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It is an honor for me to be with you and participate in this roundtable today. I express 

appreciation to our chair, Jim Shannon, MP; and the co-chairs, Baroness Elizabeth Berridge and 

Gavin Shuker, MP; as well as each one who assisted in any way to make our gathering possible. 

It was my privilege to welcome Baroness Berridge to an event in Washington, D.C., last 

October, a dinner sponsored by the J. Reuben Clark Law Society and the BYU Law School’s 

International Center for Law and Religion Studies, at which she was recognized with the 

Society’s annual Religious Liberty Award for her extensive work in support of freedom of 

religion and belief—I must say, a well-deserved recognition. 

 

Although I have visited the United Kingdom a number of times, my last two visits, and 

now this one, have been “firsts” for me. I was at the University of Oxford for the first time last 

June to present a lecture sponsored by the Faculty of Law’s Programme for the Foundations of 

Law and Constitutional Government and the Rothermere American Institute. My subject there 

was integrity and public service, drawing upon my experiences from 1972 to 1974 as law clerk 

to U.S. District Court Judge John J. Sirica while he presided over the Watergate trials and related 

proceedings. Then I returned to England last August—that time to Cambridge, another first in 

my experience—to speak about religious liberty as a foundational freedom that sustains other 

critical freedoms and human rights. That is a subject I would like to touch on with you today. 

 

Now I have passed through the doors of Parliament for the first time. I am grateful to 

meet with the All Party Parliamentary Group on Freedom of Religion or Belief, particularly in 

company with my esteemed friend, Dr. Daniel Mark, chair of the U.S. Commission on 

International Religious Freedom. Again, I am honored by your invitation. 

 

On August 14, 2017, I represented The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints in 

receiving the World Peace Prize from the World Peace Centre at the Maharashtra Institute of 

Technology in Pune, India. Our Church has been established in India for some time although we 

have no presence in Pune, the sixth largest city in the country. Still this Hindu-oriented 

institution which in the past has honored only Hindu or Asian individuals with its World Peace 

Prize, wanted to recognize the humanitarian efforts of our Church in India and across the world. 
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We are, of course, far from alone in these efforts, and our major humanitarian work is 

almost always done in partnership with such organizations as Catholic Relief Services, Islamic 

Relief Services, Red Cross and Red Crescent, and others as well as with the United Nations and 

various government entities, local and national. Religious institutions are at their best working 

with one another and in collaboration with secular and governmental organizations to relieve 

suffering and to act preventatively in strengthening families, communities, and society in 

general.  

 

Often political leaders such as yourselves will try to encourage all nations to live up to 

their highest ideals, to respect human rights, and the rights of ethnic and religious minorities and 

all living in a society to work together for the common good. One area where religious 

organizations can help you in your effort is to be better examples of interfaith efforts ourselves 

so that you can more often speak drawing upon experience.  

 

The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints is everywhere a minority faith, and at 

times an unpopular one at that, with one exception—the state of Utah in the United States. We 

feel it behooves us, then, in the one place we constitute a majority to be particularly forthcoming 

in support of those people and religious organizations who are the minority there. I don’t suppose 

we have always been perfect in doing so, but we strive to practice what we preach in this regard. 

A couple of examples: In the early days of the Mormon pioneer settlements in the Great Basin of 

the American West, the then-small Jewish community in Salt Lake City, about 40 families, 

needed a cemetery. Brigham Young saw to it that an appropriate piece of land was donated, and 

offered further to “assist them in the most tangible way” if they determined to organize a 

congregation.1 More recently when the Catholic Cathedral of the Madeleine, the seat of the 

Catholic Bishop of Utah in Salt Lake City, needed major repairs and seismic upgrading in 1989-

90, we were pleased to be able to contribute funds to the project. We prize our relationships and 

collaborative efforts with Baptists, Catholics, Jews, Hindus, Muslims, and people of all faiths. 

With them we seek to build better communities and serve those in need. Again, if we as religious 



3 
 

institutions more often laid aside rivalry and past offences and helped each other more in ways 

both great and small, these kinds of examples would assist you as you seek to encourage those 

parts of the world where there is mistrust and violence between those of different faiths. 

