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What about unjustified religious difference? Response paper to
Dirk-Martin Grube’s ‘justified religious difference’

Peter Jonkers*

School of Catholic Theology, Tilburg University, Utrecht, The Netherlands

(Received 26 November 2015; final version received 29 December 2015)

The aim of this paper is to shed some light on the distinction between justified and
unjustified religious diversity, a problem that Dirk-Martin Grube only hinted at in his
article ‘Justified Religious Difference.’ This article’s focus is not so much on the episte-
mological question of justifying religious difference, but on how to deal with it in the
societal sphere. This implies that religions and religious diversity will be approached from
a practical perspective, that is, as (reasoned) ways of life. I start by examining the
opportunities and problems of religious diversity, opposing a universalist and a particu-
larist view on this issue. Religious difference is an opportunity, because it is intertwined
with creativity and innovation, but it is also a problem, because it confronts us with
incompatible judgments, irreconcilable values, and contrary principles. Notwithstanding
the legitimate objections that can be raised against the particularist position, the above
observations seriously undermine Grube’s idea that the distinction between justified and
unjustified religious difference can be made unambiguously, because of the heterogeneous
character of the idea of justification itself. In order to deal with this issue, I propose a re-
examination of the idea of tolerance, defined as a virtue: I disapprove of your manner of
living, but I respect in it your liberty to live as you please and I recognize your right to
manifest it publicly. But this virtue makes only sense against the background of the
intolerable, which is the translation of the idea of unjustified religious difference into the
language of the public debate. This idea serves as an always fragile limit to tolerance.

Keywords: religious diversity; religious pluralism; universalism; particularism; reli-
gious tolerance

1. Introduction

In his article,1 Dirk-Martin Grube offers a defense of justified religious difference, a
question that is not only hotly debated by contemporary philosophers of religion but also
in the public debate on religious pluralism in general. In Grube’s view, an epistemological
justification of the current divergence of religious convictions not only offers a theoretical
framework for dealing with religious diversity in a constructive way but also fosters, on a
practical level, an attitude of tolerance and respect with regard to the religious other. In my
response, I will, just like Grube, discuss the question of religious diversity from a
philosophical perspective, but leave his treatment of the epistemological aspects of this
question, especially of the principle of bivalence, aside. I will rather concentrate on the
question how to deal with religious diversity in the societal sphere, thereby questioning
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whether the distinction between justified and unjustified religious difference can be made
as unambiguously as Grube suggests. Admittedly, my societal and cultural approach of
religious diversity is first of all a matter of personal interest, but I am also convinced that
it is essential for philosophy of religion to link its traditional (epistemological, hermeneu-
tical, metaphysical, etc.) ways of thinking about religion and God to the burning questions
about the ways, in which religions appear in the public space.

The main aim of this paper is to show the problematic nature of a sharp distinction
between justified and unjustified religious diversity. At the end of his text, Grube states
that he concentrated on justified religious difference, because dealing with unjustified
religious diversity would have required him to develop criteria to make the distinction
between these two kinds of religious diversity, which was more than he could do in his
article. Although it would indeed be unfair to expect that one single paper could answer all
the thorny questions regarding religious diversity, I think that the question of how to
distinguish between justified and unjustified religious difference is one of the most urgent
ones of our time, and is directly linked to the even more pressing question of (religious)
tolerance. It goes far beyond the fact that justification itself is plural, a matter that Grube
discusses extensively in his paper. Furthermore, my response to Grube’s article approaches
religions and religious diversity from a practical perspective: this means to interpret
religions not so much from a doctrinal perspective, but as (reasoned) ways of life.
Furthermore, an investigation into the nature of religious diversity should not take the
ideal situation of a cordial dialogue between Christian, Muslim and Jewish friends about
the (dis)similarities between the three great religions of the Book as its (paradigmatic)
starting point, but rather start from the reality of concrete (conflicting) practices that follow
from the current large diversity of ways of life.2 Limiting the discussion on beforehand to
the unproblematic aspects of religious diversity takes the sting out of the debate and
circumvents the enormous theoretical and practical problems that immediately crop up
when questioning the distinction between justified and unjustified religious diversity.

