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Honoured Sir,

Since you are pleased to inquire what are my thoughts about the mutual toleration of Christians in
their different professions of religion, I must needs answer you freely that I esteem that toleration
to be the chief characteristic mark of the true Church. For whatsoever some people boast of the
antiquity of places and names, or of the pomp of their outward worship; others, of the reformation
of their discipline; all, of the orthodoxy of their faith— for everyone is orthodox to himself — these
things, and all others of this nature, are much rather marks of men striving for power and empire
over one another than of the Church of Christ. Let anyone have never so true a claim to all these
things, yet if he be destitute of charity, meekness, and good-will in general towards all mankind,
even to those that are not Christians, he is certainly yet short of being a true Christian himself. "The
kings of the Gentiles exercise leadership over them," said our Saviour to his disciples, "but ye shall
not be so." The business of true religion is quite another thing. . . . Now, [ appeal to the consciences
of those that persecute, torment, destroy, and kill other men upon pretence of religion, whether they
do it out of friendship and kindness towards them or no? And I shall then indeed, and not until then,
believe they do so, when I shall see those fiery zealots correcting, in the same manner, their friends
and familiar acquaintance for the manifest sins they commit against the precepts of the Gospel; when
I shall see them persecute with fire and sword the members of their own communion that are tainted
with enormous vices and without amendment are in danger of eternal perdition; and when I shall see
them thus express their love and desire of the salvation of their souls by the infliction of torments
and exercise of all manner of cruelties. . . .

That any man should think fit to cause another man — whose salvation he heartily desires — to
expire in torments, and that even in an unconverted state, would, I confess, seem very strange to me,
and I think, to any other also. But nobody, surely, will ever believe that such a carriage can proceed
from charity, love, or goodwill. If anyone maintain that men ought to be compelled by fire and
sword to profess certain doctrines, and conform to this or that exterior worship, without any regard
had unto their morals; if anyone endeavour to convert those that are erroneous unto the faith, by
forcing them to profess things that they do not believe and allowing them to practise things that the
Gospel does not permit, it cannot be doubted indeed but such a one is desirous to have a numerous
assembly joined in the same profession with himself; but that he principally intends by those means
to compose a truly Christian Church is altogether incredible. . . .

... .But, however, that some may not colour their spirit of persecution and unchristian cruelty with
a pretence of care of the public weal and observation of the laws; and that others, under pretence of
religion, may not seek impunity for their libertinism and licentiousness; in a word, that none may
impose either upon himself or others, by the pretences of loyalty and obedience to the prince, or of
tenderness and sincerity in the worship of God; I esteem it above all things necessary to distinguish
exactly the business of civil government from that of religion and to settle the just bounds that lie
between the one and the other. Ifthis be not done, there can be no end put to the controversies that
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will be always arising between those that have, or at least pretend to have, on the one side, a
concernment for the interest of men's souls, and, on the other side, a care of the commonwealth.

The commonwealth seems to me to be a society of men constituted only for the procuring,
preserving, and advancing their own civil interests.

Civil interests I call life, liberty, health, and indolency of body; and the possession of outward
things, such as money, lands, houses, furniture, and the like.

It is the duty of the civil magistrate, by the impartial execution of equal laws, to secure unto all the
people in general and to every one of his subjects in particular the just possession of these things
belonging to this life. If anyone presume to violate the laws of public justice and equity, established
for the preservation of those things, his presumption is to be checked by the fear of punishment,
consisting of the deprivation or diminution of those civil interests, or goods, which otherwise he
might and ought to enjoy. But seeing no man does willingly suffer himself to be punished by the
deprivation of any part of his goods, and much less of his liberty or life, therefore, is the magistrate
armed with the force and strength of all his subjects, in order to the punishment of those that violate
any other man's rights.

Now that the whole jurisdiction of the magistrate reaches only to these civil concernments, and that
all civil power, right and dominion, is bounded and confined to the only care of promoting these
things; and that it neither can nor ought in any manner to be extended to the salvation of souls, these
following considerations seem unto me abundantly to demonstrate.
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[The civil magistrate’s] power consists only in outward force; but true and saving religion consists
in the inward persuasion of the mind, without which nothing can be acceptable to God. And such
is the nature of the understanding, that it cannot be compelled to the belief of anything by outward
force. Confiscation of estate, imprisonment, torments, nothing of that nature can have any such
efficacy as to make men change the inward judgement that they have framed of things.