 

I do not mean to minimize how difficult it can be to engender trust and cooperation 

amongst faiths in different parts of the world, nor to suggest that only through material means 

may mutual trust be established. Indeed, trust must be based in mutual respect. One of the 

Articles of Faith of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints states, “We claim the 

privilege of worshiping Almighty God according to the dictates of our own conscience, and 

allow all men the same privilege, let them worship how, where, or what they may.”2 Religious 

organizations and people of faith must be at the forefront in urging and showing tolerance toward 

those of other faiths, especially those who might be unpopular minorities. 

 

May I relate one further example from my Church’s experience? Recently construction 

was completed on our new temple in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, and it was dedicated in 2016. 

There are two temples in the United Kingdom, one in London (Surrey) and one in Preston 

(Chorley). They differ from our normal meetinghouses where we meet each week. Temples are 

the most sacred spaces of our faith. We perform holy ordinances in temples that we believe show 

God’s mercy and love to all of His children through all generations. The Philadelphia temple is 

directly across from the offices of the Catholic 

Archdiocese of Philadelphia and Cathedral Basilica 

of Saints Peter and Paul. Philadelphia was settled 

by the Quaker William Penn and soon became a 

center of religious diversity. Catholics have been 

an integral part of the warp and woof of the city for 

many years. Our Catholic neighbors not only did 

not oppose our temple in its location, they were 

genuinely warm in welcoming us. During 

construction of the temple, Archbishop Charles 

Chaput, with a smile, told me that his office 

window looked out over the construction site and that he was watching to be sure that things 

were done right. As a gesture of respect, we felt it appropriate to ensure that the top of the 

temple’s highest spire should be a few feet lower than the dome of the Basilica. I know that this 

might seem a very small and symbolic gesture, but it is through a multiplicity of such gestures 

and actions that we create the foundation for trust, respect, and future cooperation in America’s 

City of Brotherly Love, as it is known, and everywhere else.  

 

These efforts in “applied religion,” sometimes at the level of individuals, one-by-one, and 

sometimes on a grander scale help to justify the right of believers to act on their beliefs. I use the 

word “justify” purposefully. We feel religions ought to justify themselves before God and their 
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fellow citizens by contributing to the concord and welfare of the societies that they inhabit. 

Religions are voluntary associations and must be reasonable and law-abiding, and lead out in 

tolerance and love, but also serve as a check on injustices and abuses of power, even as religions 

must be vigilant against hypocrisy and abuse from within.  

 

Professor Douglas Laycock of the University of Virginia, one of the premier authorities 

on religion and law in the United States, has stated, “For the first time in nearly 300 years, 

important forces in American society are questioning the free exercise of religion in principle—

suggesting that free exercise of religion may be a bad idea, or at least, a right to be minimized.”3 

These increasingly influential voices suggest that religion is purely personal and often irrational 

and therefore deserves no place in the public square—in essence, that religious voices are not 

entitled to be heard. 

 

My argument is that, on the contrary, religion or belief is fundamental to societal well-

being. Freedom of religion benefits not only believers but all of society, whether they know it or 

not. Therefore, all have an interest in protecting this freedom, whether they are believers or not. 

Thus, with a bit of tongue-in-cheek, but still seriously, I have entitled my remarks “Why Atheists 

(and Everyone Else) Should Support Freedom of Religion or Belief.” I see three major benefits 

to supporting freedom of religion or belief. First, religious freedom supports and strengthens the 

rule of law. Second, freedom of religion or belief is foundational to other fundamental and 

cherished freedoms. And third, religion or belief, freely exercised, promotes civic virtue and is 

vital to strong, flourishing communities.  

 

I. RELIGIOUS FREEDOM AND THE RULE OF LAW 

 

Let me begin with what I see as the role of religious liberty in establishing and sustaining 

the rule of law. In December 1170, four knights entered Canterbury Cathedral and stabbed to 

death the archbishop, Thomas Becket, as he was climbing the stairs to the high altar.4 A more 

violent act of desecration would be difficult to imagine. Those knights, acting on a rash 

complaint of King Henry II, took the life of England’s archbishop during a worship service at 

one of Christendom’s great cathedrals. Henry’s complaint arose from numerous clashes with his 

old friend Becket over various issues that together raised a monumental question: Who would 

control the Christian church in England?  