2. The problems and opportunities of religious diversity

As a starting point, I take Grube’s critique of (religious) pluralism. In addition to his
criticisms on empirical (finding a common core for religious pluralism is a tour de
force) and theoretical (since the postulate of the Real an sich as the hidden core of all
religions is unfathomable, it is unable to qualify any empirical religion) grounds, I
want to draw the attention to the problematic consequences of religious pluralism from
a practical perspective, that is, from the point of view of people’s concrete religious
(ritual, ethical, and customary) practices. Religions differ in their teachings about a
truly fulfilled life, after which their adherents are striving. But religious diversity
typically does not become conflictual on a doctrinal level, for the simple reason that
this only matters to a very limited group of people, viz. religious leaders, theologians,
and philosophers of religion. Instead, conflicts over religious diversity arise when these
doctrines are translated into concrete practices, thus colliding with the practical transla-
tions of other teachings. Well, just like Hick tried to solve the theological problem of
religious diversity by postulating the Real an sich, which was meant to serve as a
common, but hidden point of reference for the doctrines of all religions, Hans Küng
introduced the idea of a world ethos as a means to settle the (practical) conflicts arising
from religious diversity in a peaceful way: ‘No survival without world ethic. No world
peace without peace between the religions. No peace between the religions without
dialogue between the religions.’3
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To my mind, Küng’s solution of the problematic consequences of religious diversity
on a practical level raises the same problems as Hick’s solution of the theoretical or
doctrinal ones. In general, religious diversity presents both an opportunity and a problem.
It is an opportunity because diversity is intertwined with creativity and innovation, but it
is also a problem, because it confronts us with incompatible judgments, irreconcilable
values, and contrary principles, thus easily leading to conflicts. As said, the conflictual
consequences of religious diversity become apparent when religious doctrines are trans-
lated into concrete practices, especially when (the official representatives of) the religions
that prescribe these practices are asked to justify themselves.4 Küng, just like many other
universalists, thinks that it is both possible and desirable to search for universal moral
principles that are valid independently of the religions that apply them. In his view, this
search eventually leads to a kind of global/universal ethic that unifies all major religious
(and secular) ways of life, and is based on the basic principles of right and wrong of
human behavior and the principles to put them into action. Küng’s ambitious project
resulted in the Declaration of a Global Ethic (passed in 1993), in which ‘people of very
different religious backgrounds for the first time agreed on a minimum of irrevocable
directives which they were already affirming in their own traditions.’5 This declaration is
based on the positive phrasing of the Golden Rule (‘what you wish done to yourself, do to
others’), and includes the ideals of a culture without violence with respect for all forms of
life, of solidarity with a just economic order, of tolerance and trustworthiness, and of
equal rights and partnership of women and men.6 This shows that Küng’s idea of a world
ethos as a way to solve the problematic consequences of religious diversity on a practical
level is quite similar to Hick’s idea of the Real an sich, as an epistemological solution to
the problem of religious pluralism.

I agree with Grube that Hick’s idea of pluralism rests on the postulate of an underlying
unity or common ground (the Real an sich). This postulate causes all kinds of epistemo-
logical problems: either it downplays religious diversity as such or it denounces the
other’s religious convictions as simply false, insofar as they cannot be integrated in this
underlying unity. Grube argues that this is so, because the postulate of the Real an sich is
coupled with the principle of bivalence: if one religious position is true, the other must be
false. When we turn our attention to religions (and secular world views) as practical ways
of life, the idea of a global ethic or a world ethos, meant to serve as a unifying postulate of
religious pluralism, is problematic on similar grounds: since this postulate is incapable to
bridge the gap between the abstract level of the general ethical principles and the concrete
reality of diverging (religious) practices, it risks to downplay these differences or
denounce them insofar as they cannot be integrated in the world ethos. If the practical
consequences of religious diversity give rise to conflicts between the adherents of various
religions, what is at stake is not so much the golden rule, being the underlying principle of
the world ethic, but irreconcilable, very concrete practices, such as the rules for social
intercourse (e.g., the role of women in the public sphere), ritual practices (Sunday’s rest,
killing animals without anesthesia), and ethical obligations (in particular about beginning
and end of life issues). In sum, the main reasons that this trans-religious world ethics has
fallen short of expectations are that the richness and concreteness of the various religious
traditions is lost, and that the latter’s ‘thick’ ethics is replaced by a ‘thin’ one, which
shows, moreover, a rather Western anthropocentric character.7

