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RELIGION 

Estate Planning and Members of The Church of Jesus 
Christ of Latter-day Saints
David J. Bonner, David M. Grant, and Martin M. Shenkman

The third in a series of articles addressing the intersection of religious laws, beliefs, motivations, and estate 

planning.

and Prophets, concerning Jesus Christ, 

that He died, was buried, and rose again 

the third day, and ascended into heaven; 

and all other things which pertain to our 

religion are only appendages to it."3

Some have referred to Church mem-

bers as "Mormons" because of the 

prominence of the Book of Mormon in 

Church cannon. But the term was some-

times used as a label in a negative way 

to put the faith outside of Christianity. 

Thus, the appropriate terminology to 

refer to individual members of the 

Church is "Latter-day Saints," or "mem-

bers of The Church of Jesus Christ of 

Latter-day Saints." 

The Book of Mormon is prophetic 

record about a people that lived in the 

Americas long ago. It is another testa-

ment to the divinity of Jesus Christ that 

was translated by Joseph Smith, the 

first prophet of the restored Church of 

Jesus Christ. But the Book of Mormon 

is only one book in the Latter-day Saint 

cannon. Others include the Doctrine 

and Covenants, which is a collection of 

divine revelations and instructions for 

the establishment and direction of the 

restored Church of Jesus Christ, and 

the Pearl of Great Price, which touches 

many significant aspects of the faith and 

doctrine of the Church, which was also 

translated by Joseph Smith. Latter-day 

Saints also revere and study both the 

Old and New Testaments. Together, all 

of these are referred to as the "stan-

dard works" and comprise the Church’s 

cannon, a measuring stick by which 

members of the Church may judge their 

decisions and actions. Other discourses 

made by Church leaders are also given 

great deference. 

The Church’s impact on culture is 

more significant than many realize. It is 

the fourth largest denomination in the 

US.4 The Book of Mormon has been 

translated into at least 113 languages.5 

The Church’s unique Christian theol-

ogy includes belief in modern prophets, 

eternal families, and a restoration of 

the same priesthood authority held by 

the twelve apostles at the beginning 

of the First Century A.D. More than one 

hundred thousand unpaid full-time 

Church missionaries drive religious 

outreach e�orts across the world.6 Its 

cultural impacts include the Church’s 

family-centered values, leading e�orts 

in the field of genealogical research,7 

and being featured in books, plays and 
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INTRODUCTION

Estate planning involves more than dis-

tributing wealth—it encompasses val-

ues, beliefs, and personal legacies. For 

members of The Church of Jesus Christ 

of Latter-day Saints (the “Church”), 

religious beliefs are not peripheral but 

central to every aspect of life, including 

financial decisions and end-of-life plan-

ning. Doctrinal teachings such as agency, 

stewardship, eternal families, and sacred 

covenants provide a theological frame-

work that shapes how Church members 

view wealth, inheritance, charitable giv-

ing, and family responsibilities. 

Practitioners serving Latter-day Saint 

clients should not only be aware of the 

standard legal and tax considerations 

but also understand the doctrinal back-

drop that informs and motivates many 

planning decisions. This article explores 

how Church doctrines—both spiritual 

and practical—can influence estate, 

tax, health care, and charitable plan-

ning, and o�ers guidance for integrating 

those beliefs respectfully and e�ectively 

into client plans. By gaining cultural and 

doctrinal fluency, estate planners can 

ensure that their work not only complies 

with the law but also resonates with 

their clients’ most sacred commitments. 

NOTES ABOUT TERMINOLOGY 

AND CANNON

Members of the Church identify as 

devout Christians, though members 

of other Christian faiths may disagree 

with this classification.1 The doctrines 

and scriptures of the Church center 

on the role that Jesus Christ plays as 

Redeemer, Savior, and Son of God.2 As 

succinctly a�rmed by Joseph Smith, 

the Church’s founder and first president, 

"The fundamental principles of our reli-

gion are the testimony of the Apostles 
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TV shows which, for better or worse, 

shape public perception. Members of 

the Church, such as former Senator Mitt 

Romney and former Senate Majority 

Leader Harry Reid, have held key politi-

cal positions. 

not familiar with Church doctrines and 

beliefs. Practitioners should note that 

the Church’s website provides easily 

accessible resources should questions 

arise while undertaking estate planning 

for Latter-day Saint clients.13

also becoming a more common choice, 

even when it di�ers from the prefer-

ences of older generations. The Church 

has many other o�cial policies a�ecting 

estate and end-of-life planning which 

have been updated over time, such as 

policies on autopsies, euthanasia, medi-

cal marijuana, organ and tissue donation, 

and life support.15 More on these topics 

will be discussed below. 

Moral agency and accountability

Latter-day Saints believe in honoring, 

obeying, and sustaining the law.16 Latter-

day Saint values include having each 

member pay their obligations, includ-

ing taxes, and support of spouses and 

children. 