 

Centuries of conflict in Great Britain and elsewhere in the West have divided the 

powerful forces of government and religion, thereby limiting the powers that both government 

and religious institutions can exert. One scholar has written that “this separation is deeply 

imprinted in the Western historical experience, with such episodes as the martyrdoms of Becket 

and [Sir Thomas] More [imparting] the lesson to succeeding generations.”5 
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Dividing the authority of church and state had the powerful effect of establishing limits to 

the authority of both—even in countries like the United Kingdom with a state church. 

Government came to be understood as inherently limited—its legitimate authority not including 

matters of religious belief or practice, for those are matters of the spirit. By the same token, while 

churches have legitimate authority over matters of religious belief and practice, they lack civil 

power over property or life. Governments do not rule churches, and churches do not rule 

governments; each has a limited sphere of competence, power, and legitimacy. 

 

That is a profound notion that we often take for granted. It means that secular government 

is not divinely omnipotent and, conversely, that religious authority cannot act as an all-powerful 

government. There are inherent limits to both governmental and religious authority over society, 

and in the tensions and spaces created by those limits we find many of our freedoms.  

 

I believe this fundamental limitation on the power of government to control the realm of 

the spirit undergirds the rule of law. For if the power of the king is limited, then surely the power 

of the king’s magistrates must be limited too. It follows that there must be rules to guide and 

constrain the exercise of governmental power. I do not claim that the separation of church and 

state is the only source of the rule of law in modern Western civilization; no doubt there are 

others. But the deeply embedded separation of religious authority from state authority 

undoubtedly played an important role in establishing and fortifying the rule of law, which in turn 

has further protected and secured religious freedom from arbitrary governmental authority and 

persecution. Continued governmental recognition of the independent estate of religious 

institutions and individual belief is crucial to the continued vitality of the rule of law.  

 

II. FREEDOM OF RELIGION OR BELIEF AND OTHER ESSENTIAL FREEDOMS 

 

Freedom of religion or belief also erects an effective shield for other freedoms and 

sustains those freedoms. Dr. Mark has kindly provided copies of the 2017 Annual Report of the 

U.S. Commission on International Religious Freedom. I noted this statement in the report’s 

introduction: 

 

The right to the freedom of religion or belief is an encompassing right that can be taken 

away directly or indirectly, and thus: You cannot have religious freedom without the 

freedom of worship; the freedom of association; the freedom of expression and opinion; 

the freedom of assembly; protection from arbitrary arrest and detention; protection from 

interference in home and family; and you cannot have religious freedom without equal 

protection under the law.  

 

I agree, and I submit that the opposite is also true: you cannot have (or long enjoy) these 

other vital freedoms and rights without freedom of religion or belief. All of these rights and 
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liberties are mutually supportive, but the root freedom giving life to all the others is the freedom 

of religion. 

 

Why? Because a government that cannot compel religious belief or exercise will be hard 

pressed to compel “orthodoxy” in other areas of life. Religious freedom protects the freedom of 

individual belief and expression in all areas of human activity. This enables people to develop 

and express their own opinions in matters of philosophy, politics, business, literature, art, 

science, and other areas, which naturally leads to social and political diversity. 

 

Let me highlight a few ways that religious freedom is both foundational to other basic 

freedoms and also in turn supported by those freedoms. 

 

Freedom of religion and the underpinnings of human rights. 

 

A legal regime that respects freedom of religion or belief also affirms the moral basis for 

all human rights and thereby makes all rights more secure. The very idea of human rights rests 

on a religious conception of human nature. Former American president Calvin Coolidge 

explained that freedom of religion and other fundamental rights arise from “the recognition of 

the dignity and worth of the individual, because of his possession of those qualities which are 

revealed to us by religion.”6 

 

The Bible teaches that each person has an innate dignity because God created human 

beings in His image—“male and female created he them.”7 Modern Latter-day Saint revelation 

supplements that truth by declaring that “the worth of souls is great in the sight of God.”8 

Coolidge was right, then, in saying that “equality, liberty, popular sovereignty, [and] the rights of 

man … have their source and their roots in the religious convictions.”9 Beyond compelling non-

religious arguments that may be made for the inherent dignity of the human person, we affirm 

that our essential rights are inalienable because they are the gifts of God. No state could grant 

them. Accepting that fundamental truth lays the foundation for all other freedoms. And the first 

recognition of that truth—historically and morally—has come from acknowledging that the state 

must respect religious conscience. 

 

Church autonomy, freedom of association, and mediating institutions. 

