18, 1926, Internal Affairs of Mexico, NARA; John Q. Wood to Sheffield, 
Veracruz, March 18, 1926, Internal Affairs of Mexico, NARA; Division of Mexican Affairs 
Report, Washington, D.C., March 31, 1926, Internal Affairs of Mexico, NARA. 



      Krill’s case was not unique in the level of official U.S. involvement or the 
nature of the intervention. It is possible that the U.S. was particularly atten-
tive to his case because Catholic officials in Veracruz wanted the priest in the 
U.S., working there for their interests. Both the U.S. and Mexican govern-
ments preferred that Krill remain in Mexico. This possible violation of the 
Mexican constitution seemed less damaging than the alternative.  
 
      U.S. representatives made similar interventions for other U.S. clergy. In 
1914, the U.S. evacuated several hundred priests and nuns from Veracruz to 
Galveston, Texas. Father Kelley and the Catholic Church Extension Society 
led the charge in drawing attention to their plight and raised funds from 
Extension Magazine readers to support their evacuation and resettlement. 
The society sent unsolicited reports to the president and State Department 
at every opportunity throughout this episode.31 While unable to influence 
major U.S. policies toward Mexico, Catholic officials could and did pressure 
the State Department into action in specific cases.  
 
      President Wilson attempted to downplay U.S. influence over Mexico. He 
wrote Baltimore’s Cardinal James Gibbons in 1914, “I am sorry to say it is 
not true that ‘one word from me to the [pro-revolutionary] Constitutionalist 
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leaders would have a great effect and would relieve the sad condition of 
affairs’ in Mexico with regard to the treatment of priests.” Still, the president 
sought to placate Gibbons, “I have spoken that word again and again. My 
influence will continue to be exerted in that direction and, I hope, with 
increasing effect.”32 In lowering expectations while confirming his support for 
religious freedom, Wilson asserted the importance of Catholic Monroeism.  
 
      From the mid-1910s to 1929, Catholics presumed the U.S. govern-
ment’s power over Mexican policy. Father Francis Kelley frequently raged at 
the president and State Department officials to which the State Department’s 
Division of Mexican Affairs responded, “At every turn of affairs . . . and upon 
every report of persecution, [the Administration] has advised and warned 
those who were exercising authority of the fatal effect any disregard for the 
lives or rights of those who represented religion or any attack upon the lib-
erty of conscience or of worship would have upon the opinion of the people 
of the United States and the world.”33 U.S. officials were far more cautious 
in their dealings with Mexican officials, as evidenced in the words of Ambas-
sador Sheffield, “. . . it will be much more effective to handle specific cases 
informally and to make general representations in the form of formal 
notes.”34 As the case of Father Krill demonstrated, this was how Catholic 
Monroeism worked best. 
 
      In early 1926, a State Department’s internal memorandum expressed 
concern for a resurgence in anticlericalism with the rise of Mexican President 
Plutarco Elías Calles. The so-called Calles Law strictly enforced the 1917 
Mexican Constitution’s anti-Catholic measures. The State Department 
responded, “The Mexican leaders will certainly know that in order to com-
mand the sympathy and moral support of America, Mexico must have, when 
her reconstruction comes, true freedom of conscience and worship.”35 Such 
warnings from the U.S. did little to change the Revolution’s overall anti-for-
eign anticlericalism, but as previous cases show, Mexican officials showed 
some flexibility to U.S. authorities. One notable exception occurred in 1926. 
On May 1, Franklin Mott Gunther, head of the State Department’s Mexican 
office, met with the Mexican Ambassador to the U.S., Manuel C. Téllez. 
Gunther showed the ambassador letters from U.S. citizens regarding the 
Mexican question and asked about Archbishop George Caruana, the Apos-
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tolic Delegate to Mexico and a U.S. citizen. According to Gunther’s notes, 
the ambassador reported that Caruana was doing well, however within a 
short time, the archbishop was ordered to leave Mexico. Caruana reached 
out to Ambassador Sheffield, but despite interventions, his removal order 
was upheld. Secretary of State Kellogg reported the efforts to the National 
Catholic Welfare Conference, hoping to pacify Catholic passions regarding 
Caruana. Being a papal representative did not help the archbishop’s case in 
Mexico, but Gunther’s inquiry might also have initiated the case against 
Caruana, such that Mexican officials took this opportunity to remind U.S. 
officials that Catholic Monroeism was not always welcome.36  
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      Although selective in pursuing intervention, U.S. officials did make 
efforts to pursue Catholic rights in Mexico, with mixed success. As the pre-
vious exchange indicates, it was not just U.S. representatives who exploited 
Catholic Monroeism. 
 
