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The United Nations has declared 1995 to béth&ernational Year of Toleran@ Bravo. In 1994 alone,
the number of violent deaths in Rwanda, BosniagAdg Sudan, and Israel—precisely as a resuitalér-
ance—reached into the millions. Anything that bendone to assuage conflicts and promote peaceful
relations between different religious, ethnic, ahand political groups is a step in the right clien.

Yet still very fresh in our memories is the UAY ear of the Familgcelebrated in 1994, with the push
for abortion as a means of population control,tf@ legitimation of homosexuamarriagegand their
adoption of children, and attempts to redefinefémaily without reference to its basis in the perswn
institution of marriage. We cahhelp but ask ourselves if this year dedicatetdlgrance wont somehow
be twisted into a year of intolerance. Pope JauHB unequivocal words put us on guard against similar
aberrationsAUnfortunately, we must note, precisely in thiear of the Familyinitiatives promulgated kg
considerable part of the mass media, which, in tsufe®, are>anti-family=.@

ATolerancgis an ambivalent term and can easily be turnem antveapon against those who are
Aintolerant@especially on sensitive issues. A particulallistrative example are the continuous attacks
leveled against Pope John Paul IAagolerant@because of his staunch position on birth congétmdtion,
homosexuality and similar themes. On January 2P9@5, the national evening news gave ample cogerag
to Bishop Jacques Gailles last Mass in his diocese of Evreux, in Normanditer the Holy Father had
thrice invited Bishop Gaillot to avoid giving scaithe is an outspoken supporter of artificial contptioa,
married clergy and homosexuaharriage€, he was finally asked to step down.

At one moment the television cameras focused ia painted sign carried by one of the bish®p
supporters, which bore the slogak:=ignorance tue,#intolerance aus&(Ignorance Kkills, so does
intolerance). This was an obvious reference tdPthge=s teachings as somehow being responsible for the
death of AIDS victims, as if opposition to homosaboractices were thmauseof the disease (instead of a
very effective remedy). As regards the accusatiointolerance, what is to be responded? Is thgePo
indeed intolerant? Is intolerance always to badadand tolerance always to be embraced?

Tolerance: an Absolute Value?

ATolerancé@in and of itself is neither a virtue nor a videdepends entirely on who is tolerating what
(or whom). There is no universal standard becthesapplications and extension of tolerance depend
the relationship of rights and responsibilities Wnasts between persons or groups. The tolerdmatcehe
State must apply towards citizens is not the sasrtbat exercised by parents towards their childiten,
Church towards the faithful, teachers toward theidents or spouses towards one another.

With regard to the above case, because the Chaclihe obligation both to her Founder and her
members to conserve and pass on in its integetyléposit of faith, she would be negligent if slezento
tolerate a member of the hierarchy who gave psbimdal and was the cause of doctrinal confusitimeto
faithful. For the good of the flock the Church nmaot tolerate heterodox teaching from her pastamd (
never has) because it undermines her unity andgtence of her mission. To stand for everythirg is
stand for nothing.

The closer we look at tolerance and the more ilyterg strive to apply it across the board, the more
we realize that it is a grossly insufficient prpleito govern society. Even if it were possiblat¢hieve total
tolerance (which it is not), it would be exceedynghdesirable and counterproductive to do so. Ghaw
wrote: AWe must face the fact that society is founded tolenance. There are glaring cases of the abuse
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of intolerance; but they are quite as charactergtour own age as of the Middle Ages... we mayeof
toleration as we will; but society must always diealme somewhere between allowable conduct aadiins
ty or crime@

Modern society (and especially airline companieshacoming ever more intolerant of smoking in
public. Brigitte Bardot and othéanimal rightgactivists are intolerant of fur coats, alligat&mspurses
and cramped traveling quarters for livestock. Wéeiatolerant of racism, child abuse, acid rain aitd
spills. In short, absolute tolerance—Aanything goe® mentality—is a chimera that immediately
evaporates when it attempts to descend from the lsoato the arena of social intercourse. The lsimp
fact of the matter is that not everythiogghtto be tolerated and in practice society is rigimiglerant of
many situations and forms of human behavior.

