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ARTICLE

Religion as a source of evil
Peter Jonkers

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

ABSTRACT
The starting point is that there is a structural, although not neces-
sary link between religion and two important expressions of reli-
gious evil, religious intolerance and violence. The origin of this link
lies in the radicalism that is inherent in all religions. Although this
radicalism often has very positive effects, it also can lead to evil.
Because religious evil is fueled by eschatological antagonism and
the enormous utopian energies that are characteristic of religion, it
is often qualified as symbolic. ‘Symbolic’ refers to the fundamental
disproportion between the excess of the divine as a groundless
ground and the finite capacity of every religion to receive it
(Ricoeur). Symbolic violence arises when a religious community
yields to the temptation of becoming possessive, forcing the
inexhaustible divine mystery to adapt to the limited capacities of
this community to grasp this mystery. This leads to the exclusion
of internal or external dissenters. The final section examines how
the ill-fated bond between religion and evil can be broken. It will
be examined if and how a redefinition of tolerance, in particular a
disconnection between religious truth and the claim to exclusi-
vism and a commitment to interconfessional hospitality, can con-
tribute to avoiding that religion becomes evil.
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1. Introduction

Although religions spread messages of harmony, love, and forgiveness, the media
inform us almost every day about all kinds of religious evil, that is, forms of evil that
are directly inspired and justified by people’s religious convictions.1 Hence, it is no
wonder that quite a number of our contemporaries conclude that we would be better off
without religion, since it is the cause of the suffering and death of innumerable innocent
people.2 Against this background, it is timely to examine the relation between religion
and those kinds of evil, for which many people hold it primarily responsible, namely
religious intolerance and violence. From a religious perspective, there are good reasons
to argue that these kinds of evil are non-intended perversions of religion. Yet at the
same time, one has to admit that the frequency of religious intolerance and violence
gives ample reasons to suspect that there are reasons internal to the religious impulse
itself that inspire these ideas and actions.3 Therefore, it makes sense to speak of
specifically religious evil. The aim of this paper is precisely to investigate into the nature
of these structural or religious-internal reasons, without jumping to the conclusion that
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religion is necessarily the cause of evil. Section 2 examines, from a philosophical
perspective, the structural factors why religion can degenerate into these kinds of evil.
In Section 3, I will discuss a few proposals how the ill-fated bond between religion and
these two expressions of evil can be broken.

Yet before we enter into these analyses, let us first try to define in more detail
religious intolerance and violence. In fact, religious intolerance is a special case of
intolerance in general, since intolerance is not something of religious people only. Every
individual and every national, cultural, or ethnic community take certain ideas and
behaviors to be intolerable, because they are experienced as a gross violation of essential
values of a community or even of human dignity as such.4 The intolerable becomes
manifest through the passion it raises in us, in particular through a feeling of outrage:
‘We don’t want to put up with this!’5 This shows that the intolerable is the polar
opposite of intolerance: the intolerable causes a reaction of refusal and even rejection
that spurs on to intolerance, and the experience of the intolerable justifies intolerance.6

In comparison with intolerance in general, the specific characteristic of religious
intolerance is that it is inspired by the unfaltering conviction that the opinions and ways
of life of others are not only wrong but have to be eradicated in the interest of the
common good and even of these others themselves, since their false doctrines inevitably
lead to their doom.7 Typically, the religiously intolerable is disqualified as the impious,
sacrilegious, heretic, devilish, etc. This shows that religious intolerance rests on a strong
idea of religious truth and has a transcendent justification, which further enhances its
militant character.8 Finally, it is important to note that religious intolerance not only
pertains to adherents of other faiths and secular people, but also to the heretics inside
one’s own community of faith.

The characteristics of religious intolerance explain why it can so easily turn into
violence. Religious violence can be defined as ‘those violent acts that are intended to
achieve religious objectives and that are typically thought by the actors or their leaders
to be justified by religion.’9 The same characteristics of religious intolerance, such as a
principled stance, transcendent justification, and fanaticism, also apply to religious
violence. Hence, religious violence is not an end in itself,10 but just the negative flipside
of an encompassing worldview, aimed at justice and goodness. The perpetrators con-
sider themselves as soldiers for a great cause that eventually will be beneficial for
humankind. Hence, ‘the altruistic component of such violence even when accompanied
by a religious rhetoric cannot be over-emphasized.’11 A final question concerning
religious violence is whether it makes sense to distinguish between religious and
nonreligious (be it politically, nationalistically, or ethnically motivated) violence.
Although drawing a sharp dividing line between these two kinds of violence is
problematic,12 they cannot be considered as identical either; rather, they are two points
on a continuum. In comparison with violence committed in the name of secular
ideologies, religious violence stands out because of its moral absolutism, the divine
unction of the fighters, the sacred character of the battle, and, above all, its apocalyptic
justification.13

