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The end of tolerance?
Beyond respect, pluralism and democracy

Professor 8. Keshavjee

I ntroduction

We are invited to reconsider the concept of toleearit is true
that in everyday speech,“tolerance” and the fanolywords
associated with it — to tolerate, tolerant, tolézabhave become
dull and problematic. Two examples:

a. The expression “I can tolerate you” has a saantather a
bad smell, of condescension. In “I can tolerate’yae hear
by implication, “I accept you, but | don't like ydor “You
can be here in my space, but don’t come too nedr Tine
problem is that tolerance, in this case, insteadxpiressing
openness, which is good, has become a sign of ropihte

b. Second example. The expression “I am toleralst3 has a
sort of undertone of contempt. “I'm not like thoséher
people, they're intolerant!” “I'm open to everytignunlike
others who are extremely narrow-minded.” But can
everything be tolerated? The difficulty in this eas that
tolerance, while it expresses openness, whichmes in fact
betrays a lack of firmness. Openness is not a vatieh
takes care of everything. Only rubbish bins arenope
everything.

Thus, in everyday speech, the word tolerance sdenigmve
become inadequate, whether we are thinking of & laic
openness or too much openness. To reconsider riokeria to
reconsider our way of being, our being togetheis tb look for
a way of being open without contempt and withoutkiiag
firmness.
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For these various reasons, | don't like the woualéftance”, and
along with other people, | greatly prefer the winespect”. But
before | explain why, | should like to remind ycat the word
“tolerate” has a very fine etymology [origih].

“Tolerance and tolerate come from an Indo-Europesot “tl-*
which means “to support”, to carry from undernedthGreek,
this root has given us the wotdlent a gold weight on a set of
scales, andAtlas the Titan who carries the world on his
shoulders. In Latin and French there t@lé, an outcry of
indignation, and the beautiful wordlation, which means support
that is renewed.

My brief presentation is built on three words: msp pluralism

and democracy. But since each of these conceptise oeality it

represents, has problems of its own, | am addinge@nd

concept to each. So there will be three sectionghese three
themes:

1. Respect and resistance to disrespect

2. Pluralism and anti-totalitarianism

3. Democracy and (a newly coined word) sophialogy.

1. Respect and resistance to disrespect.

The word “respect” comes from another Indo-Europeauot,
“spek” or “spok”, which means to look. Etymologigalrespect
means to look back, thus to take the time to p&nton, to
take something into account. While the root of tverd
tolerance has also given yselatg a person who is carried
forward to be placed in authority, the root of therd respect
gives usepiscopacly These religious leaders are everywhere!
But | am not here to talk about etymology.

'Reneé Garrus, Etymologies du francais. Curiosités
etymologiquesEditions Berlin, 1996, pp. 301-303.
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Even though the concept of tolerance is problematiay, we
must still recognise that today, as always, theeerealities and
practices which are intolerable. And this is trde@rtain things
that churches and religious communities say or atwg of
certain cultural practices and certain economicdaations.

Respect is a very fine value, perhaps one of tiesfi But it too
may become dull unless we take into consideratienother

side, which cannot be separated from it: resistémcksrespect.
A swami once said, “If | am in a dialogue and mytper steps
on my foot, | stop taking part in the dialogue dndke my foot

away!” In a friendly society everything depends fording the

right distance, not being so far away as to igrmahers, and not
being so close as to trample them underfoot. Whathas to do
is to respect others deeply, and also to refusespect in both
sensesgisrespect for the other on my sidaddisrespect for me
on the side of the other

To take the problem from the interpersonal levelhie level of
the whole society, we have to recognise that alralbstocieties
today are composed, in general, of a majority antuber,
perhaps a large number, of minorities. Marx anddigvere
certainly right when they asserted that “one faccoammon to
all past ages, viz., the exploitation of one pdrsaciety by the
other.” They were certainly wrong to imagine that theirckif
revolution was going to put an end to antagonisnd an
exploitation. But that is a problem in itself whjaobf course, |
am not going to deal with here.