Though tolerance is often appealed to ideologicallg universal value, recently it has come uméer f
even publicly. In a receitewsweehlrticle entitledAThe Return of Sham@writers Jonathan Alter and Pat
Wingert affirm thatAbreaking through to a clearer sense of shame myayreenothing short ahtolerance,

a word that has received a bad rap in recent ye8lmme means being intolerant of certain types of
behavior that are either illegal or simply destrmecto the social contract, on Wall Street or Baurb
Street@ The February 18 issue Bhe Economistites Mr. Rushworth Kidder, president of the Ingg

for Global Ethics in Camden, Maine, as saying tbatmuch tolerance has left people looking forunfo
dation on which to base value&Society is finally saying, in small ways, that talece without standards
isn=t the answe@

From the above it becomes clear that to speaklefaiace as a value or a virtue, we must greatly
reduce its scope.

Building on Sand

Why do we, after all, accept other people with rtitifferent beliefs and practices? What is the
foundation of legitimate tolerance? One histor@awer to this question (and probably the mosbéenis
the pragmatic-skeptical view artfully propoundedlbin Locke in his famoutter Concerning Toleration
of 1689. The pragmatic side of his argument cerdarthe need for peace between peoples: singeusli
intolerance so often begets bloodshed, we shouliblbeant of others in light of the greater good of
peaceful coexistence. This is an acceptable anguasdar as it goes: peace is a great good andomes-
tively promoted.

Yet this line of reasoning easily lends itself buse and is an unsatisfactory foundation for tolega
For instance Locke himself, for the sake of pubéace, did not deem Catholics worthy of toleraiCeo
worship ones God in a Catholic rite in a Protestant countrpants to constructive subversi@.And in
this regard the political theorist John Dunn refidbatAalmost any form of overt religious behavior could
under some circumstances constitute a threat ticputler@ Conspicuous by its absence is any reference
to a positive liberty of conscience, the fundamiengat to the practice of religion.

Locke takes his case a step further, into the redlepistemological skepticism. Though he was no
relativist, the seeds of relativism are alreadgriain his thought. The lack of belief in the saxce of any
one true church led Locke to the conviction thaCairistian churches should be tolerated (excebpt, o
course, the Catholic ChurchANor is there any difference between the nationak&@hand other separated
congregationg® The fatal step from tolerance pérsonsto tolerance ofdeas or beliefs laid the
groundwork for modern relativism and much of thefasion surrounding tolerance today.

Nowadays tolerance for persons and tolerance éasidre generally lumped together under the general
heading ofAtolerance@but they are far from being the same thing. Ideastearnrespect, persons
deservat because of their dignity as children of Godleds come in all shapes and sizes: true and false,
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ridiculous and compelling, brilliant and commongadiabolical and divine. While every human pernson
worthy of respect, ideas are to be unhesitatingjuated on their own merit. Some are acceptatiers
should be rejected as untenable. Keeping thimdigin clear is a great help for discerning betweee
and false tolerance.

This confusion is often used against those who fasldto their convictions. In an article priniedhe
Madrid newspapeEl| Diario (December 1994) Pedro Miguel Lamet asserts thewwlg: ATolerance
begins with an act of personal humility: the acklemlgement that the human person does not possess
absolute truth... From this thesis a profoundeesfor the ideas, opinions and attitudes of otlsdsern@

Shortly afterward follows the natural applicatmfithis principle, used against the Chursaven churches,
which preach love and the equality of personspéien incapable of accepting in their bosom dissige
pluralism or even constructive criticis@l. Apparently, the attitude of the Chufthat she does in fact
possess the trufiis somehow unworthy of th&profound respe@that others enjoy.

A second historical response to the question efémice can be found in the Illluminist philosopher
Voltaire. In his well-known and influentid@raité sur la ToléranceVoltaire—a Mason and vehement anti-
Catholic—proposes tolerance as a primary and qizsHute value. Voltairian tolerance implicitigueres
the abandonment of personal convictions, or at least, keeping one’s convictions to oneself. ot
posits as the condition for the establishmenttodi@tolerance the disappearance of theological@earsy,
which he describes asAplague@andAepidemic illnes@®’ In chapter AConcerning the Marty@ he
defends the actions of the Roman Empire in theggeat®n of Christians and blames the Christiangfeir
martyrdom, for not keeping their religion to thelues. He goes so far as to blame the Christialesath
on their own intoleranceAWe are obliged to recognize that they themselves in¢olerant@®