 

The right to assemble freely with friends and associates and to form voluntary, self-

governing associations centered on shared values is basic to any free and just society. It is also a 

direct offshoot of important religious freedoms.  

 

Among the most significant aspects of religious freedom is what some scholars call 

“church autonomy.” By this I mean the autonomy of a church or other religious organization to 
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determine its own theology and criteria for priesthood; to establish standards for membership, 

discipline, and removal; and to own and manage sacred properties.  

 

Safeguarding the autonomy of churches and other religious organizations enhances 

freedom for everyone by establishing a right to associate freely in voluntary associations. For if 

that right is recognized for nonprofit religious organizations, then equality and fairness dictate 

that a substantially similar right must be recognized to protect the associational freedom of 

nonprofit secular organizations. 

 

More subtly but equally important, protecting church autonomy also enhances freedom 

by dispersing power. Religious organizations are bulwarks of freedom standing between the state 

and the unprotected individual. Churches, like families, schools, and other voluntary 

associations, are often called “mediating institutions.” This means, as one scholar once said, that 

they “[mediate] between the individual and the megastructures of contemporary government.”10 

In their relationships with individual members, churches act as competing institutions of 

authority. By asserting their institutional prerogatives, churches ensure that the state does not 

exercise a monopoly on legitimate authority over the lives of individual citizens. In this respect, 

churches buffer and shield the individual from the power of the state and from complete 

dependency on its assistance.11  

 

In short, the hard-won right of churches to have autonomy in their ecclesiastical affairs 

has helped lay the groundwork for the right of all people—religious or not—freely to form and 

govern numerous social and cultural institutions that enrich our societies in so many ways. 

 

Freedom of religion and the rights of free speech, free expression, freedom of the press, and 

freedom to assemble peaceably. 

 

Religious freedom also supports other critical rights, such as free speech and expression, 

freedom of the press, and freedom to assemble peaceably. Why? Because guaranteeing 

meaningful religious freedom requires not only express protections for religious exercise within 

religious organizations but also robust protections for the right of believers to live openly and 

with dignity as equal citizens and participants in the life of the community. So while targeted 

legal protections for religious freedom are vital, in its fullest sense freedom of religion or belief 

requires legal protections for a range of rights. I have previously spoken about the 

interconnectedness of religious rights with a host of other vital rights:  

 

We use our freedom of religion and belief to establish our core convictions, without 

which all other human rights would be meaningless. How can we claim the freedom of 

speech without being able to say what we truly believe? How can we claim the freedom 
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of assembly unless we can gather with others who share our ideals? How can we enjoy 

freedom of the press unless we can publicly print or post who we really are?12 

 

These “mutually supporting liberties,”13 as Michael Oakeshott called them, mean that 

religious freedom is not just a benefit for religious people and institutions alone. Protections for 

religious freedom coincide with protections for other rights. Courts have implicitly recognized 

that rights must protect both religious believers and nonbelievers. The freedom of speech, for 

instance, embraces the right to speak about God but also to speak about one’s personal opinions 

on matters of politics, morality, and virtually any other topic.  

 

This is all to say that our basic freedoms tend to rise and fall together. Courts that protect 

religious freedom tend to protect the freedom of speech and press, while courts that allow the 

government to infringe religious freedom sooner or later tend to allow the infringement of other 

basic rights. Conflicts over freedom of religion or belief are the focal point where the state either 

safeguards or invades the space necessary for liberty. If the state can be convinced (or 

compelled) to leave space for religious expression, it will almost surely leave space for other 

forms of expression. If the state does not respect religious freedom, it will not likely respect other 

core freedoms.14  

 

Sometimes societies with traditional moral values fear what may happen if they allow 

religious freedom precisely because other freedoms are then ignited and views opposed to the 

prevailing moral values will grow. In our societies we ought to do all we can to show that even 

great differences of opinion need not lead to permanent discord, but that communities and 

individuals of faith can work well with each other as well as those of no faith. Once again, the 

basis for us to foster social harmony is mutual respect and fairness for all. 

 

III. FREEDOM OF RELIGION OR BELIEF AND CIVIC VIRTUE 

 

Freedom of religion or belief is also critical because it allows religion to inculcate the 

virtues and habits necessary for a free society, and it promotes healthy civic engagement. 

