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What is religious liberty? 

“…that all human beings ought to be immune from 
coercion whether by individuals or social groups 
and by every kind of human power, so that in 
religious matters no-one is compelled to act 

against his or her conscience or impeded from 
acting according to his or her conscience, 

whether acting publicly or privately, alone or in 
association with others, within due limits…”  

 
— Declaration on Religious Liberty [Dignitatis 

Humanae], Second Vatican Council, 1965 



“in our image…our likeness”  
 Genesis 1:26-28: Then God said, “Let us make man in 

our image, after our likeness; and let them have 
dominion over the fish of the sea, and over the birds of 
the air, and over the cattle, and over all the earth, and 
over every creeping thing that creeps upon the earth.” 
So God created man in his own image, in the image of 
God he created him; male and female he created them.  

 
 Genesis 2:16-17: And the LORD God commanded the 

man, saying, "You may freely eat of every tree of the 
garden; but of the tree of the knowledge of good and 
evil you shall not eat, for in the day that you eat of it 
you shall die.” 



St. Gregory of Nyssa (335-395) 



“in our image…our likeness”  (2) 

 Gregory of Nyssa The Great Catechism: The Trinity 
(c. 365): 

 [M]an was created in the image of God. He could 
not therefore be without the gifts of freedom, 
independence, self-determination; and his 
participation in the Divine gifts was consequently 
made dependent on his virtue. Owing to this 
freedom he could decide in favour of evil, which 
cannot have its origin in the Divine will, but only in 
our inner selves, where it arises in the form of a 
deviation from good, and so a privation of it. 
 



St. Athanasius (296-373)  



“if any man wills…” 
 Athanasius, Historia Arianorum, 33 (History of the Arians):  
 [T]he Devil, when he has no truth on his side, attacks and 

breaks down the doors of them that admit him with axes 
and hammers. But our Saviour is so gentle that He teaches 
thus, “If any man wills to come after Me,” and, “Whoever 
wills to be My disciple”…; and coming to each He does not 
force them, but knocks at the door and says, “Open unto 
Me, My sister, My spouse” (Song of Songs 5:2); and if they 
open to Him, He enters in, but if they delay and will not, He 
departs from them. For the truth is not preached with 
swords or with darts, nor by means of soldiers; but by 
persuasion and counsel….  
 



“what is not of faith is sin” 

 Romans 14:5, 22-23: Let everyone be fully 
convinced in his own mind…. The faith that 
you have, keep between yourself and 
God… But he who has doubts is 
condemned, if he eats, because he does not 
act from faith; for whatever does not 
proceed from faith is sin.  

 
 
 



St. John Chrysostom (347-407) 



“what is not of faith is sin” 

 Chrysostom, Homilies on Romans (ca. 
390): Paul shows what great harm people 
do if they force people to do things which 
go against their conscience. When a 
person does not feel sure or believe that 
something is clean, how can he do other 
than commit sin? 
 



St. Augustine (354-430) 



“what is not of faith is sin” (2) 
 Augustine, Letter 35 (ca. 396): 
 The daughter of one of the cultivators of the property of 

the Church here…had been, against the will of 
her parents, drawn away by [the Donatists], and after 
being baptized among them, had assumed the profession 
of a nun. Now her father wished to compel her by severe 
treatment to return to the Catholic Church; but I was 
unwilling that this woman…should be received by us 
unless with her own will, and choosing, in the free 
exercise of judgment, that which is better: and when the 
countryman began to attempt to compel his daughter by 
blows to submit to his authority, I immediately forbade his 
using any such means. 
 



Quintus Septimius Florens Tertullianus (155-
235) 



“religious liberty” 

 Tertullian, Apologeticus (ca. 197):  
 [S]ee that you do not give a further ground for 

the charge of irreligion, by taking away 
religious liberty, and forbidding free choice of 
deity, so that I may no longer worship 
according to my inclination, but am compelled 
to worship against it. Not even a human being 
would care to have unwilling homage 
rendered him… 

 
 



“loyalty to conscience” 

 Tertullian, Apologeticus (ca. 197): 
 [W]hen challenged to sacrifice, we stand 

immovable in loyalty to our conscience. … 
[S]ome people think it madness, that, 
though we could for the moment sacrifice 
and go away unhurt, with a mental 
reservation, we prefer "obstinacy" to 
safety. 

 



“…a fundamental human right…” 
 Tertullian, Ad Scapulam (ca. 212): 
 …it is a fundamental human right, a privilege of 

nature, that every man should worship according 
to his own convictions: one man's religion neither 
harms nor helps another man. It is assuredly no 
part of religion to compel religion—to which free-
will and not force should lead us—the sacrificial 
victims even being required of a willing mind. You 
will render no real service to your gods by 
compelling us to sacrifice. For they can have no 
desire of offerings from the unwilling, unless they 
are animated by a spirit of contention, which is a 
thing altogether undivine.  
 