Against this background, it is no surprise that the project of a trans-religious ethics is
rejected by people who can be labelled as ‘particularists.’ They defend the view that each
culture and religion has its own particular values and norms, which are incommensurable
with those of other cultures and religions. This leads inevitably to the view that morality is
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relative to culture, and that what is right or wrong will vary according to cultural norms.
Hence, the beliefs and values and cultural habits of other people should be respected
unreservedly, and there should be no attempts to change or interfere in foreign traditions.8

The problematic consequences of this particularist position are not only that they deprive
the concepts of truth and morality of their normative functions, as Grube argues, but also
that the distinction between justified and unjustified religious diversity becomes comple-
tely pointless. The reason for this is that not only the substance of all our concrete ways of
life, including the traditions and values we cherish, is thus reduced to the level of cultural
contingencies but also that what counts as justification becomes dependent on one’s
cultural environment. Without going as far as to say that every belief is as good as
every other, which is a silly and self-refuting kind of relativism,9 the inevitable conse-
quence of the particularist view is that not only the concept of truth but also that of
justification are replaced by the idea of plausibility in a given (and hence local)
community.

3. Unjustified religious diversity and the idea of tolerance

Notwithstanding the legitimate objections that can be raised against some of the con-
sequences of the particularist position, in particular the incommensurability of different
religious beliefs, the least one can say is that it seriously undermines Grube’s core idea of
justified religious difference. According to this view, religious diversity is a consequence
of people’s different religious perspectives and different epistemological contexts, but it
leaves the idea of justification intact: a Christian can accept the Jewish, Islamic, Buddhist,
Hindu, etc., belief of others, because she knows that they can be justified to hold their
deviant beliefs, and this knowledge does not jeopardize her justification to continue
holding her Christian beliefs. In sum, according to Grube, justified religious difference
provides the opportunity to pursue the interreligious dialogue in an open spirit, without
being tempted to reduce religious diversity to (marginal) manifestations of an underlying
unity, as Hick does. But although Grube’s suggestion is sympathetic to me, because it
supports the respect of the religious other, I don’t think that it is able to solve the problem
of the justification of religious diversity. To phrase it a bit polemically, he confines the
respect of the religious other to the people who have divergent religious convictions on
grounds that are, in his eyes, justified or at least justifiable, and he refers to his dialogues
with his Muslim and Jewish friends as concrete examples of the fruitfulness of such an
approach. But how to relate to people, who have different religious views and (above all)
practices on unjustified grounds, that is, whom Grube cannot respect because their ways
of life are objectionable or even repulsive? To my mind, the problem of bivalence, which
he tried to discard in his paper, here returns on a more principled level. Grube rightfully
rejects bivalence, because it proved to be unhelpful for the justification of religious
diversity; instead he proposes justified religious diversity as a more open-minded and
positive way to deal with the religious other. But this leaves the question unanswered if
and how can he avoid a bivalent logic or, phrased positively, be just as open-minded and
positive toward people who hold religious beliefs that are, in his eyes, unjustified. And,
more importantly, can he convincingly show that he can make such a distinction without
imposing his own criteria of justification upon others, and, consequently, being accused of
a biased view on the really (because not meeting the criteria of justification) religious
other? As I tried to point out through my practical approach of religion and religious
diversity as conflicting ways of life, these questions are anything but speculative, but
dominate the current public debate about religious diversity.
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Let us examine the problem of the justification of religious diversity on a more
fundamental level. According to Grube, whether a person is justified to hold a belief
depends to a good extent on the epistemological circumstances she happens to be in, so
that justification becomes plural: persons A and B can both be justified to hold different
beliefs on the same issue, and, hence, deserve to be equally respected in holding these
beliefs. But, at the same time Grube holds on to the homogeneous nature of the process of
justification: an agent is justified in holding a belief because she has acquired it in
epistemologically praiseworthy ways, for example, by carefully mustering the available
evidence. Grube thereby refers to Clifford’s classical example under which conditions a
ship-owner is justified to believe that his ship is seaworthy. But while this homogeneity
does not cause major difficulties when mustering empirical data, it raises insurmountable
problems when religious beliefs are at stake. These problems are not only theoretical,
resulting from the fact that religious beliefs are about the supernatural, but also practical,
in the sense that a religious way of life can only justify itself, that is, by living it, not by
referring to an external, objective reality. In sum, although Grube’s idea of justification
certainly allows for religious difference, it nevertheless still hinges on the homogeneous
character of the empirical evidence that has to be mustered for religious beliefs in order to
qualify as justified. However, in my view, the real problem of religious diversity has to do
with the fact that these differences are not situated in a homogeneous, but in a hetero-
geneous frame of reference. This heterogeneity not only implies religious diversity, as
Grube argues, but also affects the very concept of justification, thus making it impossible
to distinguish unambiguously between justified and unjustified religious diversity.