Everywhere in the world, the majority has a natteadency to
protect its privileges and to dominate the minesiti Through
theological justification — “We are the elect, ttariers of the

2 Communist Manifest&English version of Samuel Moore 1888,
pub. by Rick Kuhn, Melbourne 2004,

www.anu.edu.au/polsci/marx/classics/manifesto.html
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Revelation, of Civilisation . . .” — through potal alliances and
economic discrimination, the majority usually tendsmaintain
its power at any price, and too frequently stélhds to abuse its
power. This is true in countries with a Christiamdition,
whether they are Catholics, Orthodox or Protesfpathaps a
little less in Protestant countries, although ),.but also in
countries dominated by Muslims, Jews, Hindus, aweéne
Buddhists.

To assume an attitude of respect for others andtaese to
disrespect looks different, depending on whether elong to
the majority or a minority.

If you are in themajority, it will mean making room for others
and not taking up all the space for yourselves. tBist is much
more easily said than done. The terrible, crimattitude of the
Christian churches toward the Jews for almost Iuces of
their history demonstrates well the intensity of tproblem®
Fortunately, these things have started to chamg8wiitzerland,
it took a very long time until finally a Jewish wamwas able to
become president of the country. But at least & passible. In
the countries with a Muslim tradition, this procegsopenness,
although it has sometimes been possible in the, masinly
beginning. The status of “dhimmi”, the protectioccarded to
Jewish and Christian minorities in Islamic courdyibas often
been more enviable than the status of Jewish andlifdu
minorities in “Christian” countries. But this staturemains
fundamentally discriminatory and inferior for thesénorities?
The situation of couples in interfaith marriagessisl tragic,
where non-Muslim husbands are under pressure tgecbto

3 Among many other works, see the anthol&ggntisemitisme
chrétien ed. F. Lovsky. Paris: Editions du Cerf, 1970.

4 Besides the well-documented and controversial sarkBat
Ye'or on “dhimmitude”, see Mohamed Charislam et liberté
Albin Michel, 1998, pp. 74ff.
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Islam, and where the children of such a couple cdfieially

declared to be Muslim. And | must mention alsoldve against
apostasy, which says “You can join our communityy yare
welcome, but there is no question of ar:gone heaeing this
community to go back home! Beware!l could cite a
multiplicity of such examples from all religious drcultural
traditions in the world, where a great deal of workresisting
disrespect is still needed.

If you are in theminority, respect and resistance to disrespect
will look quite different. They will consist of rpscting the
traditions and the good values of your host coyndryd not
abusing its hospitality by engaging in aggressirasglytism or

by promoting conflicting values.

Respect for other persons and resistance to desespcould

also have said hospitality and hostility, which @ifnom the
same Indo-European root, as do also hostage anéfréreh
word héte If there is no respect, or resistance to lackespect,
the héte— it means both host and guest — can feel likevame

is taken hostage. Then hospitality will be changea hostility.

Only some form of reciprocity can release us froms t
downward spiral.

A magnificent statement of what | have just saitbisnd in the
book of Leviticus, in the Hebrew Bible which is @l€hristian.
Love of one’s neighbour is evoked twice, for théewa’ and for
one’s “brother”:

“When an alien resides with you in your land, ydals not
oppress the alien. The alien who resides with yall ®e to
you as the citizen among you; you shall love thenahs

® For a presentation on the theory and practicepob@sy in
Islam, cf. Ibn Warraq (ed.)eaving Islam. Apostates Speak Out
New York: Prometheus Books, 2003.
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yourself, for you were aliens in the land of Egypam the
Lord your God.”(19:33-34).

This could be paraphrased by saying, “You who arethie
majority, remember that at one time you too werethe
minority and were exploited. Remember! Welcome pegnd
do not dominate them! This is a matter of yourlfdiAs Rabbi
Samson Raphael Hirsch wrote in his commentary antéxt,
“The love and the respect you give to a strangéhestrue test
of your fear and love of God."A foreigner who is respected
will gradually stop feeling foreign, and could paps one day
be perceived as someone close, a member of omaily/fdut
at that point this closeness brings about new akmng

In the book of Leviticus we may also read this fiext:

“You shall not hate in your heart anyone of youn;kyou
shall reprove your neighbour, or you will incur gui
yourself. You shall not take vengeance or bear adge
against any of your people, but you shall love your
neighbour as yourself; | am the Lord(19:17-18).