Additionally, practitioners should 

recognize that individual Church mem-

bers hold personal views that may vary 

widely. These opinions are often shaped 

by family tradition, generational val-

ues, and local Church culture. Church 

doctrine includes the concept of moral 

agency and accountability. Each Latter-

day Saint is believed to have the power 

of independent action and the ability to 

freely choose between right and wrong, 

good and evil.17 Personal responsibility 

thus may be a foundational character 

trait that testamentary plans for heirs 

should foster. This may be incorporated 

into trust dispositive provisions, preca-

tory language, and letters of instruction. 

Moral agency, however, is quite impor-

tant for practitioners to understand from 

a broader perspective. Each Church 

member, because of the doctrine of 

moral agency, has latitude to make reli-

gious decisions about their own plan-

ning. For example, tithing—the donation 

of one-tenth of a member’s income to 

the Church—is a core Latter-day Saint 

value.18 But the manner in which income 

may be defined, what is included and 

what is not included in determining the 

tithable amount, may be a matter left to 

each adherent’s own personal discretion. 

To further illustrate the limits of explicit 

Church doctrine and policy in making 

personal decisions, several other ques-

tions—which are not directly answered 

by the Church—regarding what consti-

tutes tithable increase and the ideal tim-

ing for its payment may include: 

Estate planning involves more than distributing wealth—it 
encompasses values, beliefs, and personal legacies. For 
members of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day 
Saints, religious beliefs are not peripheral but central 
to every aspect of life, including financial decisions 

and end-of-life planning.

Historically, the Church’s westward 

migration and pioneering e�orts played a 

large role in settling the American West. 

Legally, early persecution of Latter-day 

Saints (e.g., the Missouri Extermination 

Order,8 the murder of Joseph Smith9), 

and 19th Century US cases concerning 

polygamy10 have become a significant 

part of US discourse on religious free-

dom and its limits. More recently, the 

Church has played a distinctive role in 

the national conversation on balancing 

religious expression with LGBTQ civil 

rights. In 2015 the Church supported 

pioneering legislation in Utah (SB 296) 

prohibiting housing and employment 

discrimination based on sexual orien-

tation and gender identity while also 

strengthening protections for religious 

individuals and institutions,11 and in 2022 

the Church very pragmatically backed 

the federal Respect for Marriage Act, 

which codified civil protections for 

same-sex marriages, while also ensur-

ing religious organizations would not be 

legally compelled to recognize or per-

form such marriages.12

This article explores how Church 

doctrine and culture may inform estate 

planning decisions. It also provides 

practical suggestions for incorporating 

faith-aligned principles into estate plan-

ning documents and estate and trust 

administrative processes. While individ-

ual Latter-day Saints may di�er in appli-

cation, foundational doctrines provide 

helpful guidance. But before reviewing 

specific possible planning implications 

some general background on the Latter-

day Saint faith, and how it instructs plan-

ning, will be provided for practitioners 

LATTER-DAY SAINT VALUES 

AFFECT ESTATE AND RELATED 

PLANNING

The values that provide a foundation for 

Latter-day Saint beliefs are fundamental 

to planning for Church members. 

Practitioners should be aware of the 

distinction between Church doctrine, 

Church policy, and personal opinion 

when addressing religious consider-

ations in estate planning. Doctrines—

core theological teachings of the 

Church—do not change, though they 

may be further clarified over time. In 

contrast, Church policies are adminis-

trative or procedural in nature and may 

evolve in response to cultural, legal, or 

regional circumstances and consider-

ations. Personal opinion are the beliefs 

and wishes of a particular Church mem-

ber within the guidelines of Church doc-

trine and policy. 

For example, policies regarding burial 

versus cremation have become more 

flexible over time, while the doctrines 

regarding the sanctity of the body and 

the reality of a literal resurrection, have 

not varied. Traditional burial has long 

been preferred, yet cremation is increas-

ingly chosen—particularly in areas and 

among Church members where legal, 

financial, or cultural circumstances make 

burial less feasible. The current policy 

as published in the Church’s General 

Handbook states, "In all cases, the body 

should be treated with respect and rever-

ence. Members should be reassured that 

the power of the Resurrection always 

applies (see Alma 11:42–45)."14 Among 

younger Latter-day Saints, cremation is 
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 • Should tithing be paid on amounts 

contributed to a qualified tax-

deferred retirement account (e.g., 

401(k), 403(b), IRA) when received 

from the employer, or at the time of 

distribution? 

 • Should a bequest be made to the 

Church to pay on income not yet 

tithed at the time of death, such as 

unrealized gains or undistributed 

retirement funds? 

 • Should donees, heirs, and ben-

eficiaries pay tithing on gifts, 

bequests, and life insurance pro-

ceeds received, or should the tithing 

already paid by donors, testators, 

settlors, and policy owners satisfy 

the requirement? 