Thus Voltaire, building on Lockes arguments, arrives at relativisalogical end: indifference. Live
and let live. Not only should we tolerate othetsehavior and beliefs, we should do nothing totory
change them. In this way he subtly attacks améaselement of Christianity: its missionary spirAGo,
therefore, make disciples of all the nations; lzaptihem in the name of the Father and of the Sdw&the
Holy Spirit@Mt 28:19). In this regard St. Pius X wrof&atholic doctrine teaches us that chardtirst
duty is not in the tolerance of erroneous opinieingere as they may be, nor in a theoretical actpal
indifference toward the error or vice into whichrdwothers or sisters have fallen, but in zealtfair
intellectual and moral improvement, no less thareial for their material well-bein@"

As can be seen from the polemics that surround Insstges of our own day, this view of tolerance as
indifference is still extremely widespread and c¢ibaes one of the great obstacles to the acceptaha
truly Christian understanding of tolerance.

Solid Ground

Tolerance needs a firmer basis and foundation skapticism, relativism and indifference. To be
authentic, tolerance must not be conceived asaigabconcession of the State, but as a necassggnse
to the inherent dignity and freedom of the humarspe.

Pope John Paul Il has been a tireless defendkee oights of the human person, and the correspgndin
duty of the State to respect those rights. Inef bddress in 1990 the Pope declarddan is the center
and pinnacle of all that exists in the createdensg, and has in his personal dignity the mosiquregood;
the good that makes of him a value in himself aridroself, and requires from others that they atersand
treat him always as a person, and never as a tbalojgct or instrument. The dignity of the person
constitutes, moreover, the foundation and exprasdiequality among men, as well as of participeadind
solidarity @?



4

This dignity carries with it practical consequenttes affect the way persons should treat one anoth
The Pope has repeatedly condemned discriminatianand the use of violencé&The origin and divine
destiny of man are the foundations of his dignlo one has the right to look down upon anotherdum
being, especially the weakest. There is no jaatibn for discrimination on the basis of raceigieh, sex
or social situation: each person is to be respe@tedrhis view of the person is central to the Chech
teaching on human rights. Its anthropologicahfiation is completed by the Gospel message oftShkris
identification with manAlnsofar as you did this to one of the least of¢l@®thers of mine, you did it to
me@(Mt 25:40).

Tolerance, then, is not derived from practical aberations for the smooth government of society, no
from a lack of personal conviction as regards slagéiga or moral truth, nor from indifference towatee
temporal and eternal well-being of our neighbot, fbam a profound respect for his dignity and peedo
liberty. Man as an essentially religious beingezignces the need to live out his faith, to worshgu Ain
spirit and in trutl@® The State must respect this right and promotelidons for its free exercise.

Tolerance and Proselytism

In discussing tolerance a particular area of delsdtes question of proselytism, missionary worll an
preaching the Gospel. Those opposed to thesdtiastiassert that tolerance towards other ways of
thinking and respect for freedom of conscience sy exclude efforts to convince others of Glars
truths. In the case of government employees, ewegring a crucifix or wishing someone a merry
Christmas is now construed as an act of intoleramw@ards those who do not share asibeliefs.

On careful examination, however, we find that fearee again tolerance is confused with indifference.
Behind cries for tolerance one can often discovbirdy-veiled prejudice against the Church. Fer part,
the Church has vigorously responded to these ationsa In his boolkCrossing the Threshold of Hapke
Pope writes, AThe new evangelization has nothing in common witratwarious publications have
insinuated when speaking odstoration or when advancing the accusationpobselytism or when
unilaterally or tendentiously calling f@duralism andtolerance [...] The mission of evangelization is an
essential part of the Chura@®’

An analogous example may shed some light on theematVestern society strongly favors education as
a universal good, to the point that many countmesdate school attendance up to a certain agas (Th
could easily be restated in the inverse: WestetieBpois by and largetolerantof ignorance, and does its
best to root it out by the means at its dispoday if any object to these education programsusexthey
are viewed as a service, a positive good offereitizens. Similar arguments could be presentelddalth
care programs and other government services.

