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The Doctrine of Religious Freedom

Religious liberty is central to the 
doctrine and history of the Church of 
Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints.



Wentworth Letter

John Wentworth, editor of 
the Chicago Democrat, 
requested a “sketch of the 
rise, progress, persecution, 
and faith of the Latter-day 
Saints.”  



Eleventh Article of Faith

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.



1. Obeying

2. Honoring

3. Sustaining the Law

Twelfth Article of Faith

We believe in being subject to kings, 
presidents, rulers and magistrates, in 
obeying, honoring, and sustaining the 
law.



Eleventh Article of Faith

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.

1. Freedom to Worship

2. Moral Agency

3. Reciprocity and Mutual Respect 



• Rather than beginning with a 
declaration, “We believe….,” there is 
an assertion of a privilege or right. 

Eleventh Article of Faith
1. Freedom to Worship

We claim the privilege of worshiping Almighty 
God…



Eleventh Article of Faith
1. Freedom to Worship

“It is a love of liberty which inspires my soul – civil 
and religious liberty to the whole of the human race.  
Love of liberty was diffused into my soul by my 
grandfathers while they dangled me on their knees.”

Joseph Smith



Eleventh Article of Faith
1. Freedom to Worship

“[T]here was in the place where we 
lived an unusual excitement on the 
subject of religion. . . .  Indeed, the 
whole district of country seemed 
affected by it, . . . .”

Joseph Smith



Eleventh Article of Faith
1. Freedom to Worship

“If any of you lack wisdom, let him ask of 
God, that giveth to all men liberally, and 
upbraideth not; and it shall be given him.” 

James 1:5, 
KJV







Find something visual

“I soon found, however, that my telling the story had excited a great deal of prejudice
Against me among professors of religion, and was the cause of great persecution, which
Continued to increase; and though I was an obscure boy, only between fourteen and
Fifteen years of age, and my circumstances in life such as to make a boy  of no consequence 
in the world, yet men of high standing would take notice sufficient to excite the public mind 
against me, and create a bitter persecution…”                              Joseph Smith



…
Joseph Smith

“I don’t blame any one for not believing my 
history.  If I had not experienced what I 
have, I could not have believed it myself…I 
had seen a vision; I knew it, and I knew 
that God knew it, and I could not deny it, 
neither dared I do it; at least I knew that by 
so doing I would offend God, and come 
under condemnation.”



Conclusion

1. Freedom to Worship

A climate and context of religious freedom 
enabled Joseph to make his inquiry.



Eleventh Article of Faith:

2. Moral Agency, Autonomy, 
Accountability

We claim the privilege of worshiping Almighty God 
according to the dictates of our own conscience… 

“All persons are entitled to their 
agency, for God has so ordained it.  He 
has constituted mankind moral 
agents, and given them power to 
choose good or evil. . . .  Since the God 
of Heaven has left these things 
optional with every individual, we do 
not wish to deprive them of it.”

Joseph Smith



“Thus man was endowed with the greatest blessing that can 
be given to mortal beings—the gift of free agency. Without 
this divine power to choose, humanity cannot 
progress…Freedom of speech, freedom of action within 
boundaries that do not infringe upon the liberty of others 
are man’s inherent right—divine gifts essential to human 
dignity and happiness.”

David O. McKay (Ninth Church President)

Eleventh Article of Faith:

2. Moral Agency, Autonomy, Accountability







“Freedom of worship is one of the basic doctrines of the gospel. Indeed, 
in one manner of speaking it is the most basic of all doctrines, even 
taking precedence over the nature and kind of being that God is, or the 
atoning sacrifice of the Son of God, or the vesting of priesthood and keys 
and saving power in the one true church. But this we mean that if there 
were no freedom of worship, there would be no God, no redemption, and 
no salvation in the kingdom of God.”

-- Elder Bruce R. McConkie

Eleventh Article of Faith:

2. Moral Agency, Autonomy, Accountability



“Men are free according to the flesh; and all things are given them 
which are expedient unto man.  And they are free to choose liberty 
and eternal life, through the great Mediator of all men, or to choose 
captivity and death, according to the captivity and power of the 
devil.”