 • Should tithing be paid on a grant-

or’s income stream from charitable 

remainder trusts (CRTs) or grantor 

retained annuity trusts (GRATs), 

even if the principal had been tithed 

prior to funding, and would doing so 

constitute a "double tithe?" 

 • Should a tithe be paid on Social 

Security benefits or pension income 

during retirement if the individual 

has already tithed on gross income 

during working years? If so, how will 

gains and losses be accounted for? 

 • How should tithing be handled 

for minors or incapacitated ben-

eficiaries who receive distributions 

through a custodial account, guard-

ianship, or special needs trust? 

 • Should tithing be prepaid in a single 

tax year in order to “bunch” chari-

table deductions and then take the 

standard deduction in future years, 

especially considering the higher 

federal standard deduction rules 

introduced by the Tax Cuts and 

Jobs Act, as recently expanded and 

made permanent by the One Big 

Beautiful Bill Act? 

 • Who pays the tax on income attrib-

utable to completed gift Trusts: 

the grantor or beneficiary? When 

should it be paid? 

 • Should tithing be paid on amounts 

paid in income and other taxes, 

since an argument could be made 

that taxes paid to the government 

do not represent a direct increase 

to the taxpayer (this is the quintes-

sential "net vs. gross" question)? 

 • Should a settlor’s intent to promote 

tithe-paying habits be incorporated 

into incentive trust provisions? For 

example, a trust might contain 

precatory language encouraging 

(but not requiring) the payment of 

tithing by beneficiaries. 

These questions highlight the limits 

of o�cial Church doctrine and policy 

in answering every financial or estate 

planning scenario, and emphasize 

the importance of exercising personal 

agency in making decisions. While such 

matters are ultimately personal and spir-

itual, Church members are counseled to 

seek revelation and guidance from the 

Holy Ghost, using their agency to make 

decisions based on faith and individual 

conviction.19

doctrinal questions. Instead, clients 

should work closely with their advisors 

and families to reflect their values and 

intentions clearly during the planning 

process. 

The doctrine of the eternal family

Family is central to Church life and 

belief. Family is the foundation of life.21 

Members of the Church believe that the 

priesthood keys and sealing authority 

necessary to bind families together for 

time and all eternity were restored by 

God to the Prophet Joseph Smith as 

part of the latter-day restoration. This 

sacred authority, referenced in Doctrine 

and Covenants 132:19 and symbolically 

foreshadowed in Malachi 4:5–6, fulfills 

ancient promises made to patriarchs 

Doctrines—core theological teachings of the 
Church—do not change, though they may be further 

clarified over time. In contrast, Church policies are 
administrative or procedural in nature and may 
evolve in response to cultural, legal, or regional 

circumstances and considerations.

Thus, there may be more variability in 

how each member of the Church applies 

general Latter-day Saint doctrines to 

their personal planning. The Church 

believes that leadership and members 

may receive personal revelation, that 

"good inspiration is based upon good 

information." So, a Latter-day Saint 

may take time to consider and pray for 

insight on some of the profound deci-

sions estate planning may entail.20

The Church organizes its members 

geographically into wards (local con-

gregations led by a bishop) and stakes 

(groups of wards led by a stake presi-

dent). Unlike some religions where rab-

bis, priests, gurus, or imams provide 

authoritative rulings on doctrine or 

personal decisions, Latter-day Saints 

are taught to prioritize personal rev-

elation. Bishops, Stake Presidents, and 

other Church leaders generally do not 

give specific counsel in matters involv-

ing personal values, legal interpretation, 

or financial decisions. For that reason, 

Church o�cers should generally not be 

named in estate documents to resolve 

such as Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob—

that through their seed, "all the families 

of the earth [shall] be blessed".22 Current 

Church President, Russell M. Nelson, 

taught, "The earth was created and this 

Church was restored so that families 

could be formed, sealed, and exalted 

eternally."23

This eternal perspective on family 

relationships distinguishes Latter-day 

Saint theology from other faith traditions 

and deeply influences personal, legal, 

and estate planning decisions made 

by devout members. Thus, practitioners 

should expect planning that fosters or 

is consistent with family values to be 

important. 

For example, the divorce rate among 

Church members is lower than the 

national rate.24 That fact can have a pro-

found impact on planning. The potential 

risk of divorce that permeates much of 

estate planning, e.g., the entire concept 

of a floating spouse clause in trust plan-

ning,25 may not be of as much concern 

to many Latter-day Saints. This does not 

mean that divorce does not occur—and 
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even though some members of the 

Church, because of their spiritual 

beliefs, may be less willing to engage 

in discussions on dissolution of mar-

riage—in many instances such planning 

remains relevant. As such, practitioners 

should be aware of these attitudes and 

convictions so they can nevertheless 

sensitively raise these issues and coun-

sel clients on important related legal 

considerations. 