So the fundamental question, which is central in the ongoing public debate, is how to
deal with religious diversity in a context of heterogeneity, that is, when making a clear-cut
distinction between justified and unjustified, religious difference has become problematic.
It has to be noted beforehand that heterogeneity is not identical with incommensurability,
which would make a reasonable discussion about religious difference pointless a priori.
As we all know, there are many forms of unjustified and even unjustifiable religious
difference, especially on a practical level, and it is essential to respond to them in a
reasonable, that is, non-decisionist way. This takes me to the issue of religious tolerance.10

To my mind, the question of tolerance completely loses its sting, if it is reduced to those
expressions of religious diversity, which I (or the community to which I belong) find
justified or, at least, acceptable. The Latin word ‘tolerare’ originally means bearing a
burden, implying that tolerance is about enduring a situation or behavior that one
disagrees with on principled grounds. This meaning contrasts quite sharply with how
tolerance appears in the public debate of our times.11 In fact, today’s society seems to
have become so tolerant with regard to religious and other kinds of diversity that it even is
considered as politically incorrect to criticize, let alone object to the deviant ideas and
practices of others. In fact, all religious differences have become indifferent, thereby
making the distinction between justified and unjustified religious diversity completely
obsolete. This attitude can be summarized as: ‘I approve of all ways of life, as long as they
do not manifestly harm third parties; in short, I let be all types of life because they are
expressions of human plurality and diversity. Vive la difference!’12

But this indifferent kind of tolerance is unable to explain the strong emotions that
some religious practices arouse. The reason for this is that it underestimates how vulner-
able we are when our values and identities are at stake, and completely negates the
importance of their (public) recognition. That is why tolerance needs to be redefined in
order to make sense again in order to deal with (the justification of) religious diversity.
Following Ricoeur, from whose insights on tolerance I draw in this section, I propose to
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define tolerance as a virtue, in particular the virtue of asceticism in the exercise of
power.13 It can be summarized as follows: ‘I disapprove of your manner of living, but I
respect in it your liberty to live as you please and I recognize your right to manifest it
publicly.’14 It rests on the distinction between truth and justice: ‘It is not in the name of
truth as it appears to me […] that I accept (and not simply endure) the other, but in the
name of his equal right to mine to live his life as he seems fit.’15 This kind of tolerance
entitles individuals and collectivities to hold on to (the truth of) their religious values and
practices, whether or not they are justified in the eyes of others, thereby doing justice to
the current situation of heterogeneity of religious beliefs and practices. But it also requires
people to abandon the asymmetry of power (the difference between acting and being acted
upon), in favor of the reciprocal recognition of the right of others to exert their power of
existing.