For convinced Christians, nras highest good is knowledge and love of God, ah@san through
Jesus Christ. Christian charity obliges us to dodyto others, and the greatest good we can offer o
neighbor is to help him reach this truth. To adaptattiiude ofaissez-faireindifference towards the
eternal good of our neighbor is patently un-Charstand reproachable.

If a doctor were to discover a cure for cancerwiddisclose it publicly, he would be guilty ofraé¢
crime against humanity by omitting the performaata good work. How much greater is the guilt of a
Christian who possesses the treasure of etemalrd refuses to share it with those around hirothigr
Teresa of Calcutta, who has devoted her entirelifgreading the love of Christ, expresses hevatmn
with the utmost simplicityAl want very much for people to come to know Godot@ Him, to serve Him,
for that is true happiness. And what | have | warryone in the world to have. But it is theioce. If
they have seen the light they can follow it. Im@ingive them the light: | can only give them theams@°
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Many in todays world are still religiously and spiritually igremt: they have not been exposed to the
faith or in many cases Christianity has been pitesktio them in a distorted fashion, so that whey tieject
is not Christianity but a deformed caricature of tBospel message. Freedom is enhanced through
education. The more clearly we perceive our aidras and their consequences in our lives, thieibet
prepared we are to make wise choices. To claithgteaching the Gospel is an offense to liberty of
conscience is to equate freedom with religiousrignoe.

In this regard the Holy Father wrote the followingrds in 1990 in his encyclical lettBedemptoris
missia AProclaiming Christ and bearing witness to him, wtlene in a way that respects consciences, does
not violate freedom. Faith demands a free adherendhe part of man, but at the same time fait$t aiso
be offered to him, because theultitudes have the right to know the riches ofrtiystery of Christ @°
Further on he addéThe Church addresses people with full respectieir freedom. Her mission does not
restrict freedom but rather promotes ithe Church proposes; she imposes nothir§he respects
individuals and cultures, and she honors the sangtof conscience. To those who for various resson
oppose missionary activity, the Church repe@igen the doors to Chris®’

As is evident in the Holy Fathes words, tolerance does, of course, have its pigmeselytism. But
here it does not refer to thatureof the activity (missionary work, for example) wather to thevaythis
activity is carried out. Once again, in placealtance a more appropriate term woulddspectfor the
human person and the consequent obligation tohmah a way that corresponds to his essentialtgligs
a child of God. The use of force—be it physicahm@omic, or moral—in efforts to lead others to tituth
is inherently evil and violates human dignity. Thespel is to be preachehresente@with clarity and
conviction, but it is up to each individual to embe the faith in his or her own heart. This cqroesls to
the nature of faith in God. Here, too, the poprinds usAMan cannot be forced to accept the truthe
can be drawn toward the truth only by his own r@tthat is, by his own freedom, which commits ham t
search sincerely for truth and, when he find®igdhere to it both in his convictions and in lebdwvior@®

Beyond Tolerance

Tolerance is indeed necessary for the common gabdhristians ought not see in tolerance a sort of
civic goal, as if tolerance were a good in ands#li. Religion is not an evil to be toleratedt kather a
positive good for society. A short time ago, CaatliAngelo Sodano, Secretary of State of the Vatica
emphasized this truth in his address to the Warlr8it for Social Development in Copenhag&iRespect
for believers does not consist in mere tolerafmather its aim should be to enable believers ttricoke to
societys development with the religious inspiration whishheir most valuable possessi@i.

The Holy See, under the leadership of Pope Johh Rasimade the Catholic position clear. In his
pronouncement at the 51st Session of the Uniteh&atHuman Rights Commission, which took place in
Geneva, Switzerland on February 10, 1995, Archipisteul Tabet declare8in this year, which the United
Nations has decided to dedicate to toleranceggsential that reflection on the role of religieisociety
and on the rights of believers should be seempwsiive light, in order to teach individuals arebples to
promote what is most precious to them, and to ¢t juridical and practical means to guaranteetafe
respect for freedom of conscience and religih.

If tolerance is used as an ideological weapon tacktpersonal convictions and advance politically
correct agendas, the Year of Tolerance could edsggnerate into the Yearlafolerance. If, onthe other
hand, we are able to eliminate some harmful amidgand attain a tolerance based upon deep rdspect
the human person, this year could prove to be aenbof true progress towards the civilization stice
and love.
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