While the authors couldn’t find any 

o�cial Church–published articles 

directly addressing prenuptial and 

postnuptial agreements, and it doesn’t 

seem that the Church itself has issued 

doctrinal statements or policies endors-

ing or rejecting legal agreements in con-

sideration of marriage, a broader search 

of family and temple-related teachings 

gives insight into the Church’s attitude 

toward marriage commitments. For 

example, Church periodicals and semi-

nary materials suggest that approach-

ing marriage with a mindset focused on 

material (i.e., financial) security—such 

as insisting on a prenuptial agree-

ment—may be inconsistent with gospel 

ideals of unity, sacrifice, and eternal cov-

enant.26 At the same time, some Latter-

day Saint commentary acknowledges 

that prenuptial agreements may serve a 

practical role in specific circumstances, 

particularly when significant premarital 

assets are involved, though such use 

should be carefully balanced with spiri-

tual and relational priorities.27 Similarly, 

when advising married clients who are 

members of the Church on the charac-

terization of their property—as separate, 

joint, community, or held in tenancy 

by the entirety—practitioners should 

remain mindful of these deeply held 

religious and familial values. Such values 

surrounding marriage and family may 

not always align neatly with traditional 

tax strategies, asset protection objec-

tives, or other conventional estate plan-

ning norms, and should be thoughtfully 

integrated into the planning process. 

Consistent with marriage stability, 

Church families tend to have more chil-

dren than the average American. "[Later-

day Saints] ages 40-59 have had an 

average of 3.4 children in their lifetime, 

well above the comparable figure for all 

Americans in that age range (2.1) and 

higher than any other religious group,"28 

except for possibly Orthodox Jews.29 

This might suggest saving for college, 

integrating family values in trust and 

estate planning documents, etc., may all 

be common in Latter-day Saints’ estate 

plans. Tailoring trust distribution lan-

guage to express some of these values 

and goals may be desirable, even if the 

same results might be achieved with 

more generic discretionary distribution 

language. It may also mean utilizing a 

"sprinkle trust" or "pot trust," especially 

in estates of modest to moderate size, 

as the number of descendants may be 

quite large making separate trusts by 

family line less practical, especially in 

smaller estates. This approach can be 

particularly beneficial in families where 

there is a wide age spread among chil-

dren. For example, younger children who 

are still minors or in the early stages of 

their education or career development 

may have more immediate and essential 

financial needs than their older, more 

financially independent siblings. A "pot 

trust" structure empowers the trustee to 

prioritize distributions in a way that sup-

ports the overall well-being and devel-

opment of all beneficiaries, ensuring 

that resources are used where they are 

most needed during the administration 

period, and helping make sure younger 

children have the same opportunities for 

education and enrichment as their older 

siblings may have had.30

With such a strong emphasis on family 

values, and the belief in building eternal 

families, fostering harmony and avoid-

ing contention is preferable. Contention 

is a negative, and should be avoided.31 

While most clients want to avoid family 

acrimony, for Church members there 

is an added religious directive for this. 

This should guide all planning so that if 

there are approaches that may lessen 

the potential for disharmony, those 

should be suggested for discussion. 

Encouraging, facilitating, or even partici-

pating in these family conversations and 

councils may be a role that the estate 

planner plays.32

Unmet expectations by beneficiaries, 

a lack of transparency in the planning 

process, and the failure to hold fam-

ily councils or communicate clearly 

can all become sources of bitterness, 

contention, and prolonged disputes—

particularly after the death of a matriarch 

or patriarch. For Latter-day Saint families, 

where unity is both a moral ideal and a 

spiritual aspiration tied to eternal pro-

gression, these risks carry even greater 

weight. If a practitioner objectively 

believes that a particular dispositive 

plan may foster contention, alternative 

structures could be proposed—ones 

that prioritize clarity, fairness, and the 

avoidance of ambiguity. 