Another multifaceted question that I want to touch upon on beforehand is why, in a
concrete situation, faithful can be prone to intolerance and violence. Most experts
distinguish between the structural, ideological factors and the individual, psychological
motives that play a role.14 The latter explain what motivates an individual to join a
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militant or violent religious grouping. Characteristic of most adherents of these group-
ings is that they are driven by a ‘burning passion,’ caused by their perception of being
humiliated, harmed, and the victims of all kinds of injustice. This creates a feeling of
deep grievance against everything and everyone, which drives them into the arms of
militant groupings. The latter consistently interpret these feelings as legitimate and
delude these people with the idea that there is no other way to end their situation of
personal humiliation, victimization, and oppression than through a radical makeover of
the existing order. Their adherence to such groupings also enables these individuals to
reverse their negative identity, in particular their feelings of inferiority, into a positive
one, namely to belong to the chosen few, who have voluntarily assumed their martyr-
dom. The fact that others recognize their newly gained identity either positively (with
admiration) or negatively (with fear) strengthens it further. Religious and secular
ideologies provide these singular feelings of grievance, humiliation, etc. with an encom-
passing framework of meaning, which unites these individuals and justifies their deeds.
By interpreting the world as something essentially corrupt and unjust, these ideologies
reverse the deep, but passive grievance of their adherents into an active urge to destroy
the world. Finally, these ideologies provide the perpetrators of violence with mechan-
isms for enemy dehumanization and diffusion of responsibility. From the perspective of
their adherents, heretics don’t deserve tolerance, and the violence against them is no
evil, but an unavoidable and even necessary price that has to be paid in order to
establish a radically new and just world.

Hence, the common perception that the perpetrators of religious violence are societal
losers or irrational lunatics is incorrect, because this explanation only pays attention to
their motives, not to the ideology that unites their actions and justifies them.15 This
means that a complete overview of the causes of religious intolerance and violence
would have to comprise a psychological analysis of the (individual) motives that are
involved as well as an explanation of their interaction with strategies of interpretation
and justification. However, since this paper examines the problem of religious evil from
a philosophical perspective, only those explanations will be analyzed that refer to
the second, ideological aspect of this matter.

2. A philosophical understanding of religious evil

What many people find most striking when thinking about or familiarizing themselves
with religion is its radicalism.16 Religions typically strive for purity, for favoring radical
reforms if mainstream religion or society at large swerves from the right path,17 for
requiring complete devotion to the religious message, its doctrines, and leaders, for a
firm belief in its truth, and for requiring the faithful to pay a high price for their
convictions. Hence, it is no surprise that the founders of religions and their most
devoted followers are exemplars of radicalism. On the level of religious doctrine, this
radicalism takes the shape of an uncompromising belief in the essential truths of faith,
because they are not ‘man-made,’ but revealed by God. It is important to note that these
truths are not so much a purely theoretical affair, the subject of refined and profound
theological study, but are primarily of a practical nature, aimed at guiding the faithful
toward their true destiny. In sum, religious radicalism is not a coincidental epipheno-
menon or a regrettable error or lapse of some fanatics but is engrained in religion as
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such. It regularly crops up internally as well as externally, that is in the dealings of a
religious community with its own members as well as with society at large.

In order to understand the link between religion’s radicalism and evil correctly, a few
preliminary remarks have to be made. Radicalism should not be narrowed down to
intolerant and violent fanaticism: some of its manifestations have been very beneficial
for humankind (e.g. the charitable work of Mother Teresa and Father Damien), while
others have turned out to be paragons of religious evil (e.g. the crusades). In addition to
this, although religious radicalism is nowadays often identified with outbursts of
extreme violence, it can also take the shape of radical pacifism, as the examples of
Mahatma Gandhi, Martin Luther King, etc. show.18 Finally, radicalism should not be
narrowed down to its religious variant. Since this concept has taken hold in the
nineteenth century, there have been (secular) parties on both sides of the political
spectrum, which call themselves radical, because they want to distance themselves from
the empty compromises of ordinary politics.19

2.1. Eschatological antagonism and utopian energy

On the basis of these remarks, let us now examine how specific aspects of religious
radicalism can be a source of intolerance and violence. First and foremost, religion lets
people hope of a different, perfect world, in which all the ills of this world have been
cured and the tensions between people are reconciled. In other words, constitutive for
religion is the promise of eternal salvation and bliss in a transcendent world, and a deep
trust in the truth of this promise. This promise offers a framework for interpreting the
immanent world as a place of imperfectness and misery and provides individuals and
communities with the utopian energies for its scorn. In addition, as religious millenar-
ianism shows, this promise explains the striving for a radical transformation of the
earthly world so as to realize the perfect order as much as possible already here and
now.20 Since religions want to enliven this hope among the faithful and strengthen the
utopian energies, they often tend to radicalize the tension between the disorder and
imperfection of the mundane world and the perfect order of the transcendent realm by
presenting this tension as a radical dilemma and conflict.21 Through this approach,
religions direct the energies of their adherents toward a radical reorientation of indi-
vidual lives (through conversion), as well as to an equally radical restructuring of
society (through revolution).