It may indeed be alleged that the magistrate may make use of arguments, and, thereby; draw the
heterodox into the way of truth, and procure their salvation. I grant it; but this is common to him
with other men. In teaching, instructing, and redressing the erroneous by reason, he may certainly
do what becomes any good man to do. . . .Every man has commission to admonish, exhort, convince
another of error, and, by reasoning, to draw him into truth; but to give laws, receive obedience, and
compel with the sword, belongs to none but the magistrate. And, upon this ground, I affirm that the
magistrate's power extends not to the establishing of any articles of faith, or forms of worship, by
the force of his laws. For laws are of no force at all without penalties, and penalties in this case are
absolutely impertinent, because they are not proper to convince the mind. . . . But penalties are no
way capable to produce such belief. It is only light and evidence that can work a change in men's
opinions; which light can in no manner proceed from corporal sufferings, or any other outward
penalties.
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These considerations, to omit many others that might have been urged to the same purpose, seem
unto me sufficient to conclude that all the power of civil government relates only to men's civil
interests, is confined to the care of the things of this world, and hath nothing to do with the world
to come.

Let us now consider what a church is. A church, then, I take to be a voluntary society of men,
joining themselves together of their own accord in order to the public worshipping of God in such
manner as they judge acceptable to Him, and effectual to the salvation of their souls.

I say it is a free and voluntary society. Nobody is born a member of any church; otherwise the
religion of parents would descend unto children by the same right of inheritance as their temporal
estates, and everyone would hold his faith by the same tenure he does his lands, than which nothing
can be imagined more absurd. Thus, therefore, that matter stands. No man by nature is bound unto
any particular church or sect, but everyone joins himself voluntarily to that society in which he
believes he has found that profession and worship which is truly acceptable to God. The hope of
salvation, as it was the only cause of his entrance into that communion, so it can be the only reason
of his stay there. For if afterwards he discover anything either erroneous in the doctrine or
incongruous in the worship of that society to which he has joined himself, why should it not be as
free for him to go out as it was to enter? No member of a religious society can be tied with any other
bonds but what proceed from the certain expectation of eternal life. A church, then, is a society of
members voluntarily uniting to that end.

It follows now that we consider what is the power of this church and unto what laws it is subject.

... .But since the joining together of several members into this church-society, as has already been
demonstrated, is absolutely free and spontaneous, it necessarily follows that the right of making its
laws can belong to none but the society itself; or, at least (which is the same thing), to those whom
the society by common consent has authorised thereunto.
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The end of a religious society (as has already been said) is the public worship of God and, by means
thereof, the acquisition of eternal life. All discipline ought, therefore, to tend to that end, and all
ecclesiastical laws to be thereunto confined. Nothing ought nor can be transacted in this society
relating to the possession of civil and worldly goods. No force is here to be made use of upon any
occasion whatsoever. For force belongs wholly to the civil magistrate, and the possession of all
outward goods is subject to his jurisdiction.

But, it may be asked, by what means then shall ecclesiastical laws be established, if they must be
thus destitute of all compulsive power? I answer: . . .The arms by which the members of this society
are to be kept within their duty are exhortations, admonitions, and advices. If by these means the
offenders will not be reclaimed, and the erroneous convinced, there remains nothing further to be
done but that such stubborn and obstinate persons, who give no ground to hope for their reformation,
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should be cast out and separated from the society. This is the last and utmost force of ecclesiastical
authority. No other punishment can thereby be inflicted than that, the relation ceasing between the
body and the member which is cut off. The person so condemned ceases to be a part of that church.

These things being thus determined, let us inquire, in the next place: How far the duty of toleration
extends, and what is required from everyone by it?