In terrorem, or no-contest clauses, 

may be helpful in this regard. They cre-

ate disincentives for challenging the 

will or trust, thereby reducing the likeli-

hood of litigation and the damage it can 

inflict on family relationships. In some 

cases, planners may consider includ-

ing a particularly strong deterrent—for 

example, a provision stating that if any 

beneficiary contests the plan, all estate 

assets will instead be distributed to the 

Church or another designated chari-

table institution. Such a clause sends a 

clear signal about the testator’s intent 

to avoid contention and preserve peace 

and harmony, while also reinforcing 

spiritual values. These clauses must be 

carefully drafted in accordance with 

applicable state law and public policy 

considerations.33

In drafting estate plans or structur-

ing business succession documents, 

consideration might be given to hav-

ing the parties or those a�ected agree 

to resolve any future disagreements 

through binding arbitration, rather than 

public litigation. This private and often 

less adversarial forum may help pre-

serve relationships, minimize expenses, 

and maintain confidentiality. Arbitration 

provisions, when carefully drafted, can 

serve both legal and spiritual goals by 

helping to prevent the kind of conten-

tion that Church teachings counsel 

members to avoid.34

WILLS AND TRUSTS: OTHER 

CONSIDERATIONS

Throughout this article, faith-based 

values and goals, as well as somewhat 

unique Latter-day Saint spending pat-

terns have been noted. It may be advan-

tageous to incorporate some of these 

concepts into legal documents. Others 

may be better left to letters of instruction 



AUGUST 2025   ESTATE PLANNING  |  5© 2025 Thomson Reuters

rather than included in formal documen-

tation. While one practical approach may 

be to name other Church members who 

would be familiar with these concepts in 

fiduciary roles (and perhaps in special 

power of appointment or trust protec-

tor roles as well), that may not su�ce. 

Considering the concept of agency, a 

particular Latter-day Saint may have 

di�erent views on a particular matter 

than other Latter-day Saints. Also, if a 

person is named who leaves the faith, 

or if an institutional trustee is named (for 

example, to secure situs in a better juris-

diction for tax, legal or other purposes) 

and that trustee, or a successor, is not 

sensitive to Church doctrines, having a 

framework in the governing instrument 

may be important. 

In their ecclesiastical capacity, Church 

o�cers should not be named as per-

sonal representatives or trustees. The 

exception to this might be when a 

Church o�cer has been retained by the 

Church member to render services in a 

professional capacity (e.g. attorney or 

trust o�cer) with the Church member 

as a client. It should be noted that most 

Church leaders serve as volunteers and 

have full-time jobs to support them-

selves and their families. That full-time 

job may be as an attorney, CPA, financial 

planner, or trust o�cer. 

Latter-day Saints believe that God 

is light and truth which encompasses 

intelligence. To become more like God, 

they believe they need to become 

more intelligent. The corollary of this is 

that becoming educated is a religious 

responsibility. That might suggest that 

in the planning and administration of 

trusts for heirs, their education is such 

an important objective that express pro-

visions, precatory language, and a letter 

of instruction might be completed to 

provide guidance. 

Missionary work is common aspect 

of Latter-day Saint life.35 Missionary 

work may require special financial con-

siderations. Young adult males typi-

cally spend two years on missions, and 

young adult females spend eighteen 

months. Senior missionaries, such as 

retirees, may again pursue missions, 

typically for one to two years. Although 

the Church may pay or defray the costs 

of this service, the costs are often born 

by families for the young adults serving, 

and by the retirees serving when they 

undertake missionary assignments. For 

the young adults this service may defer 

college or obtaining employment. For 

retirees it may be a factor in their retire-

ment planning. Traditional estate plan-

ning, including trusts, might encourage 

and authorize expenditures for these 

endeavors.36

With such a strong 
emphasis on family 

values, and the belief in 
building eternal families, 
fostering harmony and 

avoiding contention 
is preferable. 

Many Latter-day Saints encourage 

their children to participate in paying 

some or all of the cost of their mission 

by saving for mission expenses from 

an early age. Having some "skin in the 

game" (making a personal sacrifice) 

may make for a more meaningful expe-

rience. Nonetheless, many parents and 

grandparents wish to support mission-

ary service through their estate plans. 

Practitioners drafting such provisions 

may consider explicitly including mis-

sionary service within the definition of 

"education" or enumerating missionary 

expenses as a separate, permissible 

standard for discretionary distributions. 

Because the Church has standardized 

the cost of full-time proselyting mis-

sions for young (non-senior) missionar-

ies globally, the recommended financial 

support is both predictable and readily 

ascertainable.37 As such, it is particularly 

suitable for inclusion in trusts or wills 

that provide for specific educational 

or religious purposes. Including these 

costs alongside traditional health, edu-

cation, maintenance, and support stan-

dards can help fiduciaries administer 

such provisions with clarity and confi-

dence. It should be noted that donations 

to the Church for missionary support 

are generally tax-deductible under IRC 

Section  170, so long as they are made 

through the Church’s o�cial channels, 

since the Church treats such contribu-

tions as its own property and retains 

full discretion over their use, rather 

than treating them as personal gifts to 

individual missionaries. Practitioners 

should advise clients to direct mission-

ary-related gifts through such o�cial 

Church channels to preserve deductibil-

ity and ensure compliance with both tax 

law and Church policy.38

Latter-day Saints are encouraged to 

avoid the potential of financial adversity 

by managing their finances prudently.39 

They are urged to be modest in their 

expenditures, discipline themselves 

in their purchases to avoid debt, and 

save for unexpected expenses. Paying 

an honest tithe and living within one’s 

means are essential parts of financial 

stability. Church members are encour-

aged to maintain a record of their 

expenditures, review monthly income 

and expenses, and establish a family 

budget. Some of these concepts will 

a�ect how distributions from trusts are 

made, steps trustees and other fiducia-

ries might consider in carrying out their 

duties, and even the language that an 

estate planner might draft in the various 

financial related documents. 