But this idea of tolerance as a virtue again raises the question of the distinction
between justified and unjustified religious difference, although not on an epistemological,
but on a practical level: how to deal with conflicting religious practices in a situation of
cultural heterogeneity, especially when they appear to be unjustifiable, because harmful to
others? In order to answer this question, we have to start from the experience of the
intolerable, because it can be seen as the practical translation of unjustified religious
difference. The reason that the intolerable is rejected as intolerable is that it does harm to
other people. This explains why, paradoxically perhaps, the notion of the intolerable is
essential for tolerance and, hence, also for dealing with conflicting religious practices in a
peaceful way, especially in cases of harming others. The intolerable can be defined as
‘what we would not want to tolerate, even though we could or even should.’16 Of course,
this notion is very problematic, because it implies that a limit is set to tolerance. But an
unlimited tolerance cannot serve as the final answer to the question we are dealing with,
because it eventually results in the erosion of tolerance as a virtue and its replacement by
indifference, as well as in the negation of the no-harm principle.

So, my basic point is that the intolerable or the unjustified forms of religious diversity not
only cannot be superseded, because the intolerable is a fundamental anthropological reality,
but also should not disappear, because, paradoxically, it is a point of resistance against the
erosion of tolerance. The intolerable is recognized by the passion of indignation it generates,
and can be summarized as: ‘We do not want to put up with all that!’ But although the passion
of indignation cannot serve as an unambiguous common ground for settling the discussion
about justified versus unjustified (and unjustifiable) religious diversity, it nevertheless has an
important heuristic function: it refers to our moral responsibility to oppose to all kinds of
harms, which is based on the fundamental vulnerability of the human person. So, when
reflecting on the passion of indignation that the experience of the intolerable causes in us, the
question that crops up is: in the name of what are we indignant about the intolerable? Who
can legitimately declare that certain expressions of the intolerable are not only unjustified but
even unjustifiable? The answer to the first question refers to the moral principle of avoiding
harm, and thus to the hidden sources of our culture and the values it stands for. It is always
easier to point to what runs counter to fundamental human values than to positively define
the sources of these values unambiguously, especially in times of a heterogeneity of cultures,
religions, and values. Hence, the passion of indignation that the intolerable raises in us helps
us to block moral indifference. The answer to the second question confronts us with the
current situation of heterogeneity in a different way. Although some forms of harm can be
defined quite unambiguously, especially in the case of material or physical harm, it is far
more difficult when mental, emotional, cultural or environmental harm is at stake. These are
far more context-dependent: while Aristotle justified slavery, this is nowadays considered as
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a gross violation of human dignity; whereas (almost unlimited) individual self-determination
is enshrined in the constitution of most Western societies, other societies reject it as a
complete negation of the vulnerable and social nature of the human person. However, the
heterogeneity of the manifestations of harm is not identical with their incommensurability.
Instead, this heterogeneity should make us aware of the fact that the ‘who’ of the declarations
of the intolerable have to remain multiple.

When applying these thoughts about the intolerable to the question of religious difference,
it is clear that the distinction between justified and unjustified religious difference remains of
crucial importance, but rather on anthropological than on epistemological grounds.
Furthermore, it is essential that the decision of what kinds of religious diversity are unjustified
remains multiple. The legitimate claim that there are limits to religious diversity should not be
considered as a stepping stone toward reconstituting an univocal moral or religious objectivity.
It is only a small step from the indignation that the some intolerable practical consequences of
religious diversity arouse in us to reinventing intolerance in order to limit the abuses of
tolerance. Hence, in order to prevent this kind of intolerance from cropping up again behind
the virtuous guise of unjustified religious diversity, a spirit of prudence is needed, which is the
essence of practical wisdom. Practical wisdom means to content oneself with fragile com-
promises, and a careful weighing up of the pros and cons of the indignation about multiple
expressions of the religiously intolerable or unjustifiable, without wanting to reach premature
or forced conclusions of disputed questions, in particular of what needs to be qualified as
unjustified rather than justified religious difference.

Notes
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