And, first, I hold that no church is bound, by the duty of toleration, to retain any such person in her
bosom as, after admonition, continues obstinately to offend against the laws of the society. For,
these being the condition of communion and the bond of the society, if the breach of them were
permitted without any animadversion the society would immediately be thereby dissolved. But,
nevertheless, in all such cases care is to be taken that the sentence of excommunication, and the
execution thereof, carry with it no rough usage of word or action whereby the ejected person may
any wise be damnified in body or estate. For all force (as has often been said) belongs only to the
magistrate, nor ought any private persons at any time to use force, unless it be in self-defence against
unjust violence. Excommunication neither does, nor can, deprive the excommunicated person of
any of those civil goods that he formerly possessed. All those things belong to the civil government
and are under the magistrate's protection. The whole force of excommunication consists only in this:
that, the resolution of the society in that respect being declared, the union that was between the body
and some member comes thereby to be dissolved; and, that relation ceasing, the participation of
some certain things which the society communicated to its members, and unto which no man has
any civil right, comes also to cease. . . .

Secondly, no private person has any right in any manner to prejudice another person in his civil
enjoyments because he is of another church or religion. All the rights and franchises that belong to
him as a man, or as a denizen, are inviolably to be preserved to him. These are not the business of
religion. No violence nor injury is to be offered him, whether he be Christian or Pagan. Nay, we
must not content ourselves with the narrow measures of bare justice; charity, bounty, and liberality
must be added to it. This the Gospel enjoins, this reason directs, and this that natural fellowship we
are born into requires of us. If any man err from the right wayj, it is his own misfortune, no injury
to thee; nor therefore art thou to punish him in the things of this life because thou supposest he will
be miserable in that which is to come.
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Nevertheless, it is worthy to be observed and lamented that the most violent of these defenders of
the truth, the opposers of errors, the exclaimers against schism do hardly ever let loose this their zeal
for God, with which they are so warmed and inflamed, unless where they have the civil magistrate
on their side. But so soon as ever court favour has given them the better end of the staff, and they
begin to feel themselves the stronger, then presently peace and charity are to be laid aside.
Otherwise they are religiously to be observed. Where they have not the power to carry on
persecution and to become masters, there they desire to live upon fair terms and preach up toleration.
When they are not strengthened with the civil power, then they can bear most patiently and
unmovedly the contagion of idolatry, superstition, and heresy in their neighbourhood; of which on



Locke, Letter Concerning Toleration - 5

other occasions the interest of religion makes them to be extremely apprehensive. They do not
forwardly attack those errors which are in fashion at court or are countenanced by the government.
Here they can be content to spare their arguments; which yet (with their leave) is the only right
method of propagating truth, which has no such way of prevailing as when strong arguments and
good reason are joined with the softness of civility and good usage.

Nobody, therefore, in fine, neither single persons nor churches, nay, nor even commonwealths, have
any just title to invade the civil rights and worldly goods of each other upon pretence of religion.
Those that are of another opinion would do well to consider with themselves how pernicious a seed
of discord and war, how powerful a provocation to endless hatreds, rapines, and slaughters they
thereby furnish unto mankind. No peace and security, no, not so much as common friendship, can
ever be established or preserved amongst men so long as this opinion prevails, that dominion is
founded in grace and that religion is to be propagated by force of arms.
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In the last place, let us now consider what is the magistrate's duty in the business of toleration, which
certainly is very considerable.
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Having thus at length freed men from all dominion over one another in matters of religion, let us
now consider what they are to do. All men know and acknowledge that God ought to be publicly
worshipped; why otherwise do they compel one another unto the public assemblies? Men, therefore,
constituted in this liberty are to enter into some religious society, that they meet together, not only
for mutual edification, but to own to the world that they worship God and offer unto His Divine
Majesty such service as they themselves are not ashamed of and such as they think not unworthy
of Him, nor unacceptable to Him; and, finally, that by the purity of doctrine, holiness of life, and
decent form of worship, they may draw others unto the love of the true religion, and perform such
other things in religion as cannot be done by each private man apart.

These religious societies I call Churches; and these, I say, the magistrate ought to tolerate, for the
business of these assemblies of the people is nothing but what is lawful for every man in particular
to take care of — I mean the salvation of their souls; nor in this case is there any difference between
the National Church and other separated congregations.