Investment provisions in governing 

documents, and the investment alloca-

tions and specific choices a fiduciary 

may make, will be guided by Church 

philosophy. Latter-day Saints are 

instructed to avoid investments that 

involve speculation and excessive risk, 

favor socially conscious investing, and 

avoid investments such as bars, alcohol 

manufacture, etc. Latter-day Saints are 

taught not to drink any kind of alcohol.40 

They should also abstain from using ille-

gal drugs.41 In light of these prohibitions 

it would seem investing in businesses 

that foster what is impermissible would 

itself be undesirable. Thus, these and 

other Church doctrines may be reflected 

in investment decisions. For fiduciaries, 

express authorization in the govern-

ing instrument to pursue such socially 

oriented investing may be advisable. 

If a trust or family LLC is used to own 

a family cottage or vacation home, the 

rules and regulations governing the use 

of that property may prohibit alcohol on 

the premises, etc. 
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STEWARDSHIP AND CHARITABLE 

GIVING CONSIDERATIONS

Stewardship is another fundamental 

concept that will influence various 

aspects of financial and estate plan-

ning for a Latter-day Saint. All things 

on earth belong to the Lord, and mem-

bers are accountable to the Lord for 

how they manage these blessings. The 

Lord will make every man accountable 

as a steward over earthly blessings.42 

Responsibility for how a person uses 

their wealth is important. The saying 

found in Proverbs 30:8-9 "Give me nei-

ther poverty nor riches," embodies this 

philosophy. Stewardship encompasses 

both temporal and spiritual responsibili-

ties. Too much wealth can be a negative 

as it could change a person's focus from 

God to material possessions. Instead, 

wealth should be seen as a steward-

ship to bless others. These concepts 

may manifest in guidance to fiduciaries, 

the distribution of wealth to help family 

members beyond the immediate family, 

to charity, and so forth. 

In addition to the general principle of 

stewardship, faithful Latter-day Saints 

enter into sacred covenants in their 

temples to live the law of consecration 

and the law of sacrifice. These cov-

enants reflect a commitment to dedi-

cate one’s time, talents, and material 

resources to building up the kingdom 

of God and serving others. The law of 

consecration teaches that all we have 

ultimately belongs to the Lord, and that 

we are to use our means to do His work. 

The law of sacrifice underscores the 

willingness to give up personal desires 

or possessions in favor of higher, eter-

nal purposes.43 These covenants can 

deeply shape a person’s financial world-

view, leading many Church members 

to give generously, to prioritize eternal 

relationships over temporal gain, and 

to consider how their estate can further 

spiritual as well as familial goals. Estate 

planning for Latter-day Saints, therefore, 

often includes not only legal and tax 

e�ciency, but also an intentional align-

ment with sacred commitments to self-

lessness, charity, and gospel service. 

These sacred principles of steward-

ship, consecration, and sacrifice natu-

rally extend into how Latter-day Saints 

view giving—including tithes, o�erings, 

and other charitable contributions—as 

expressions of devotion and instru-

ments for building God’s kingdom. 

Giving to charitable causes, and specifi-

cally paying tithes and o�erings to the 

Church, as discussed in more detail 

above, is another core Latter-day Saint 

principal.44 Tithing is not merely adher-

ing to a commandment, but for mem-

bers of the Church it is an act of faith, 

even if and especially when it is di�cult 

to do. But, as noted above in the discus-

sion on moral agency, determining what 

income is, ultimately is a personal deci-

sion thoughtfully and prayerfully made 

by each Church member. 

Estate planning for Latter-
day Saints, therefore, 

often includes not only 
legal and tax e�ciency, 
but also an intentional 
alignment with sacred 

commitments to 
selflessness, charity, 
and gospel service.

Because charitable giving is a foun-

dational value in the Church, Latter-

day Saints will generally be charitably 

inclined. Using tax e�cient charitable 

planning, such as gifting appreciated 

assets, bunching deductions, etc. should 

be employed. Practitioners may find that 

for many clients, the desire to give is the 

primary driver, with tax benefits being 

secondary and appreciated but not 

determinative. 