 

Research has shown that protecting religious freedom promotes societal harmony. 

Religious freedom and the other freedoms it supports have significant correlations with positive 

social and economic outcomes “ranging from better health care to higher incomes for women.”15 

Hard experience powerfully establishes, by contrast, that abridging religious freedom leads to 

conflict. Studies have shown that societal restrictions on religion increase intra-state conflict,16 

religiously motivated violence,17 political corruption,18 and overall levels of strife and national 

unrest.19 Indeed, studies show that government restrictions on religious freedom are the strongest 

predictor of religious violence and conflict, even when other factors are eliminated.20 
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Countries with strong traditions of religious freedom tend to be not only more stable and 

safe, but more prosperous. A recent study reached the remarkable conclusion that the presence of 

religious freedom in a country is one of only three factors significantly associated with global 

economic growth.21 Imagine what changes would happen if more officials and policymakers 

recognized that protecting religious freedom is one of the three most significant things they could 

do to promote the economic growth and well-being of their country.  

 

While visiting America during the 1830s to better understand what was then still a 

precarious experiment in democracy, French political philosopher Alexis de Tocqueville 

reported that Americans considered religion indispensable to freedom. “I stop the first American 

whom I meet,” Tocqueville wrote, “and ask him if he thinks religion is useful for the stability 

and the good order of society; he immediately responds that a civilized society, but above all a 

free society, cannot subsist without religion. Respect for religion, in his eyes, is the greatest 

guarantee of the stability of the state and the security of individuals.”22 

 

That is a profound insight. Freedom requires a people capable of living freely and in 

peace with each other. Without virtuous citizens, the coercive powers of government must be 

exercised to keep the peace. Edmund Burke famously stated: 

 

Men are qualified for civil liberty in exact proportion to their disposition to put moral 

chains on their own appetites. … Society cannot exist unless a controlling power upon 

will and appetite be placed somewhere, and the less of it there is within, the more there 

must be without. It is ordained in the eternal constitution of things, that men of 

intemperate minds cannot be free. Their passions forge their fetters.23 

 

As Ernst-Wolfgang Böckenförde, the famous German jurist and Federal Constitutional 

Court judge put it, “The liberal secular state is sustained by conditions it cannot itself guarantee. 

That is the great gamble it has made for the sake of liberty.”24 

 

Religious conscience encourages the virtues and habits of good citizenship that are 

necessary for a free society. Honesty. Duty. Moral self-discipline. Sacrifice for family and 

country. Compassion and service toward others. Civic engagement.  

 

A society where these civic virtues prevail has a robust version of what Lord Moulton 

called the realm of “the Unenforceable.”25 By this is meant those areas of life governed by a self-

enforced code of conduct that “signifies the doing [of] that which you should do although you 

are not obliged to do it.”26 Harvard business professor Clayton Christensen expressed the point 

this way: 
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The ethic of obedience to the unenforceable was established by vibrant religions, 

and some of these teachings have become a part of our culture. As a result, today 

there are many . . . who are not religious, who still voluntarily obey the law, 

comply with contracts, value honesty and integrity and respect other people's 

rights and property. This is because certain religious teachings have become 

embedded in our culture.27 

 

Setting aside the aberration of an extremely small number that seek to use religion to 

justify violence and criminal behavior, religion inspires individuals to develop praiseworthy 

character traits, and such people become more engaged and responsible citizens and more 

effective contributors to the welfare of their own communities and the nation. Religiously 

involved individuals are less likely than others to carry or use weapons, fight, or commit 

violence.28 Communities with more religious populations tend to have fewer homicides and 

suicides.29 Attendance at religious services is associated with direct decreases in rates of both 

minor and major crimes that are unrivaled by the effect of any secular or government welfare 

program.30 

 

Not only are the religious more likely to be law-abiding; they are more likely to be active, 

engaged, contributing members of the community. Studies show that religious citizens are more 

likely than nonreligious citizens to belong to community organizations, serve as an officer or 

committee member of an organization, and take part in local civic and political life by attending 

town meetings, voting in local elections, and pressing for social and political reform.31 Leading 

scholars have declared that “religiosity is, by far, the strongest and most consistent predictor of a 

wide range of measures of civic involvement.”32 I am not for a moment suggesting that religion 

is the only source of virtue within society, or that secular people cannot be highly moral. My 

point is simply that very often religion does the hard work of inculcating the habits and mores 

necessary for free and democratic societies to exist. 