But as in every Church there are two things especially to be considered — the outward form and
rites of worship, and the doctrines and articles of things must be handled each distinctly that so the
whole matter of toleration may the more clearly be understood.

Concerning outward worship, I say, in the first place, that the magistrate has no power to enforce
by law, either in his own Church, or much less in another, the use of any rites or ceremonies
whatsoever in the worship of God. . . . To impose such things, therefore, upon any people, contrary
to their own judgment, is in effect to command them to offend God, which, considering that the end
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of all religion is to please Him, and that liberty is essentially necessary to that end, appears to be
absurd beyond expression.
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Neither the use nor the omission of any ceremonies in those religious assemblies does either
advantage or prejudice the life, liberty, or estate of any man. For example, let it be granted that the
washing of an infant with water is in itself an indifferent thing, let it be granted also that the
magistrate understand such washing to be profitable to the curing or preventing of any disease the
children are subject unto, and esteem the matter weighty enough to be taken care of by a law. In that
case he may order it to be done. But will any one therefore say that a magistrate has the same right
to ordain by law that all children shall be baptised by priests in the sacred font in order to the
purification of their souls? The extreme difference of these two cases is visible to every one at first
sight. Or let us apply the last case to the child of a Jew, and the thing speaks itself. For what hinders
but a Christian magistrate may have subjects that are Jews? Now, if we acknowledge that such an
injury may not be done unto a Jew as to compel him, against his own opinion, to practise in his
religion a thing that is in its nature indifferent, how can we maintain that anything of this kind may
be done to a Christian?
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As the magistrate has no power to impose by his laws the use of any rites and ceremonies in any
Church, so neither has he any power to forbid the use of such rites and ceremonies as are already
received, approved, and practised by any Church; because, if he did so, he would destroy the Church
itself: the end of whose institution is only to worship God with freedom after its own manner.
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By this we see what difference there is between the Church and the Commonwealth. Whatsoever
is lawful in the Commonwealth cannot be prohibited by the magistrate in the Church. Whatsoever
is permitted unto any of his subjects for their ordinary use, neither can nor ought to be forbidden by
him to any sect of people for their religious uses. If any man may lawfully take bread or wine, either
sitting or kneeling in his own house, the law ought not to abridge him of the same liberty in his
religious worship; though in the Church the use of bread and wine be very different and be there
applied to the mysteries of faith and rites of Divine worship. But those things that are prejudicial
to the commonweal of a people in their ordinary use and are, therefore, forbidden by laws, those
things ought not to be permitted to Churches in their sacred rites. Only the magistrate ought always
to be very careful that he do not misuse his authority to the oppression of any Church, under
pretence of public good.

.... The civil power can either change everything in religion, according to the prince's pleasure, or
it can change nothing. If it be once permitted to introduce anything into religion by the means of
laws and penalties, there can be no bounds put to it; but it will in the same manner be lawful to alter
everything, according to that rule of truth which the magistrate has framed unto himself. No man
whatsoever ought, therefore, to be deprived of his terrestrial enjoyments upon account of his
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religion. Not even [Native] Americans, subjected unto a Christian prince, are to be punished either
in body or goods for not embracing our faith and worship. If they are persuaded that they please
God in observing the rites of their own country and that they shall obtain happiness by that means,
they are to be left unto God and themselves. Let us trace this matter to the bottom. Thus it is: An
inconsiderable and weak number of Christians, destitute of everything, arrive in a Pagan country;
these foreigners beseech the inhabitants, by the bowels of humanity, that they would succour them
with the necessaries of life; those necessaries are given them, habitations are granted, and they all
join together, and grow up into one body of people. The Christian religion by this means takes root
in that country and spreads itself, but does not suddenly grow the strongest. While things are in this
condition peace, friendship, faith, and equal justice are preserved amongst them. At length the
magistrate becomes a Christian, and by that means their party becomes the most powerful. Then
immediately all compacts are to be broken, all civil rights to be violated, that idolatry may be
extirpated; and unless these innocent Pagans, strict observers of the rules of equity and the law of
Nature and no ways offending against the laws of the society, I say, unless they will forsake their
ancient religion and embrace a new and strange one, they are to be turned out of the lands and
possessions of their forefathers and perhaps deprived of life itself. Then, at last, it appears what zeal
for the Church, joined with the desire of dominion, is capable to produce, and how easily the
pretence of religion, and of the care of souls, serves for a cloak to covetousness, rapine, and
ambition.