Lucius Caecilius Firmianus Lactantius 
(240-320) 



“nothing is so much a matter of free will…” 

• Lucius Lactantius, Divine Institutes (ca. 308-309): 
 Religion is to be defended not by putting to death, but 

by dying, not by cruelty but by patience, not by an 
impious act but by faith… For if you wish to defend 
religion by bloodshed, and by tortures, and by doing 
evil, it will not be defended but polluted and profaned. 
For nothing is so much a matter of free will as religion…. 
The worship of God… requires full commitment and 
faith. For how will God love the worshipper if He 
Himself is not loved by him, or grant to the petitioner 
whatever he asks when he draws near and offers his 
prayer without sincerity or reverence.  
 
 
 



Constantine (272-337) 



“the right of open and free observance” 

 Emperors Constantine and Licinius, Edict of Milan, 313: 
 When I, Constantine Augustus, as well as I Licinius Augustus 

fortunately met near Mediolanurn (Milan)…we thought…that 
we might grant to the Christians and others full authority to 
observe that religion which each preferred; whence any 
Divinity whatsoever in the seat of the heavens may be 
propitious and kindly disposed to us.… Therefore, your 
Worship should know that it has pleased us to remove all 
conditions whatsoever…concerning the Christians and now any 
one of these who wishes to observe Christian religion may do 
so freely and openly…. We… have also conceded to other 
religions the right of open and free observance of their 
worship for the sake of the peace of our times, that each one 
may have the free opportunity to worship as he pleases…. 
 



Jesus Christ the “true priest-king” 
Gelasius I, Bond of Anathema (ca. 490s) 
 
 …once the true priest-king entered on the stage of history, there 

was no ruler who assumed the name of priest… Mindful of human 
weakness, as befits his care for his own, he has made a distinction 
between the two roles, assigning each its sphere of operation and 
its due respect. In this way he planned that the medicine of humility 
should keep his people free from further infection by human pride. 
Christian emperors were to depend on priests for their eternal life, 
priests were to profit from imperial government for their historical 
existence…. [S]o God’s soldier does not involve himself in secular 
affairs (2 Tim. 2:4), while those involved in secular affairs are seen 
to have no charge of divine affairs.  



“…look upon their threats…” 

 
 
“And now, Lord, look upon their threats….” 
   — The Apostle Peter in Acts 4:29. 



Rising Restrictions: By Country 



Rising Restrictions: By Population 



Big Take-Aways… 

• As of mid-2010, 75% of the world’s population 
lives in countries where governments, social 
groups or individuals restrict people’s ability to 
freely practice their faith. This is up from 70% 
only one year earlier. 

 
• Rising restrictions occurred in all five major 

regions of the world. 



Government Restrictions: By Country 



Social Hostilities: By Country 



Big Take-Away… 

• The Middle East-North Africa had by far the 
world’s highest levels of social hostilities 
involving religion as well as government 
restrictions on religious beliefs and practices. 

 
• Restrictions on religion also rose in many 

countries that began with low or moderate 
restrictions, such as Switzerland and the 
United States. 



Rising Restrictions in the US 



Rising Restrictions: By Religion 



“…and grant to your 
servants…boldness…” 

• 29 “And now, Lord, look upon their threats and grant to 
your servants to continue to speak your word with all 
boldness, 30 while you stretch out your hand to heal, 
and signs and wonders are performed through the 
name of your holy servant Jesus.” 
 

• 31 And when they had prayed, the place in which they 
were gathered together was shaken, and they were all 
filled with the Holy Spirit and continued to speak the 
word of God with boldness. 



How Respond? 
• Be bold. 
• Be one. 
• Remember persecution is weakness: “Why did 

… the peoples plot in vain?” (Ps 2:1) “[W]hy 
do you persecute me?” (Acts 9:4) 

• Be motivated by LOVE….Note the Capetown 
Commitment: “Love Works for Religious 
Freedom for All People” 
 
 



How Respond? (cont.) 

• Pray for persecutors: “I say to you, Love your enemies 
and pray for those who persecute you…” (Mt 5:44). 

• Pray for those prevented from receiving the Lord’s 
“healing.” 

• Remember all those who are persecuted: “Remember 
those in prison as if you were their fellow prisoners” 
(Heb 13:3). 

• Seize the apologetic opportunities – are we 
communicating fear & anger or confidence & love? 

• Seek the welfare of the whole “city.” Speak, act, and 
organize. 
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