Intercessions from Abroad: 
Catholic Monroeism on the World Stage 
 
      U.S. officials were accustomed to inquiries on the Mexican question 
from assorted parties, including other nations who presumed that the U.S. 
affected the policies of the Mexican government. This further affirmed the 
Monroe Doctrine’s power when used by the U.S. in support of Catholicism. 
Other nations’ leaders presumed the U.S. government could protect all for-
eign clergy and interests in Mexico, as did Cardoso de Oliviera, the Brazilian 
Minister in Mexico. In 1915 he contacted Secretary of State Bryan regarding 
the French Minister, Vicar General, and “other respectable persons,” who 
sought intervention by U.S. officials to prevent further expulsions of foreign 
clergy. Bryan asked President Carranza to “prevent the arrest of any Ameri-
can priests . . . and provide every possible assurance of protection for any for-
eign priests.”37 In addition, the consul in Mexico City suggested that foreign 
priests be excluded from rules limiting clerical activity. Spain’s ambassador to 
the U.S. likewise sought Bryan’s intervention when Spanish priests were 
ordered to leave Mexico.  
 
      These desired interventions affirmed Catholic Monroeism’s power in a way 
President James Monroe could scarcely have imagined. Even more unlikely, 
the Vatican sought intercessions through Catholic Monroeism. In 1917, Pope 
Benedict XV contacted President Wilson. The novelty of a telegram from the 
pope had State Department officials panicking about protocol, let alone the 
content of the request. Pope Benedict XV wrote, “We pray with all our souls 
that your excellency will use your high influence on Mexico to avoid the con-
demnation of religious personages inspired perhaps by political passions.”38 
The pope received the same response as other concerned parties.  
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      A decade later, Ambassador Sheffield was implored to support Spanish 
Catholics in Mexico. According to Sheffield, “So great has this anxiety 
become that the Embassy has been approached both by important Catholic 
laymen and by the diplomatic representative of His Catholic Majesty, the 
Spanish Minister, with the apparent thought that it may become appropriate 
for me on behalf of the United States to intervene in the situation.”39 The 
British Embassy similarly expressed concerns about the renewed expulsions 
of foreign clergy. Sheffield responded, “The Department replied that this 
Government has not taken any stand on the Constitutional provision to 
which he referred, although it has from time to time advised the Mexican 
authorities to exercise moderation in dealing with members of religious 
organizations.”40 Even with presumably like-minded governments, U.S. offi-
cials were careful not to overtly overstep.  
 
      French, Spanish, and British representatives imagined the U.S. could 
reason with Mexican officials, which makes clear the presumed power of 
Catholic Monroeism. Mexican officials recognized that Mexico could not 
succeed without U.S. support, but negotiations were never simple. 
 