Charitable causes can include the 

full spectrum of charitable e�orts, but 

Latter-day Saint clients may also partic-

ularly wish to consider gifting to causes 

that foster Church operations including 

financial support for the educational 

institutions of the Church, missionary 

activities, or the Church’s humanitar-

ian work. Senior Church leadership 

has identified the following charitable 

priorities:45

Universities & Colleges

 • Brigham Young University 

 • BYU-Hawaii 

 • BYU-Idaho 

 • BYU-Pathway Worldwide 

 • Ensign College 

Church Institutions  & Special 

Projects

 • Humanitarian Services 

 • Missionary Fund 

 • Church General Fund 

Practitioners should also note that 

a specific section of the Church’s 

Philanthropies department website is 

dedicated to gift planning where they 

can find suggested testamentary lan-

guage and Tax Identification Numbers 

to include in planning documents.46 

The Philanthropies’ website further 

describes the complimentary services 

provided to professional advisors as 

they assist clients who wish to include 

charitable giving in their planning.47

For Latter-day Saints (and others) who 

wish to benefit Church charities through 

a planned gift, Deseret Trust Company, 

an integrated auxiliary of the Church, is 

an excellent option to serve as trustee 

for Charitable Remainder Trusts. Deseret 

Trust Company also administers a 

Charitable Gift Annuity program and 

o�ers a Donor Advised Fund.48

A Donor Advised Fund (DAF), admin-

istered by Deseret Trust Company or 

another provider, can be an excellent 

vehicle to help Latter-day Saints (and 

others) achieve their charitable giving 

goals in a tax e�cient manner.49 Clients 

who consistently give to charity may wel-

come a strategy of "bunching" or "stack-

ing" their donations, aided by a DAF. 

For example, a Latter-day Saint might 

wish to donate funds to a DAF in an 

amount su�cient to pay tithing, support 

the Church missionary fund, and aid 

other IRS qualified charitable causes for 

a two- or three-year period. The donor 

would then choose to itemize their con-

tribution to the DAF in that year’s tax 

return. The following years, the donor 

would advise the DAF to make distribu-

tions to their favorite charitable causes 

and claim the standard deduction on 

their tax return.50

Many DAFs allow donors to name suc-

cessor advisors. Accordingly, a DAF may 
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be a useful instrument allowing donors 

to create a pool of charitable funds 

available to children and grandchildren 

to continue supporting causes impor-

tant to the family. A DAF can also be 

named a beneficiary of a qualified retire-

ment account which may have highly 

beneficial tax implications.51

As Latter-day Saint clients explore 

specific vehicles for charitable giving, 

attention must also be given to the 

legal mechanics of trusts to ensure 

that charitable intent can be properly 

fulfilled—particularly when irrevocable 

trusts are involved. Including charitable 

beneficiaries in irrevocable trusts as 

permissible beneficiaries is important as 

there would be a legal impediment to 

making charitable gifts if not permitted 

by the governing document. 

If the original governing instrument 

(e.g., the initial trust document, not a 

modified or decanted version of it) does 

not permit charitable donations, the 

income tax deduction for those dona-

tions would be lost.52 The settlor of a 

trust, for example, could list one or more 

Church sponsored charities as permis-

sible beneficiaries for this purpose. 

The client might also appreciate the 

flexibility in a grantor trust a�orded by 

appointing a person, in a non-fiduciary 

capacity, that is given the power to add 

charitable beneficiaries. Further, instead 

of designating a named person to hold 

this power, the settlor of the trust might 

designate a person by title and posi-

tion so that the position does not lapse. 

Clearly, it would be beneficial for the 

representative or organization named 

to be familiar with the client’s chari-

table inclinations and to be acquainted 

with the funding opportunities available 

within the Church. 

HEALTH CARE DECISIONS AND 

DOCUMENTS

Latter-day Saints believe that God cre-

ated man in his own image. Our bodies 

are therefore sacred and it is incumbent 

on each of us to respect our body. This 

concept weighs against using sub-

stances that may harm the body.53 It may 

also inform health care decision making 

and hence the language in health care 

estate planning documents.54

Members of the Church believe that 

God alone should give and take life. 

Life is a sacred gift from God so that 

euthanasia and physician-assisted sui-

cide are not permitted.55 "The Church of 

Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints does 

not believe that allowing a person to 

die from natural causes by removing a 

patient from artificial means of life sup-

port, as in the case of a long-term illness, 

falls within the definition of euthanasia. 

When dying from such an illness or an 

accident becomes inevitable, it should 

be seen as a blessing and a purpose-

ful part of eternal existence. Members 

should not feel obligated to extend 

mortal life by means that are unreason-

able. These judgments are best made 

by family members after receiving wise 

and competent medical advice and 

seeking divine guidance through fasting 

and prayer."56 Considering the concept 

of agency discussed above, Latter-day 

Saints may each exercise their own free 

will in making decisions as to end-of-life 

care, heroic medical measures,57 and 

organ donation.58

Stewardship is another 
fundamental concept 

that will influence various 
aspects of financial and 

estate planning for a 
Latter-day Saint.