2 Nephi 2:27

Eleventh Article of Faith:

2. Moral Agency, Autonomy, Accountability



“In relation to the power over the minds of mankind which I am said to hold, I 
would say, It is in the consequence of the power of truth in the doctrines which 
I have been an instrument in the hands of God of presenting unto them, and 
not because of any compulsion on my part.”

Joseph Smith

Eleventh Article of Faith:

2. Moral Agency, Autonomy, Accountability



Conclusion

2.  Moral Agency, Autonomy and 
Accountability

No one is compelled to believe in the 
Gospel of Jesus Christ.  He may worship 
idols, animals, birds or reptiles, if he so 
desires, without interfering with the 
freedom to worship allowed to others.”

Joseph Fielding Smith 



1. Doctrine
2. Commitment that has arisen from a history of 

persecution and hardship

Eleventh Article of Faith:

3. Reciprocity and Mutual 
Respect

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



“I marvel at the inspiration of the Prophet Joseph 
Smith when he penned the eleventh article of 
faith…That noble expression of religious 
tolerance is particularly poignant in light of the 
Prophet's personal persecution. Joseph Smith 
endured incessant persecution and finally 
heartless martyrdom—at the hands of the 
intolerant. His brutal fate stands as a stark 
reminder that we must never be guilty of any sin 
sown by the seed of intolerance.”

Elder Russell M. Nelson

Eleventh Article of Faith:

3. Reciprocity and Mutual Respect



Peter Whitmer Farm House



Insert photo of Kirtland Temple







Something depicting Haun’s Mill



Governor Lilburn Boggs’
Extermination Order
October 27, 1838



Eleventh Article of Faith:

3. Reciprocity and Mutual 
Respect

“Your cause is just, but I can do 
nothing for you. . . . If I take up with 
you I shall lose the vote of Missouri.” 

President Martin Van Buren



Nauvoo City Charter



“Be it ordained by the City Council of the 
City of Nauvoo, that in order to guarantee 
the constitutional right of free discussion 
upon all subjects, the citizens of this city, 
may from time to time peaceably assemble 
themselves together for all peaceable or 
lawful purposes whatever; and should any 
person be guilty of disturbing or 
interrupting any such meeting or 
assemblage, he shall . . . be considered a 
disturber of the public peace, and fined in 
any sum not exceeding five hundred 
dollars, or imprisoned not exceeding six 
months, or both . . . .”

Eleventh Article of Faith:

3. Reciprocity and Mutual Respect

















President Martin Van Buren

General Albert Johnston









The Paradox of Religious Freedom:
Truth, Tolerance, and Love

“The Saints can testify whether I am willing to lay down my 
life for my brethren.  If it has been demonstrated that I have 
been willing to die for a “Mormon.”  I am bold to declare 
before Heaven that I am just as ready to die in defending the 
rights of a Presbyterian, a Baptist, or a good man of any other 
denomination; for the same principle which would trample 
upon the rights of the Latter-day Saints would trample upon 
the rights of the Roman Catholics, or of any other 
denomination who may be unpopular and too weak to defend 
themselves. It is a love of liberty which inspires my soul –
civil and religious liberty to the whole of the human race.”

Joseph Smith









1. Balance to Eleventh Article of Faith

2. Commitment to Respecting and Being Subject to Secular Authority

Twelfth Article of Faith

We believe in being subject to kings, presidents, rulers, 
and magistrates, in obeying, honoring, and sustaining the 
law.





Mormon Battalion Visitors’ Center, San Diego, California



“We believe that all mankind, men and women . . . have certain rights, and that God 
has created all men with an agency. . . .  They have a right to enjoy their religion.  They 
have a right to worship God according to the dictates of their own consciences.  ‘But,’ 
says one, ‘do you mean that in empires where the emperor holds the rights and 
destinies of his subjects in his hands?’  Yes.  I mean there is no emperor who breathes 
the breath of life who has the right to deprive one of his subjects of the freedom of his 
religion.  I will tell you why.  No emperor or king, no president, no ruler of any nation 
under the heavens has ever given his subjects life.  Their life has come from God, and 
God has granted them their agency and the right to worship him according to the light 
and knowledge they have.”

Wilford Woodruff 



President Gordon B. Hinckley
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