Mexican Catholics for Monroeism: The U.S. to the Rescue 
 
      During the Revolution, many Mexican Catholics—both clergy and 
laity—turned to the U.S. to exploit Monroeism’s paternalism in their favor. 
Zacatecas Bishop Miguel de la Mora wrote to Cardinal Gibbons from his 
exile in San Antonio, Texas: “I beg of your Eminence’s kindness and charity 
to make every effort through the President of the United States, to see that 
permission be given to at least a few of the priests of Zacatecas to return to 
the abandoned city. . . .”41 Secretary of State Bryan sent along the standard 
response: “The Department of State has for some weeks past advised the 
Constitutionalist authorities in Mexico to exercise justice and moderation in 
their treatment of persons and properties belonging to religious organiza-
tions.”42 U.S. officials were remarkably consistent in responses, and 
Catholics, regardless of nationality, were consistent in their expectations that 
U.S. officials could intercede on their behalf. 
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      The Mexican Catholic laity encouraged interventions through U.S. offi-
cials in Mexico. Mexican Catholic women activists, for instance, lobbied 
their politicians, but having made no progress by 1926, they shifted tactics 
and appealed to U.S. authorities in Mexico. Consul Bartley Yost, stationed 
at Torreón, reported to the Secretary of State that a group of Mexican 
women visited the consulate to complain about religious persecution. They 
claimed, “The only salvation of their country was the intervention of the 
United States, which they hoped and prayed for.” Yost gave them the stan-
dard line of non-interference. In 1926, Ambassador Sheffield informed 
Washington that, according to one report, “The women in Mexico had been 
endeavoring to create discord in the Army, with a view to bringing about a 
revolution to overthrow President Calles.” A year later, the ladies of the 
American Club of Mexico City sought support from Sheffield for “afflicted 
mothers,” whose sons were imprisoned for outward expressions of Catholi-
cism.43 Mexican and U.S. Catholic women worked in unison to achieve an 
intervention, invoking Catholic Monroeism to restore order. 
 
      In a blatant appeal to the Monroe policy, Pedro Rentería and C. 
Martínez wrote to Ambassador Sheffield in 1927: “Mexican society sees in 
you a guarantee of order, your presence here represents civilization and 
humanitarianism. You are without doubt the rein which holds these dema-
gogues in check in their criminal course. When you leave us we will be help-
less and hopeless because your presence inspires respect.”44 Rentería and 
Martínez seemed to suggest that the U.S. was occupying Mexico, and if the 
U.S. left, Mexico would fall to ruin. Mexican laypeople made a very public 
show of support for Catholicism when U.S. representative H.F.A. Schoen-
feld agreed to appear on the dais at the 1924 National Eucharistic Congress 
of Mexico.45 These pleas to U.S. officials affirmed the perceived value of 
Monroeism to Mexican Catholics. 
 
The Triumph of Catholic Monroeism, 1926–1929 
 
      To the horror of President Calles, Mexican Catholicism played a central 
role in the June 1926 International Eucharistic Congress in Chicago, Illi-
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nois. Mexican and American newspapers reported extensively on the con-
gress and its symbolism. On the eve of the congress, the Chicago Tribune 
reported that Mexican secret police would attend, monitoring Mexican 
priests and their presumably seditious activity: “A force of secret police of the 
Mexican department of the interior accompanied the Mexican pilgrims to 
the Eucharistic Congress at Chicago.” El Sol, a Mexican labor newspaper, 
“expresses the hope that no Mexican will expose himself to prosecution by 
intemperate remarks in Chicago.”46 Days later, a cloak and dagger report 
appeared in the Chicago Tribune, citing “a high churchman whose name 
must be withheld for reasons of church policy.” According to the source, the 
Mexican question was “the main topic of private discussion” at the congress. 
The reporter warned the churchman that Mexican officials were monitoring 
the congress to ensure the Mexican hierarchy did not lobby for U.S. inter-
vention in Mexico.47 Though not officially on the International Eucharistic 
Congress’s agenda, the Mexican question proved provocative as tensions in 
Mexico escalated between the June 14 announcement and July 31 enforce-
ment of the Calles Law, which severely limited church activity. 
 
      The Mexican press was likewise intrigued by the Chicago event. Sheffield 
reported to Secretary of State Kellogg at the end of June: “The enthusiastic 
reception accorded . . . to the Papal representative and to the other cardinals 
attending the conference have produced a profound impression in Mexico.” 
With a hint of optimism, he cited an editorial from the Mexico City daily, 
Excélsior, dated June 15, the day after the Calles Law was announced. The 
editorial “commented on the praiseworthy spirit of tolerance on the part of 
a Protestant country giving so warm a welcome to the high dignitaries of the 
Roman Catholic Church.”48 Sheffield noted that Mexican Catholics hoped 
this religious tolerance would prove infectious and lessen the anticlerical rage 
of Mexican officials. 
 