As stated above, Latter-day Saints, 

consistent with Article of Faith 1259 and 

Church policy, are taught to obey and 

honor civil laws, including those requir-

ing autopsies.60 The Church does not 

object to legally mandated autopsies, 

and in other cases, the decision is left to 

the family. There is no doctrinal prohibi-

tion against autopsies, and they are fully 

compatible with the Church’s beliefs 

about resurrection and respect for law.61

FUNERALS AND DISPOSITION 

OF FINAL REMAINS

While a solemn religious service, funer-

als for Latter-day Saints are hopeful and 

encouraging. Funeral speakers empha-

size and bear witness of the resurrection 

through the Atonement of Jesus Christ 

and of the happy reunion of families and 

loved ones on the other side of the veil.62

As referenced repeatedly in this article, 

the Church’s General Handbook: Serving 

in the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-

day Saints, is a public source of informa-

tion that may be helpful to practitioners 

in understanding Church doctrine and 

policy concerting funerals and many 

other questions and concerns.63The 

Handbook now even includes an 

AI-powered search assistant to make it 

easy to research questions.64

As to the disposition of final remains, 

and as summarized above, consider the 

following excerpted from the Church’s 

handbook: "The family of the deceased 

person decides whether his or her body 

should be buried or cremated. They 

respect the desires of the individual.65 

"In some countries, the law requires 

cremation. In other cases, burial is not 

practical or a�ordable for the family. In 

all cases, the body should be treated 

with respect and reverence. Members 

should be reassured that the power of 

the Resurrection always applies (see 

Alma 11:42–45).66 "If possible, deceased 

members who are endowed should be 

buried or cremated in temple clothing."67

For Latter-day Saints, to be endowed 

means to receive sacred ordinances 

and make covenants in the temple that 

are essential for exaltation. The General 

Handbook defines "exaltation" as "the 

highest state of happiness and glory 

in the celestial kingdom...granted to 

those who receive and honor the ordi-

nances and covenants of the temple."68 

Regarding the temple endowment, the 

Handbook also says that it "is a sacred 

ordinance in which members make 

covenants and receive instruction and 

power from God" and that "[i]t includes a 

series of teachings, promises, and bless-

ings that prepare faithful members to 

return to God’s presence."69 This eternal 

perspective helps explain why endowed 

members of the Church place deep 

spiritual significance on being buried 

in their temple clothing—it symbolizes 

their sacred covenants and their hope 

in the promises of reunion with God and 

their families. 

The Church’s Handbook also provides 

important guidance on who may dress 



© 2025 Thomson Reuters8  |  ESTATE PLANNING    AUGUST 2025

the endowed member’s deceased body 

in temple clothing, and clarifies that 

a person’s activity level at the time of 

death—whether active or less active—

does not disqualify them from being 

dressed in the temple clothing. It further 

addresses sensitive circumstances such 

as what to do if a decedent’s member-

ship was withdrawn (formerly referred 

to as being excommunicated) during 

lifetime, and the condition of the body at 

the time of burial or cremation. Notably, 

it a�rms that endowed members who 

die by suicide may still be dressed 

in temple clothing, emphasizing the 

Church’s position of compassion, rever-

ence, and trust in the redemptive power 

of the Atonement and Resurrection of 

Jesus Christ.70

To avoid confusion and contention 

among surviving loved ones, it is advis-

able for Latter-day Saint individuals 

to clearly state their funeral and burial 

wishes in their estate planning docu-

ments. Because the Bishop of the ward 

where the deceased resided typically 

conducts the funeral service, specifying 

this preference in a will or accompanying 

letter of wishes can prevent confusion 

or disputes. Likewise, since members 

of the Church generally prefer to have 

their bodies buried (or cremated) while 

dressed in their temple clothing, includ-

ing this instruction helps ensure that 

end-of-life arrangements reflect the 

decedent’s religious beliefs and mini-

mizes the likelihood of family disagree-

ment during a sensitive time. 

CONCLUSION

Estate planning for Latter-day Saints 

can be viewed as more than a legal 

exercise—it may be seen as a spiritual 

stewardship. It reflects a desire to live 

gospel principles, to promote family 

unity, to plan wisely with faith in God’s 

eternal purposes, and to align legal 

and financial structures with covenants 

made in temples. From planning for mis-

sionary service and charitable giving, to 

choosing trustees who honor religious 

values, to preserving harmony through 

arbitration or no-contest clauses, every 

detail may hold eternal significance for 

devout Church members. 

For practitioners, understanding 

the core doctrines of agency, eternal 

families, stewardship, and consecration 

will not only deepen client trust, but will 

elevate the quality and spiritual reso-

nance of the plans created for Church 

members. This article serves as an 

invitation for advisors to recognize the 

sacred context in which many Latter-

day Saints approach financial and estate 

decisions, and to tailor professional 

guidance accordingly—so that both 

legal outcomes and religious priorities 

may be thoughtfully achieved. 
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