The Myth of Religious Tolerance
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The vehement, sometimes acrimonious debatesc¢bairganied the drafting of
the Vatican Il declaration on religious freeddbignitatis humanagyielded an
exceptionally precise and carefully worded documédteworthy in the 5,700-word
declaration is the absence of even a single referenreligious “tolerance” or
“toleration.”

The choice of religious “freedom” or “liberty” dlse proper category for
discussion and the exclusion of “tolerance” flieshie face of the societal trend to deal
with church-state issues in terms of religiousreniee.

As one notable example, along with the 40th amsary ofDignitatis humanag
2005 also marked the 10th anniversary of the Urlitetions “Year for Tolerance’”
Back in early 1995 Federico Mayor, Director-GenefdUNESCO, made the following

remarks in New York:

Fighting intolerance takes both state action add/idual responsibility.
Governments must adhere to the international stdsdar human rights, must ban
and punish hate crimes and discrimination agalhstimerable groups, must ensure
equal access to justice and equal opportunitylfoinaividuals must become
tolerance teachers within their own families anthownities. We must get to know
our neighbors and the cultures and the religioasghrround us in order to achieve
an appreciation for diversity. Education for tolaa is the best investment we can
make in our own future security.

If the umbrella of tolerance necessarily covets lsaime legislation and
“appreciation for diversity” with all that has corteesignify, these remarks may well
give pause. In modern discourse tolerance is rjasetolerance, and even if it were, it
would hardly present the best category for desugilaititudes to religion. In the

following paragraphs | will highlight five argumenthat manifest the inadequacy of the
notion of tolerance to convey the attitude thatestahould adopt in their relationship
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with religion and the wisdom of the Council Fatherswvoiding this problematic

language.

1. Tolerance in itself is an inadequate, and indeedappropriate, category for

approaching religion

Religion is a good to be embraced and defendedamevil to be put up with.
No one speaks of tolerating chocolate pudding spring walk in the parkBy speaking
of religious tolerance we make religion an unfodienfact to be borne with, like noisy
neighbors and crowded buses, not a blessing telbbrated.

Here it is instructive to recall that modern ide#seligious tolerance sprang
from the European Enlightenment project. A certeraét of this project was the notion
of progress understood as the overcoming of the ignoranaipérstition and religion
to usher in the age of reason and sciéntrethe words of Voltaire, “Philosophy, the
sister of religion, has disarmed the hands thagsipion had so long stained with blood;
and the human mind, awakening from its intoxicatisramazed at the excesses into
which fanaticism had led it”

Since religion was the primary cause of confliud avar, only through a
lessening of people’s passion for religion and cament to specific doctrines could
peace be achieved. As Voltaire wrote inTrieatise on Toleration‘The less we have of
dogma, the less dispute; the less we have of disphe less misery.” Toward this
stated end many mechanisms were put into play, gri@m the selection of proper

words to modify people’s views toward religion.

3 Archbishop Fulton Sheen remarks in his waggiste stfhe good is never to be tolerated; rather it
is to be approved; aye! it is to be loved. Youeresay, ‘I'll tolerate a beefsteak dinner.” Do yolerate
patriotism? Do you tolerate science? . . . Canigmgine a love song in which one changes the word
‘love’ to tolerate? ‘I tolerate you in June, undee moon.” How absurd it is!” (F. J. Shegife is Worth
Living [Image Books, Garden City, NY, 1954], 100).

*Voltaire did not formally lump superstition andigéon together. In fact, he went so far as tdesta
“Superstition is to religion what astrology is trmnomy: the foolish daughter of a very wise mothe
(Voltaire, A Treatise on Toleration and Other EssaysJoseph McCabe (Amherst NY: Prometheus
Books, 1994), 207). On the other hand, his undedstg of superstition includes many aspects of
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® Voltaire, A Treatise on Toleration and Other EssaysJoseph McCabe (Amherst NY: Prometheus
Books, 1994), 161.

6 Voltaire, A Treatise on Toleration and Other Essdysby Joseph McCabe, (Amherst, NY:
Prometheus Books, 1994), 209.



The language of tolerance was first proposed serige the attitude that
confessional states, such as Anglican England atldo@ic France, should adopt toward
Christians of other persuasiohsThe assumption was that the state had recogaized
certain confession as “true” and put up with ofhectices and beliefs as a concession to
those in error. This led, however, to the employnedriolerance language toward
religion as such. Thehilosophesvould downplay or even ridicule religion in thenii
belief that it would soon disappear altogether.s[lseparation of Church and State
becomes separation of public life and religiousdbelReligion should be excluded from
public conversation and relegated to the intimédyoone and chapel. Religious
tolerance is a myth, but a myth imposed by anrafitious intellectual elite.