Respect your neighbours and relatives and resstgpect from
them. But take care, say the rabbis who followTaénud, the
Rachi and the Sifra, thus the legaldrash [commentary] on
Leviticus: if you must reprimand someone, do iticaely,
without telling them all their faults at once, ameking sure not
to embarrass this brother or sister.

So respect for others and resistance to disrespeitte first
binomial. Here is the second.

2. Pluralism and anti-totalitarianism

®The PentateuchNew York: Judaica Press, 1986, p. 461.
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The societies in which we live are seeing, at thiecete level,
an increasingly abundant plurality of religious andltural
communities existing side by side. As we have gaelmajority
should live together with the minorities and thenarities with
the majority. So the social sphere is occupied yeremely
complex plurality of human groupings and world véewhich
are more or less in conflict. | say thecial sphergbut it must
immediately be complemented by thietual spherethrough the
Internet and theémaginary spherethrough television and the
other media.

There are a multiplicity of groups, notably religg groups,
sharing the earth. But it is precisely the paracuharacter of a
religious group to claim to be in contact with ad@a sacred
and ultimate Reality which is the Foundation of #ié— not
simply the foundation of that group, thus of a pdrthe whole,
but the Foundation of the All, of everything that Elohim is
not only the God of the Jews, or the Trinity the dGof
Christians, or Allah the God of Muslims, or Brahtha God of
Hindus, or the expression of Buddha the ultimaialitye for
Buddhists. Each of these groups perceives its atém
Foundation as being fundamental for everyone edsgedl. The
earth may be divided up pragmatically, but heaverusually
occupied along ideological lineslence the work of theologians
like John HicK who try to extend the plurality on earth into a
plurality in heaven. This is where all the troubtarts. For most
believers in a religious tradition, their ultimateality is not a
part of a whole, it is the Foundation of the Atljg the All. So
our pluralistic societies have human groupings Wihtoexist,
but their ultimate vision of the world is not pllssic. For the

" Among other works, see MsChristian Theology of Religions
Westminster John Knox Press, 1995, or his articlne”

Theological Challenge of Religious Pluralism” invary useful

anthology, J. Hick & B. Hebblethwaite (edLQhristianity and

Other ReligionsOxford: Oneworld, 2001, pp. 156-171.
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most mission-minded of these groups — Christiangslivhs or
Buddhists — the plurality becomes the space in lwhiwey
extend their non-pluralistic vision. And if no litej either
internal or external, are set for their God whalisin all, this
God quickly becomes totalitarian. This is one o€ timain
difficulties confronting our societies: the existenof groups
with totalitarian aims, or at least all-embracimgn-pluralistic
aims, in a setting of plurality.

| have spoken of plurality and the whole. | coulsbahave said
plurality and fullness If a church — Catholic, Orthodox or
Protestant — is convinced that it has within it fa#ness of
unity, of the tradition or of the truth, dialoguathvit may be
perhaps courteous, but will certainly not be praigec It is only
when one is conscious of lacking somethimgeself— since
what the other side lacks is usually perceivedkagonis! — that
dialogue can begin to be constructive. If a ChaistiJewish,
Muslim, Hindu or Buddhist tradition is convincedaththe full
Truth resides in Christ, the Torah, the Qu’ran, HBna or
Buddha, dialogue among their representatives véllplerhaps
polite, but will very soon reach an impasse, which
unfortunately often the case.

Plurality and fullness; | could also have saduality and
superiority Our societies assume equality among citizens and
consumers. But religious and cultural communitiekero
promote a strong consciousness of superiotitpwareness of
the All is not to be totalitarian, awareness ofriaks is not to be
invasive, and awareness of superiority is not tasbr one’s
neighbours, both self-limitation and arbitration earurgently
needed

Self-limitation To become aware that one is not the All, but
rather a part of it, of not possessing all fullndsst of lacking
some things, of not being superior, but rather dpegagual
partners with others in the enterprise of life ahdociety — this
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awareness can come from within, through a spirdématkening,
and from outside, through being confronted in dijak