      In a rare fit of conscience, Ambassador Sheffield expressed his grief and 
frustration to Secretary of State Kellogg in late July 1926: “I would not want 
you to feel that I am advising interference with the purely domestic affairs of 
another country. Surely there must be some way, even within the limitations 
of diplomatic intercourse by which we could point out and protest the folly 
of denying to children the right of religious education. . . .” Pondering a 
strong response, Sheffield wrote, “I am not surprised that the question has 
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been raised in the United States of continued recognition of a government 
capable of promulgating a penal statute of the character under discussion.” 
In a nod to Monroeism’s burden, Sheffield opined, “Kept in power by the aid 
of the United States, we have, at least, some moral responsibility for men in gov-
ernment in Mexico whose official existence depends in large part on our friendly 
acquiescence and support.”49 Sheffield’s plea, written during a time of 
increased tensions, coincided with a Church-supported boycott across 
Mexico, followed less than a week later by the Mexican Church’s clerical 
strike, which closed churches and suspended the administration of sacra-
ments across the country. Meant to highlight the Church’s lack of freedom, 
the strike led to Catholic laity rebelling and most of the remaining Mexican 
Catholic hierarchy departing for Spain or the U.S.  
 
      A month after Sheffield’s lament, Secretary of State Kellogg reported to 
President Coolidge that Sheffield agreed “with our attitude on the religious 
question and that it would not be useful or beneficial to send a note to 
Mexico on this subject.” In recognition of Monroe’s looming shadow, 
Sheffield continued, “It would switch the issue from one between the 
Catholic Church in Mexico and the Mexican Government to one between 
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the Mexican Government and foreign interference and would probably unite 
sentiment behind Calles.”50 This remained the State Department’s long-
standing fear: that U.S. interference would further destabilize the country. 
 
      Three years later, Ambassador to Mexico Dwight W. Morrow (1873–
1931), after nearly two years of negotiations, succeeded in cementing a set-
tlement between the church and the state, effectively ending the Cristero 
Rebellion and easing the government’s anti-Catholic measures.51 The 1926 
International Eucharistic Congress in Chicago and Morrow’s 1929 settle-
ment bookended the height of Catholic Monroeism. U.S. officials sought a 
settlement to ensure stability and protect U.S. business interests. As the U.S. 
was establishing itself as a world leader, and as Mexico was redefining itself, 
Catholic Monroeism linked the two countries. Ambassador Morrow was 
highly regarded by many Mexicans. El Universal Gráfico called him “without 
any doubt, the most distinguished representative which the United States 
has had in Mexico. There have been lawyers, politicians, business men and 
diplomats, some of them very intelligent, but no one crossed the border with 
the baggage of good will as did Mr. Morrow.”52 While hardly a victory for 
either side, the settlement enabled the nation to move on. In the words of 
one government official, “[The settlement] let them violate the Constitu-
tion, but only a little. And let us look stupid, but also only a little.”53 
Morrow intervened in Mexico’s internal affairs, with the State’s permission, 
in defense of Catholicism.  
 
      Despite standard assurances that the U.S. government was watching 
closely, but from a distance, it was active behind the scenes. Catholic Mon-
roeism reinforced Mexico’s dependency on the U.S. and the role Mexico’s 
northern neighbor could have in rebuilding the Catholic Church in Mexico. 
Ambassador Morrow’s intervention, which helped chart a path forward for 
church and state, was in keeping with the tenor of U.S. foreign policy in the 
Western Hemisphere: the Monroe Doctrine established U.S. responsibility 
for stability throughout Latin America, and Catholic Monroeism rescued the 
Mexican Church. 
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