This “tolerant” mentality is especially problentatvhen applied in non-
confessional states, such as the U.S., whereitudatof tolerance is not that of the state
religion toward un-sanctioned creeds, but of a comfessional secular state toward
religion itself. Language of religious toleratiohChristianity in Saudi Arabia would be
a marked improvement over present conditions, amdistent with a confessional
Muslim state’s belief that Christianity is a falgdigion. In a non-confessional state such
language is more pernicious.

Dignitatis humanagon the contrary, taught that religion is a hurgaad to be
promoted, not an evil to be tolerated. While goweent should not presume to
command religious acts, it should “take accourthefreligious life of the citizenry and
show it favor” (no. 3). Religious practice formarpof the common good of society, and

should be encouraged rather than marginalized.

2. The insurmountable dichotomy between “tolerance’and “toleration”

Along with the conceptual error of tolerating theeod of religion, the meaning of

tolerance has evolved still further, and has nomedo be taken as a virtue. The United

Nations “Declaration of Principles on Tolerancedtst outright that tolerance ivigtue

7 John Locke, for instance, in Histter Concerning Toleratigrin no way advocates a universal
tolerance, but specifically writes on “my Thoughtsut the mutual Toleration of Christians in their
different Professions of Religion” (John Loclke] etter Concerning Toleratigredited and introduced by
James Tully, (Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing Camp 1983), 23). Concretely that meant, toleratio
on the part of a confessional Christian state—Awagli—toward other Christians (excepting Catholics).



and defines it as “respect, acceptance and appoecat the rich diversity of our
world’s cultures, our forms of expression and wafyseing human®

This definition mirrors that of thAmerican Heritage College Dictionaryhich
states that tolerance is “(1) a fair and permisat#ude toward those whose race,
religion, nationality, etc., differ from one’s owimgedom from bigotry. A fair and
permissive attitude toward opinions and practibes differ from one’s own.”

If tolerance is a virtue, it is a decidedly modeinue. It appears in none of the
classical treatments of the virtues: not in Platat,in Seneca, not even in Aristotle’s
extensive list of the virtues of the good citizarhisNichomachean Ethicsindulgence
of evil, in the absence of an overriding reasordiming so, has never been considered
virtuous. Even today, indiscriminate tolerance wioiibt be countenanced. A public
official tolerant of child abuse or tax evasion wbuoot be a virtuous official.

The closer one examines tolerance and striveppty & across the board, the
more its insufficiency as a principle to governisgcbecomes apparent. Even if it were
possible to achieve total tolerance (which it i) nib would be exceedingly undesirable
and counterproductive to do 3o.

Moreover, as a virtue, tolerance seems to haveraied itself so far from its
etymological roots as to have become another wibtodether. Thus theirtue of
“tolerance” no longer implies thect of “toleration” but rather an general attitude of
permissiveness and openness to diversity. A taigrarson will not tolerate all things,
but only those things considered tolerable by #éigning cultural milieu. Tolerance
therefore now has two radically incompatible megsithat create space for serious
misunderstandings and abuse.

Tolerance and intolerance have no objective refebat can be applied
arbitrarily. Thus the accusation of intolerance hacome a weapon against those whose
standards for tolerance differ from one’s own, and criteria for tolerance depend on
our subjective convictions or prejudices. Thustsiot was able to defend the actions of
the Roman Empire in persecuting Christians and étathe Christians themselves for

their martyrdom, because they failed to keep ttadigion to themselves. He avers that

8 «“Declaration of Principles on Tolerance,” proclaignand signed by the Member States of UNESCO
on 16 November 1995, 1.1.

® Shaw wrote: “We must face the fact that sociefpimded on intolerance. There are glaring cases
of the abuse of intolerance; but they are quitehasacteristic of our own age as of the Middle Agege
may prate of toleration as we will; but society traisvays draw a line somewhere between allowable
conduct and insanity or crime” (G. B. ShaBaint Joanin “Great Books of the Western World,” Vol. 59,
56).



the Christians’ death was a consequence of theirintwlerance towards Rome, and not
the other way arountf. Such sophistry is part and parcel of many of ytsddebates on
tolerance as well, and flow from the ambivalenc¢éhefterm.

The affair grows even muddier when the “acceptariciversity,” present in
modern definitions of tolerance, is thrown into thx. The UNDeclaration of
Principles on Tolerancecorporates a prior statement from the D&tlaration on Race
and Racial Prejudicewhich states: “All individuals and groups have tight to be
different (Article 1.2).** Taken at face value, that is a ridiculous claBuicide
bombing is different, as are genocide and sadorh&suc To say that one person has a
right to be bad, simply because another happebs gpod, is the ludicrous logic of
diversity entitlement.