Arbitration. It is not possible for groups with all-embraciagd
sometimes totalitarian, aims to co-exist withouditation, since
conflicts are inevitable. To treat these, justicasmintervene
when there is lack of respect for constitutionaluea. To
prevent them, the national constitution and a tratdhority
must anticipate the difficulties ans look after twhesion of the
society. And in my opinion, which will probably loisputed, it
is politics which should take up this role of “thiauthority”. It
is not an interfering role, but one a€tive and open neutrality
The political government, whether at the municigagvincial,
national or international level, has the role obKmg after
harmony in people’s dealings with one another wwithis
territory. In doing this, it should beeutral not favouring one
religion over the othersactive not withdrawing into a secular
ideology which does not see the ambivalence ofirls reality
as it is, andpen taking into account the history and the future
of its territory®

To give two very different examples, | think theu@ail of State
in Geneva and the United Nations should, eaclsaiviin level,
take much more seriously its responsibilities ims thegard,
notably by calling regular meetings of religiousders at the
provincial or international leveln general, political authorities
should bring the religious authorities together, nestrict the

8 Being open to historimplies taking seriously the predominant
tradition of an area, and not minimising it by preding to treat
everyone “equally”.Being open to the futureneans taking
seriously the dynamic development of an area’sttoans — but
also defending non-negotiable values such as paralof
communities or of world views), freedom (to beliemenot to
believe), equality (between women and men) and kyngin
view of mystery, the law and other persons).
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conflicts among them and to strengthen friendhatiehs. In
return, the religious authorities should make ieithjob to
challenge political leaders when the latter abuseirt own
power, and to call upon them to show humility.

| shall conclude with the third binomial.
3. Democracy and sophialogy

Democracy is a political system which is often presd as the
least of evils. It is the system in which majoragd minorities
could live with the least harm. This is probablyetr Neither
dictatorships, whether left-wing or right-wing, ntireocracies
have ever offered as much freedom. But democraay ca
probably not exist without limits, and certainly tnwithout
conditions. | wonder sometimes whether democraath ws
Greek roots — equality among citizens and use of a
demythologised rationality, with itRomanroots — importance
of an effective judiciary system, with iisideo-Christiarroots —
fundamental equality between women and men creatdde
image of God, with it$Protestantroots — all human beings are
“sinners”, thus capable of abusing power, so tlatgy should
have limitations placed on it, with iteumanistroots — it is for
humans, not God, to enact laws for the body politicwonder
whether this model can really be exported as ihtig contexts
which do not have the same history. The problents miaking

it work in so many parts of the world could showttham right
here.

Very quickly, | should like to cite four thinkershe have
contested the traditional democratic model and alsmv how
alternatives, or at least complementary concepésbaginning
to be made known.

a. The very controversial rablieir Kahane, assassinated on 5
November 1990:
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“. .. democracy and Judaism are two things oppdsedne
another. They must absolutely not be confused. The
objective of a democratic state is to allow peopedo
exactly what they want. The objective of Judaisio serve
God, and to make people better.”

And, a bit before this:
“. . . democracy as we know it today is a completetw
concept. It is founded on the idea that we are patde of
knowing the truth, that we do not know it. Consedye
since there is no one who knows the truth, no amespeak
the truth. So it is the majority which decides. sTis a
practical conclusion. Judaism is founded on thaitlet we
do know the truth ®

Rather than democracy, there are Jews who phiefeacracy
just as some Muslims prefé&hariacracyor some Christians
preferBiblocracy. In other words, democracy can be considered
the victory of quantity over quality, a way of régting conflicts

of interest in which the most powerful and most euoos
prevail, at the expense of the common good as levéy God.

In a democratic system, in principle, it is the amy which
prevails. However, a majority can be mistaken, anudt of all,
it can profit from its victory by not taking intaosideration the
needs of minorities. What will happen to the Jewsshelis if,
some day in Israel, through demographic changeR #hestinian
Israelis become the majority? And what will becoroé
democratic principles in certain European locaitiaf
traditionalist Muslims gain the majority? This gties can be
alarming. Thus, under a democratic system, a votehich the
majority wins is not without its problems, if it r®ot supported

® R. Mergui and P. SimonoMeg Kahane. Le rabbin qui fait
peur aux juifs Ed. Pierre-Marcel Favre, 1985, p. 33. See also
pp. 54,57, 75.
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by a world view and fundamental values in which onities
feel that they are recognised and respected.