 

Religious people and institutions are also a powerful source of humanitarian assistance. 

Where they are free to worship and to exercise their faith, religious people give volunteer 

community service at much higher rates than those without religion. By one estimate, people of 

faith are 40 percent more likely than nonreligious people to give money to charities and more 

than twice as likely to volunteer their service to community organizations.33 Highly religious 

people are more likely to volunteer not only for religious causes but also for secular ones.34  

 

The willingness of religious believers to give and to serve arises from the sense of 

compassion that religion teaches us to have for our neighbors—especially those who are poor or 

otherwise in need. Inspired by such compassion, religious volunteers provide vital services for 

the most vulnerable: food for the hungry, shelter for the homeless, schools for the uneducated, 

and medical care for the sick. More than 90 percent of those who regularly attend worship 
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services donate to charity, and nearly 70 percent of them volunteer for charitable causes.35 Such 

generosity happens at both the institutional and general levels. 

 

Religion also has profound effects within families. Marriages are more stable and 

families are more self-sufficient because of the influence of religion. Numerous international 

studies have shown that valuing and regularly practicing religion is “associated with greater 

marital stability, higher levels of marital satisfaction, and an increased likelihood that an 

individual will be inclined to marry.”36 In fact, sociological studies and literature reviews going 

back more than half a century indicate that attending religious services is the single most 

important predictor of marital stability.37  

 

When husbands attend religious services more frequently, their wives report greater 

happiness with the level of affection and understanding in their relationship and with the amount 

of time their husbands spent with them.38 Among couples whose marriages lasted 30 years or 

more, a significant number reported that their faith was a source of moral guidance in times of 

conflict, that their faith helped them to deal with relationship difficulties, and that their faith 

encouraged them to maintain their commitment to their marriages.39 By sharp contrast, married 

couples who stopped religious activity divorced 2.5 times more frequently than those who 

continued to attend religious services.40  

 

Children are safer and thrive better in families led by a religious mother and father whose 

faith inspires them to make personal sacrifices for the strength and happiness of their marriage 

and children. Children raised in religious homes are less likely to experience anxiety, loneliness, 

low self-esteem, and sadness.41 Religious practice correlates with reduced rates of youth 

depression42 and suicide,43 while a lack of religious affiliation bears a tragic correlation with a 

higher risk of youth suicide.44 A strong family coupled with regular religious practice is the most 

effective defense against the pernicious evils of pornography,45 drug and alcohol abuse,46 and 

other addictive behaviors.47 And adolescents who regularly participate in religious services are 

significantly less likely to engage in delinquent or illegal behavior.48  

 

The influence of religious parents doesn’t end at home. Parents who attend religious 

services are more likely to be involved with their children’s education.49 The greater a parent’s 

religious involvement, the more likely they are to have high educational expectations for their 

children and the more likely they are to regularly communicate with their children regarding 

school.50 Children of religious parents are more likely to pursue advanced courses, spend time 

doing homework, make friends with academically oriented peers, avoid skipping classes, and 

complete university degrees.51  

 

STANDING UP FOR FREEDOM OF RELIGION OR BELIEF 
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Given religion’s essential contributions to healthy, flourishing societies, and yet 

recognizing the growing religious persecutions around the world documented by you, the U.S. 

Commission on International Religious Freedom, and others, as well as challenges to the 

exercise of religious freedom and conscience in our midst, we may ask ourselves, “Therefore, 

what?” 

 

Although far from being the ultimate authority in responding to this question, I mention 

again the thoughts put forth at the beginning of these remarks. First, as religious organizations 

are better models of interfaith respect and cooperation their example benefits your global work in 

promoting and preserving religious liberty. Speaking for The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-

day Saints, we are committed to helping provide such an example. At the same time, others 

watch how our governments and societies treat religious communities and people of faith. As we 

hear and respect religious viewpoints and allow people of faith to live out their beliefs under the 

law, we may inspire governments and influential entities elsewhere to help reverse suppression 

of and restrictions upon religious liberty. Let me close with a couple of further suggestions:  

 

1. Support Agencies and Research that Foster Religious Understanding and Freedom 

 

Happily, there are multiple groups that value the contribution of religion and appreciate 

the overarching importance of belief in the lives of the vast majority of the earth’s population. 