The sloppiness of these definitions is unworththeflawyers who drafted them,
and cannot but lead to the suspicion that suchguntiiis intentional. This vagueness
allows tolerance to be applied selectively—to rasxual orientation, or religious
conviction—while other areas—such as smoking, fegyor animal experimentation—
stand safely outside the purview of mandatory dier

This arbitrariness is not new. John Locke (163P4) himself, in the midst of
his impassioned appeal for religious toleratiorteadhat of course toleration does not
extend to Catholics, Muslims or atheists. “To vingpsone’s God in a Catholic rite in a
Protestant country,” he writes, “amounts to corive subversion*?

In the end, the question for everyone necesdagitpmes not “Shall | be tolerant

or intolerant?” but rather “What shall | toleratedawhat shall | not tolerate?”

3. The relativistic underpinnings in modern notionsof tolerance

Voltaire, Locke, Lessing and other Enlightenmeguifes downplayed the

importance of doctrinal belief in favor of moralgnlike today, in eighteenth-century

0 \we are obliged to recognize that they themseles intolerant.”(VoltaireA Treatise on
Toleration,tr. Joseph McCabe (Amherst NY: Prometheus Book341,9.77.

" “Declaration of Principles on Tolerance,” proclaunand signed by the Member States of
UNESCO on 16 November 1995, 2.4.

2. R. Fox Bournel.ife of John Locke2 vols., (London: 1876), I, p. 187. In this retythe political
theorist John Dunn reflects that “almost any fofrowert religious behavior could under some
circumstances constitute a threat to public orddohn DunnThe Political Thought of John Locke
[Cambridge: Cambridge University Press], 1990, 32).



Europe a general agreement regarding fundamentall imonciples could be counted on
in contrast to the fierce debates surrounding dwdtquestions. In doing so, however,
they couldn’t avoid a creeping relativism and episblogical uncertainty regarding
religious doctrine. Voltaire, for example, positsthe condition for the establishment of
a true tolerance the disappearance of theologataversy, which he describes as a
“plague” and “epidemic illness:®

Locke, on the other hand, dismissively notes ‘tagryone is orthodox to
himself."* His own ecclesiology that lacked belief in théseence of any one true
church led Locke to the conviction that all Chastichurches (except the Catholic
Church) should be tolerated. “Nor is there anfedénce,” he confidently wrote,
“between the national Church and other separategregations*®

Locke further appeals to the “Business of Truadr®i.” A true Christian,

Locke asserts, will dedicate himself principallyetdife of virtue and piety, which are the
chief concerns of religion. He relegates to a lotax “outward pomp of worship,
reformed discipline, orthodox faith® His own theological prejudices and political
concerns led him to arbitrarily place morals abdeetrine, since morals at the time
garnered greater unanimity and generated feweuttisp Their roles have been
somewhat reversed today.

Locke’s disdain for “orthodoxy” and Voltaire’s dides against religious
“fanaticism” find an echo in contemporary descops of tolerance. The 1995 UN
Declaration on Principles of Tolerancates that tolerance “involves the rejection of
dogmatism and absolutism’” Popular wisdom holds that true tolerance entaitsonly
respect for others, but the acknowledgement thadevet know for certain who is right.
In his 1995 encyclicaEvangelium VitagPope John Paul Il wrote that some today
“consider such relativism an essential conditiod@idocracy, inasmuch as it alone is
held to guarantee tolerance, mutual respect betpeeple and acceptance of the
decisions of the majority, whereas moral norms iciemed to be objective and binding

are held to lead to authoritarianism and intoleeatie
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4. The ambiguity surrounding the proper object of bleration

A fourth argument against the language of tolezasthe widespread confusion
regarding the properbjectof tolerance. Nowadays tolerance for personsisdad
behavior are generally lumped together under thergé heading of “tolerance,” but
they are hardly the same thing.

Much as tolerance fails as a category for deailiig goods, which are embraced
rather than tolerated, so too tolerance is an irggpate category in regard persons
From a Christian perspective, all persons desengenditional respect and love for the
simple fact that they are persons. We may toldhete irritatingbehavior—such as
knuckle-cracking or gum-snapping—>but it is insigtio suggest that we tolerate the
persons themselves.

Nor areideasthe proper object of toleration. Ideas come lisl#pes and sizes:
true and false, ridiculous and compelling, briltiand commonplace, diabolical and
divine. Each is evaluated in relation to the trathg accepted or rejected accordingly.
Those ideas that convince by the strength of theer consistency are embraced; those
found to be untenable are rejected.

