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The Interna*onal Center for Law and Religion Studies (ICLRS) Symposium at Brigham Young University 
brought together legal scholars, government officials, religious leaders, and civil society representa*ves 
from around the world to examine the role of religious freedom in sustaining peaceful, just, and 
flourishing socie*es. For more than three decades, the symposium has served as one of the world's 
leading forums for the discussion of freedom of religion or belief, bringing together par*cipants from 
scores of countries to explore both the prac*cal and philosophical founda*ons of religious liberty. 
[iclrs.org], [rMd.byuh.edu] 

A central theme of the symposium was the understanding that authen*c religious belief must arise from 
free choice rather than coercion. Religious prac*ce loses its meaning when imposed by force, whether 
by governments, ins*tu*ons, or social pressure. Par*cipants emphasized that freedom of religion and 
freedom of conscience are rooted in human agency and moral responsibility. Individuals must be free to 
seek truth, worship according to their convic*ons, change their beliefs, or refrain from religious prac*ce 
altogether without fear of punishment or discrimina*on. 

Several speakers argued that religious liberty is not merely one right among many but serves as a 
founda*on upon which other fundamental freedoms rest. Freedom of speech, freedom of associa*on, 
and freedom of assembly all depend upon the recogni*on that individuals possess inherent dignity and 
the capacity to make meaningful moral choices. Discussions emphasized that the state's primary role is 
not to grant rights but to protect preexis*ng human freedoms from arbitrary interference. Religious 
liberty therefore func*ons as an important limita*on on governmental power and as a safeguard against 
authoritarianism. These themes parallel recent symposium discussions describing religious freedom as a 
cornerstone of other human rights and liber*es. [newsroom.c...christ.org] 

Par*cipants also explored the dis*nc*on between the nega*ve and posi*ve dimensions of freedom. The 
nega*ve dimension of religious liberty involves protec*ng individuals and communi*es from coercion 
and unjust government intrusion. The posi*ve dimension goes further by crea*ng social and legal 
condi*ons that allow individuals and faith communi*es to flourish. A free society does not merely 
tolerate religious belief; it creates space for individuals and communi*es to act upon deeply held 
convic*ons through worship, educa*on, charitable service, family life, and par*cipa*on in civil society. 

An important area of discussion focused on the rela*onship between religion, family, and private 
property. Presenters described these ins*tu*ons as mutually reinforcing pillars of a healthy and free 
society. Families serve as the primary seTng in which values, culture, faith tradi*ons, and civic 
responsibili*es are transmiUed from one genera*on to the next. Private property provides stability and 
independence, allowing families and religious communi*es to sustain themselves without excessive 
dependence on poli*cal authority. The rule of law, therefore, must protect both property rights and 
religious exercise if families and communi*es are to flourish. Speakers suggested that weakening any one 
of these ins*tu*ons can undermine the strength of the others, diminishing both personal freedom and 
social stability. 

https://www.iclrs.org/annual-international-law-and-religion-symposium/
https://rfhd.byuh.edu/annual-international-law-and-religion-symposium
https://newsroom.churchofjesuschrist.org/article/32nd-international-law-and-religion-symposium-held-at-brigham-young-university-unites-nearly-150-delegates-from-across-the-world


The symposium also examined the philosophical founda*ons of human freedom. Several presenters 
challenged narrowly materialis*c or purely empirical understandings of human reason. While empirical 
science is indispensable for understanding the physical world, par*cipants argued that some of 
humanity's most important experiences, including moral obliga*on, religious belief, love, jus*ce, beauty, 
and meaning, cannot be fully explained through empirical observa*on alone. Excluding these 
dimensions from public discourse risks reducing human beings to economic or biological actors rather 
than recognizing them as moral agents capable of pursuing truth and transcendence. 

Discussion frequently returned to the rela*onship between jus*ce and mercy. Par*cipants warned that 
when socie*es lose sight of transcendent principles and objec*ve moral standards, jus*ce can become 
vulnerable to poli*cal power rather than grounded in human dignity. Religious tradi*ons were presented 
as valuable contributors to public life because they help preserve moral frameworks that encourage both 
accountability and compassion. In this view, genuine jus*ce requires not only the fair applica*on of laws 
but also a commitment to mercy, reconcilia*on, and the protec*on of human dignity. 

Throughout the symposium, speakers highlighted the growing global importance of protec*ng freedom 
of thought, conscience, and religion amid rising poli*cal polariza*on, social fragmenta*on, and 
ideological conflict. Recent ICLRS gatherings have similarly focused on themes such as peacemaking, 
human dignity, flourishing, and the protec*on of conscience rights across diverse socie*es. Par*cipants 
stressed that religious freedom is not solely a concern for religious communi*es but a universal human 
right that contributes to social cohesion, democra*c resilience, peaceful coexistence, and the common 
good. [iclrs.org], [livestream.byu.edu] 

The symposium concluded with a call for con*nued collabora*on among governments, faith 
communi*es, academic ins*tu*ons, and civil society organiza*ons. Protec*ng religious liberty requires 
both strong legal protec*ons and a culture of respect that recognizes the dignity and conscience of every 
person. In an increasingly interconnected world, par*cipants affirmed that freedom of religion or belief 
remains essen*al to building socie*es characterized by jus*ce, peace, and authen*c human flourishing. 

 

https://www.iclrs.org/annual-international-law-and-religion-symposium/31st-annual-law-and-religion-symposium/
https://livestream.byu.edu/lars25