Now whosoever maintains that idolatry is to be rooted out of any place by laws, punishments, fire,
and sword, may apply this story to himself. For the reason of the thing is equal, both in America and
Europe. And neither Pagans there, nor any dissenting Christians here, can, with any right, be
deprived of their worldly goods by the predominating faction of a court-church; nor are any civil
rights to be either changed or violated upon account of religion in one place more than another.

But idolatry, say some, is a sin and therefore not to be tolerated. Ifthey said it were therefore to be
avoided, the inference were good. But it does not follow that because it is a sin it ought therefore
to be punished by the magistrate. . . . The reason is because they are not prejudicial to other men's
rights, nor do they break the public peace of societies. Nay, even the sins of lying and perjury are
nowhere punishable by laws; unless, in certain cases, in which the real turpitude of the thing and the
offence against God are not considered, but only the injury done unto men's neighbours and to the
commonwealth. And what if in another country, to a Mahometan or a Pagan prince, the Christian
religion seem false and offensive to God; may not the Christians for the same reason, and after the
same manner, be extirpated there?
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Thus far concerning outward worship. Let us now consider articles of faith.
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Further, the magistrate ought not to forbid the preaching or professing of any speculative opinions

in any Church because they have no manner of relation to the civil rights of the subjects. Ifa Roman
Catholic believe that to be really the body of Christ which another man calls bread, he does no injury
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thereby to his neighbour. Ifa Jew do not believe the New Testament to be the Word of God, he does
not thereby alter anything in men's civil rights. If a heathen doubt of both Testaments, he is not
therefore to be punished as a pernicious citizen. The power of the magistrate and the estates of the
people may be equally secure whether any man believe these things or no. I readily grant that these
opinions are false and absurd. But the business of laws is not to provide for the truth of opinions,
but for the safety and security of the commonwealth and of every particular man's goods and person.
And so it ought to be. For the truth certainly would do well enough if she were once left to shift for
herself. She seldom has received and, I fear, never will receive much assistance from the power of
great men, to whom she is but rarely known and more rarely welcome. She is not taught by laws,
nor has she any need of force to procure her entrance into the minds of men. Errors, indeed, prevail
by the assistance of foreign and borrowed succours. But if Truth makes not her way into the
understanding by her own light, she will be but the weaker for any borrowed force violence can add
to her. Thus much for speculative opinions. Let us now proceed to practical ones.
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There are two sorts of contests amongst men, the one managed by law, the other by force; and these
are of that nature that where the one ends, the other always begins. But it is not my business to
inquire into the power of the magistrate in the different constitutions of nations. I only know what
usually happens where controversies arise without a judge to determine them. You will say, then,
the magistrate being the stronger will have his will and carry his point. Without doubt; but the
question is not here concerning the doubtfulness of the event, but the rule of right.
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But to come to particulars. I say, first, no opinions contrary to human society, or to those moral
rules which are necessary to the preservation of civil society, are to be tolerated by the magistrate.
But of these, indeed, examples in any Church are rare. For no sect can easily arrive to such a degree
of madness as that it should think fit to teach, for doctrines of religion, such things as manifestly
undermine the foundations of society and are, therefore, condemned by the judgement of all
mankind; because their own interest, peace, reputation, everything would be thereby endangered.
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Again: That Church can have no right to be tolerated by the magistrate which is constituted upon
such a bottom that all those who enter into it do thereby ipso facto deliver themselves up to the
protection and service of another prince. For by this means the magistrate would give way to the
settling of a foreign jurisdiction in his own country and suffer his own people to be listed, as it were,
for soldiers against his own Government. Nor does the frivolous and fallacious distinction between
the Court and the Church afford any remedy to this inconvenience; especially when both the one and
the other are equally subject to the absolute authority of the same person, who has not only power
to persuade the members of his Church to whatsoever he lists, either as purely religious, or in order
thereunto, but can also enjoin it them on pain of eternal fire. It is ridiculous for any one to profess
himself to be a Mahometan only in his religion, but in everything else a faithful subject to a
Christian magistrate, whilst at the same time he acknowledges himself bound to yield blind
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obedience to the Mufti of Constantinople, who himself'is entirely obedient to the Ottoman Emperor
and frames the feigned oracles of that religion according to his pleasure. But this Mahometan living
amongst Christians would yet more apparently renounce their government if he acknowledged the
same person to be head of his Church who is the supreme magistrate in the state.