If goods, persons, and ideas fail as the propgcobf tolerance, the only
possibility remaining is annoying human behaviositwations of evil. Here, too, the
criterion for discerning what is to be toleratedstiioe determined by the superior good
that justifies it. In the case Blignitatis Humanagthe Council Fathers avoid the claim
that error has rights by appealing to the truth preeople “cannot discharge these
obligations [the pursuit of truth] in a manner geking with their own nature unless they
enjoy immunity from external coercion as well aggh®logical freedom®® Thus even
when they fail to live up to their duty to seek theth, or fail in their attempts to
discover it, the right to religious liberty persist

Just as the term “tolerance” does not appeBignitatis Humanaeit likewise is
absent in th&€atechism of the Catholic Churchn fact, of the scant five times that the
verb “tolerate” appears in ti@atechismtwo refer to the moral legitimacy of accepting

foreseen but undesirable evil consequences of hactamns, if the evil is not intended

1 Dignitatis Humanag2.
2 geeDignitatis Humanag2.



either as an end or a me&hsThe other three concern the moral tolerablenésivib
divorce in certain limited cases, and the intolégabss of trial marriages and a life of
duplicity.?? The precision of this language provides a refrgsbontrast to much of the

vague tolerance language of our day.

5. Tolerance slouching toward indifference

Though tolerance doesn’t necessarily entail iedéiice, modern formulations of
tolerance as acceptance of diversity would seemmpdy at least a placid resignation and
sometimes even an enthusiastic celebration ofieelkgdiversity. This has led to
theologies of pluralism incompatible with the dwimandate to “go out to the whole
world and make disciples of all the natioA3As well as Peter’s declaration that “There
is no other name under heaven given among men lejiwie must be saved?

Voltaire took Thomas Aquinas to task as beingléramt for having dared to say
that he wished all the world were Christian. ButTthomas that was the same as saying
he wished all men to be happy. Few would considietalerant to wish all people to be
healthy or well-educated (though this implies “letance” towards ignorance and
illness), and for Thomas the Christian faith wagesater good than health and education.

Blessed Mother Teresa of Calcutta, who devotecehere life to spreading the
love of Christ, expressed her motivation with tiast simplicity: “I want very much
for people to come to know God, to love Him, toveeldim, for that is true happiness.
And what | have | want everyone in the world todaWut it is their choice. If they
have seen the light they can follow it. | canneeghem the light: | can only give them
the means?®

Thefact of a plurality of religions doesn’t imply thdeologyof religious
pluralism. Saint Paul undauntedly preached thep€lasf Jesus Christ to King Agrippa,
who declared: “A little more and you would make fai€tian of me,” to which Paul

replied, “I wish that not only you, but all thodet hear me might become as | am” (Acts

21 catechism of the Catholic Churchn. 1737, 2279.

%2 bid. nn. 2338, 2383, 2391.

% Matt. 28: 19-20.

2 Acts 4: 12.

% Doig, DesmondMother Teresa: Her People and Her Woflasgow: William Collins Sons & Co.
Ltd., 1976), 137.



26: 28-29). Though other religions may contaimats of truth, it is to be hoped that
all come to the fullness of truth.

Voltaire, building on Locke’s arguments, arriveadelativism’s logical end:
indifference. Live and let live. Not only showie tolerate others’ behavior and beliefs,
it is wrong to try to change them. In this reg&tdPius X wrote: “Catholic doctrine
teaches us that charity's first duty is not in tihlerance of erroneous opinions, sincere as
they may be, nor in a theoretical or practicalfietdéence toward the error or vice into
which our brothers or sisters have fallen, butaal Zor their intellectual and moral
improvement, no less than in zeal for their matevigl-being.”°

This zeal, however, must express itself in wayssooant with the dignity of
persons. In his letter on the missions, Pope Ratut Il penned these memorable words:
“On her part the Church addresses people withrésjpect for their freedom. Her
mission does not restrict freedom but rather pr@sndtThe Church proposes; she
imposes nothingShe respects individuals and cultures, and sherkdhe sanctuary of
conscience. To those who for various reasons opmis®onary activity, the Church
repeatsOpen the doors to Chrigf’

Similarly, in his 1994 booKrossing the Threshold of Hopiae Pope wrote, “The
new evangelization has nothing in common with wizaitous publications have
insinuated when speaking k#storation or when advancing the accusation of
proselytismor when unilaterally or tendentiously calling fduralismandtolerance..

The mission of evangelization is an essential pithe Churck?®

Dignitatis Humanaee-emphasized perennial convictions of Christyanit
including the obligation to seek the truth and éaubwitness to the truth we have
received. In doing so, however, it underscoredddep respect that must be borne in
every instance for the dignity and freedom of teespn. “Truth,” we read, “is to be
sought after in a manner proper to the dignityhefhuman person and his social nature.
The inquiry is to be free, carried on with the afdeaching or instruction,
communication and dialogue, in the course of whign explain to one another the truth
they have discovered, or think they have discovdaredrder thus to assist one another in

the quest for truth®

% st. Pius X, EpNotre charge apostoliquéugust 25, 1910: AAS 2 (1910), 621-22.
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This respect for religious freedom stands headshodIders above a supposed
tolerance for religious belief, with the relativismdifference and subtle disdain for

religion it so often comprises.
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