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Facts:
This case revolves around a complaint filed on July 27, 2000, by Alejandro Estrada against
Soledad S. Escritor, a court interpreter at the RTC of Las Pinas City, Philippines. Estrada
alleged that Escritor was living with a man not her husband, an arrangement perceived as
tarnishing the court’s integrity. Escritor, a widow and a Jehovah’s Witness, had been
cohabiting with Luciano Quilapio, Jr., a man legally married to another woman. Escritor
defended her arrangement based on her religious beliefs, particularly a “Declaration of
Pledging Faithfulness” recognized within her congregation but not legally binding in the
Philippines. The administrative case initially sought to determine if Escritor’s arrangement
constituted “disgraceful and immoral conduct” under the Revised Administrative Code.
After extensive legal proceedings, including a remand to the Office of the Court
Administrator (OCA) for further investigation and an opportunity for the Solicitor General to
present the state’s interest, the case ultimately escalated to the Philippine Supreme Court.

Issues:

1. Whether Escritor’s conjugal arrangement constitutes “disgraceful and immoral conduct.”
2. Whether Escritor’s right to religious freedom exempts her from administrative liability.

3. The applicability of the compelling state interest test in determining the validity of
Escritor’s claim for exemption based on the Free Exercise Clause.

Court’s Decision:

The Supreme Court, employing the benevolent neutrality approach, resolved to protect
Escritor’s right to religious freedom. The Court acknowledged the sincerity of Escritor’s
beliefs and the lack of a compelling state interest to override her religious practice. It
concluded that the state failed to demonstrate that it had chosen the least intrusive means
possible to achieve its goal without impinging more than necessary on Escritor’s religious
freedom. The Court dismissed the administrative complaint against her, emphasizing the
precedence of fundamental religious freedom over the alleged administrative misconduct.

Doctrine:

The case reiterates the doctrine of benevolent neutrality or accommodation concerning the
Free Exercise Clause. It highlights the compelling state interest test as the proper lens
through which the Court should examine claims involving the free exercise of religion,
suggesting that only when a practice significantly harms paramount state interests should it
be curtailed.
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- Fundamental rights, including religious freedom, hold a preferred position in the hierarchy
of rights.

- The Philippine Constitution adopts a benevolent neutrality approach towards religious
freedom, allowing accommodations for religious practices unless they significantly harm
paramount state interests (compelling state interest test).

- Administrative misconduct based on personal life arrangements must be examined under
the lens of constitutional rights, particularly when those arrangements stem from deeply
held religious beliefs.

Historical Background:

This decision marks a significant moment in the jurisprudence of the Philippines, balancing
the state’s interest in upholding moral conduct within its institutions against the
constitutionally protected right to religious freedom. It underscores the necessity of
respecting individual religious practices in diverse societies, especially when such practices
are central to the individual’s faith yet do not harm public welfare or state interests to a
degree that would necessitate curtailment.
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