Lastly, those are not at all to be tolerated who deny the being of a God. Promises, covenants, and
oaths, which are the bonds of human society, can have no hold upon an atheist. The taking away
of God, though but even in thought, dissolves all; besides also, those that by their atheism undermine
and destroy all religion, can have no pretence of religion whereupon to challenge the privilege of
atoleration. As for other practical opinions, though not absolutely free from all error, if they do not
tend to establish domination over others, or civil impunity to the Church in which they are taught,
there can be no reason why they should not be tolerated.
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...[Let] those dissenters enjoy but the same privileges in civils as [the magistrate’s] other subjects,
and he will quickly find that these religious meetings will be no longer dangerous. For if men enter
into seditious conspiracies, it is not religion inspires them to it in their meetings, but their sufferings
and oppressions that make them willing to ease themselves. Just and moderate governments are
everywhere quiet, everywhere safe; but oppression raises ferments and makes men struggle to cast
off an uneasy and tyrannical yoke. I know that seditions are very frequently raised upon pretence
of religion, but it is as true that for religion subjects are frequently ill treated and live miserably.
Believe me, the stirs that are made proceed not from any peculiar temper of this or that Church or
religious society, but from the common disposition of all mankind, who when they groan under any
heavy burthen endeavour naturally to shake off the yoke that galls their necks. Suppose this
business of religion were let alone, and that there were some other distinction made between men
and men upon account of their different complexions, shapes, and features, so that those who have
black hair (for example) or grey eyes should not enjoy the same privileges as other citizens; that they
should not be permitted either to buy or sell, or live by their callings; that parents should not have
the government and education of their own children; that all should either be excluded from the
benefit of the laws, or meet with partial judges; can it be doubted but these persons, thus
distinguished from others by the colour of their hair and eyes, and united together by one common
persecution, would be as dangerous to the magistrate as any others that had associated themselves
merely upon the account of religion? Some enter into company for trade and profit, others for want
of business have their clubs for claret. Neighbourhood joins some and religion others. But there
is only one thing which gathers people into seditious commotions, and that is oppression.
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That we may draw towards a conclusion. The sum of all we drive at is that every man may enjoy
the same rights that are granted to others. Is it permitted to worship God in the Roman manner? Let
it be permitted to do it in the Geneva form also. Is it permitted to speak Latin in the market-place?
Let those that have a mind to it be permitted to do it also in the Church. Is it lawful for any man in
his own house to kneel, stand, sit, or use any other posture; and to clothe himself in white or black,
in short or in long garments? Let it not be made unlawful to eat bread, drink wine, or wash with
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water in the church. In a word, whatsoever things are left free by law in the common occasions of
life, let them remain free unto every Church in divine worship. Let no man's life, or body, or house,
or estate, suffer any manner of prejudice upon these accounts. Can you allow of the Presbyterian
discipline? Why should not the Episcopal also have what they like? Ecclesiastical authority, whether
it be administered by the hands of a single person or many, is everywhere the same; and neither has
any jurisdiction in things civil, nor any manner of power of compulsion, nor anything at all to do
with riches and revenues.
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FAREWELL.

PERHAPS it may not be amiss to add a few things concerning heresy and schism. A Turk is not, nor
can be, either heretic or schismatic to a Christian; and if any man fall off from the Christian faith to
Mahometism, he does not thereby become a heretic or schismatic, but an apostate and an infidel.
This nobody doubts of; and by this it appears that men of different religions cannot be heretics or
schismatics to one another.

Abridged by Michael R. H. Swanson, Ph. D.

SOURCE: http://www.constitution.org/jl/tolerati.htm#01
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