b. The way democracy functions has been questidred
another quarter entirely, that of political and m@mic analysis.
The liberal thinkefFriedrich von Hayek provides an illustrious
example:
“Democracy has become a fetish, the ultimate taibach
it is forbidden to question. However, it is becaudethe
poor functioning of democracy that modern stateg ar
invasive. Liberals are too often incoherent, compia
about state control without asking about the medras
which lead to it. The unrest in democratic socet®mes
from words having lost their meaning. In a demograc
originally, contrary to what happens under a mortarcthe
powers of the state were limited by the constituod by
custom. But we have been sliding progressively rdsva
unlimited democracy: a government now can do angthi
on the pretext that it represents a majority. M#jprule has
taken the place of the law. The law itself has list
meaning: at first it represented universal prinep] but
today it is no more than rules which can be changeserve
particular interests . . . in the name of sociatjae!
“. . . Governments have become charitable insttui
which are exposed to blackmail by organised intstes.
Modern [political] parties are now defined by thargicular
advantages which they promise, and not by the ples
which they defend®

This severe criticism is followed by an alternatpr@posal, for
an “alternative utopia” which von Hayek calls “dewctay”
(from Greekdemos the people andrchein authority). This

10 [von Hayek,] “Les liberaux doiverttre des agitateurs”, in G.
Sorman,Les vrais penseurs de notre tempsthime Fayard,
1989, pp. 248-249.
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new form would be based on two sorts of standandsone
handthe law which would be a permanent expression of the
way society should be conducted, and would be deeel by an
assembly of its own; on the other haguernmental directives
which would regulate current affairs and be devetbfby a
more conventional parliamentary assembly.

Beyond his utopia, von Hayek has simply become awlzat a
law which regulates how the entire society conditstdf, and
does not represent partisan interests, has bececaessary.

c. Albert Einstein, in a letter of 15 March 1930, in the midst of
the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, proposed the tozaof what he
called an “unofficial council™:

To this council “. . . Jews and Arabs would delegadn
each side separately, four representatives who avdéd
absolutely independent of any political organisatidOn
each side there would be a doctor, elected by the
professional organisation; a lawyer, elected by jindiciary
authorities; a workers’ representative, electedtbg trade
unions; and a religious leader, elected by otheligreus
leaders. These eight persons would meet once a. Whaek
would take an oath not to serve the interests @frth
profession or their nation, but to seek exclusivalyd
conscientiously the happiness of the entire poparatl heir
discussions would be confidential and could notdwealed
even privately.*!

Beyond the concrete forms which would certainly chée be
discussed, this proposition offers a way of seekigcommon
good, which the usual democratic system of majaruitg does
not seem capable of offering.

1 Albert Einstein,Comment je vois le mond&lammarion,
1979, pp. 116-117.
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d. Current research being done within #herld Council of
Churches (WCC/COE).

The problems which | have raised in this presemtatiave all
been experienced, in one way or another, withinil@C. To
sum it up in broad outline, over the years the @itix churches
have felt more and more uneasy under the parlieangrgnd
pluralist system used in the WCC, a system whiclom® hand
put them in a minority, and on the other hand aaighem to
deal with topics which did not represent their iats or were
problematic for them. The “Thessaloniki Statememt” May
1998 sent a strong signal of this crisis and leth&creation of
a “Special Commission on Orthodox Participation time
WCC".*2 The choice that has been made since for “consensus
decision-making is extremely interesting and calyaihas
promise for many other organisations. Here too,dia@ocratic
system of majority rule is being balanced by argeaearch for
the common good.

Thus, as seen through these different examples,odaay
seems to call for a complementary institution supplementary
way of listening, which for lack of another term call
sophialogy that is, a wiser form of discourse, more consahsu
more constructive, more concerned for the commardgban
those which the usual structures are able to offer.

Conclusion

Respect for the other and resistance to disresphatalism and
anti-totalitarianism democracy and sophialogythese three

12 For a first analysis of the work of this Commissiaf. the
research done by Avtzi KyriakiThe Special Commission on
Orthodox Participation in the World Council of Clues
Berkeley, 2003 (ki_ki31@yahoo.com).
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pairs of concepts are seeking, each in its own wapoint out
the problems and challenges which confront ouretiss.

To build a harmonious society always remains a iatop
undertaking. But when men and women of differenigieans
and cultures listen to one another in depth, aettfeat they are
being heard, something of a utopia is brought lorgimg in a real
situation. These are moments and foretastes & blis