This very group, the All Party Parliamentary Group for International Freedom of Religion or 

Belief, is an excellent example, as is also the U.S. Commission on International Religious 

Freedom that Dr. Mark has had such an important role in directing. It was under his leadership 

that an important report was commissioned on the topic of Women and Religious Freedom.52 We 

can support such entities in shining a bright light on abuses and persecutions and bring pressure 

to bear for respect of basic human rights. In the United States, my Church has endeavored to 

support the crucial work of the Becket Fund for Religious Liberty that focuses on the judicial 

side of the equation, defending religious freedom in the courts. 

 

We are happy to see academic programs surfacing that promote serious study and deeper 

understanding of religious freedom and its role in society. The Stanford University Law School 

in California established a successful Religious Liberty Clinic about three years ago. The 

Brigham Young University Law School has long sponsored an International Symposium on Law 

and Religion, and now with the International Consortium of Law and Religion Scholars 

(ICLARS) has organized an Advanced Certificate Program on Religion and the Rule of Law at 

Oxford. The Religious Freedom Research Project in the Berkley Center for Religion, Peace & 

World Affairs at Georgetown University is another major program that focuses on international 

religious freedom. In this country there are strong research projects, interfaith initiatives, and 

organizations that support religious understanding. Here are a few, in no particular order: the 

Church of England, Aid to the Church in Need, Interfaith Scotland and Interfaith Wales, the 
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Centre for the Study of Law and Religion at the University of Bristol Law School, the Woolf 

Institute in Cambridge, the Oxford Journal of Law and Religion, the Commonwealth Initiative 

for Freedom of Religion and Belief based in the Edward Cadbury Centre for the Public 

Understanding of Religion in the Department of Theology and Religion at Birmingham 

University. These are but a few examples of what is fortunately a growing level of serious 

attention in academia. 

 

Such groups and efforts merit our support. 

 

2. Contribute to Discussions about the Common Good 

 

Public discussions about the common good are enriched by men and women who 

routinely put duty above convenience and conscience above personal advantage. And those who 

advocate from a religiously informed standpoint should not be intimidated by those who claim 

they are imposing their religious beliefs on others. In a pluralistic society, to promote one’s 

values for the good of society is not imposing them on others—it is putting them forward for 

consideration along with all others. Everyone promotes what they feel is best based on the values 

they hold, be they religious or non-religious. To argue, to persuade, to promote, or to defend is 

not to impose. In the end, someone’s values prevail, and all of us have the right—even the 

duty—to argue for what we believe will best serve the needs of the people and most benefit the 

common good. Without religious voices, our political and social debates will lack the richness 

and insights needed to make wise decisions, and our nations and communities will suffer. 

 

Religious voices are at least as deserving of being heard as any others. In fact, religious 

organizations bring unique experiences and perspectives to public policy debates. They 

recognize corrosive social forces that threaten faith, family, and freedom. They know personally 

about the hardships of family breakdown, unemployment, poverty, drug abuse, and numerous 

other social ills. Why? Because they are on the front lines helping individuals and families work 

through these wrenching problems. When they speak out they do so not for selfish reasons, but 

out of concern for the people they minister to, their families, and society itself. They bring a 

moral—often cautionary—voice to matters of social and public policy and often take a long-term 

view that takes into account generations and a belief in life hereafter and divine laws that sustain 

accountability, stewardship, and service to others. This often makes religious people sound 

cautious, but that can be a welcome balance to rapid change, materialism, and egocentrism. The 

perspectives of churches and religious leaders make an irreplaceable contribution to our on-going 

democratic conversation about how we should live together. 

 

In all of this, let us remember the critical need for civility. Whatever others may do, 

however they may choose to act or speak, faith impels us to defend faith with civility out of deep 

regard for the worth of each human soul, whether aligned with us or not. 
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These are our times—these are remarkable times—complex and filled with global 

challenges though they are. This is our moment to share resources and support religious freedom 

and belief around the world. With courage, conviction, and civility, I believe we can, 

individually and collectively make a profound difference, in our own communities and 

internationally. As Winston Churchill said on the eve of the world’s greatest conflict, let us 

“arise again and take our stand for freedom as in the olden time.” Thank you, and may God bless 

you, this remarkable nation, and the important work in which this All Party Parliamentary Group 

is engaged. 
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