This ‘eschatological antagonism’ or ‘apocalyptic confrontation’ not only explains the
radicalism of religions and the direction of the utopian energies it unleashes but also
helps to understand the link between religion and intolerance or violence.22 Although
this link is not a necessary one, it is quite evident that this antagonism is a first, very
important structural factor for explaining why religions can become intolerant and
violent. One can even say that the more radical a religion portrays this antagonism, the
greater the chance that it will incite to intolerance and violence. If a religion presents
radical conversion or revolution as the only hope for the redemption of this depraved
world, one cannot tolerate any deviation from the right path; if this world is without
value anyway, its (violent) destruction is no big issue anymore.

A second explanation of how religious radicalism can lead to intolerance and
violence has to do with the effectiveness of the utopian energy, needed to bring about
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a radical change. The reason why religions have such an enormous motivational
potential is that they hold out to their adherents the prospect of eternal salvation as
the ultimate goal of human existence. The more sincerely the faithful believe that their
faith is not only the truthful path to their own salvation, but to that of humankind as
such, the more will they be prone to militant intolerance and religious violence. Since
the goal of eternal salvation is an absolute and universal one, it overrules all other, more
mundane concerns and ordinary calculations regarding one’s own well-being and that
of others. Moreover, if a religion presents this goal in an exclusivist way, it becomes a
very effective driving force for militant intolerance against people of different religious
stripes, and even against the lukewarm and heretics in the own religious community. A
topical example of the extreme outbursts of violence, to which the dynamics of
transcendent hope and radical immanent commitment, as well as the promise of
profound happiness and eternal bliss for God’s elected people can lead, is the following.
In the luggage of Muhammad Atta, the leader of the group who committed the 9/11
attack on the World Trade Center, handwritten papers, containing the so-called final
instructions, were found. A recurring theme of them is the promise of eternal life:

Afterwards [i.e. after they have completed their martyrdom] begins the happy life, where
God is satisfied with you, and eternal bliss “in the company of the prophets, the compa-
nions, the martyrs and the good people, who are all good company.” Ask God for his
mercy and be optimistic, because [the Prophet], peace be upon him, used to prefer
optimism in all his affairs.23

This shows that blessing and salvation are the prospects held out to the faithful in
order to compensate them for the sacrifices that they have to undergo in order to
complete their radical, divine mission.

2.2. Symbolic violence

These two aspects of religious radicalism point to a specific dynamic that is constitutive
for religion and hence offer a first explanation why religion can give rise to militant
intolerance and violence. In order to analyze this dynamic philosophically, I take the
work of Ricoeur as my guide.24 He proposes to characterize this religious dynamic and
the violence ensuing from it as ‘symbolic.’ The symbolic character of (Christian) faith
consists in that it forms a community around the Christ symbol, which is a source of
goodness that is not destroyed by radical evil and holds out the prospect of a liberation
of all people. This symbolic ground is essentially groundless and abyssal (Schelling) and
hence opposes its confiscation by self-appointed interpreters, its corruption ensuing
from slavish obedience, and its manipulation by ecclesiastical powers.25

Typically, all religions relate to a constitutive symbol without being able to get hold
of it, precisely because it is both ground and abyss. Individual religions try to shape and
concretize their relation to this groundless ground by means of spiritual and physical
exercises, doctrinal and moral teachings, prescripts, rituals, etc. By doing so, they shape
their specific identity, although none of these elements, neither separately nor taken
together, is able to determine this ground univocally. Hence, religions are marked by a
fundamental disproportion between the excess of the groundless ground and the finite
capacities of a community of faith to receive, appropriate, and adapt it. To put it in
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metaphorical terms, there is a disproportion between the inexhaustible divine mystery
as the spring that overflows and exceeds every framework, and the concrete community
of faith as the vase that tries to contain this spring, in the double sense of offering a
receptacle and constraining within limits. This means that in every religion, there is a
fundamental tension between excess and moderation.26

Symbolic violence arises when a community of faith forces this symbolic, excessive,
groundless ground to adapt to the dimensions of the vase, thereby taking for granted
that the elusive character of this ground is annihilated. The need for such an adaptation
and confinement is a consequence of the danger that the excessive ground bursts the
finite receptive capacities of the community of faith, which leads to the loss of identity
of the latter. In order to protect itself against the threat of an overflow of this excessive
source, a religious community can decide to strengthen its identity by shutting itself up
within the safe walls of its doctrines, prescripts, and rituals. Inside these walls, people
feel at home, in the sense that their identity is not put into question. In other words, in
order to stave off the threat of losing its identity, a community of faith may yield to the
temptation of becoming possessive, which results in treating the groundless ground, the
inexhaustible spring, or the divine symbol, as something that can be possessed as an
object of desire and fear, thereby making it harmless. In sum, this community tends to
reduce the groundless ground to the former’s finite receptive capacities, instead of the
other way around.

Strengthening the walls of the vase in order to avoid that the inexhaustible source
overflows also implies that the community of faith is tempted to contain by force those
on the inside and to exclude or expel the outsiders, that is, those who cannot or do not
want to be confined.27 This means that the possessive recuperation of the inexhaustible
divine mystery has as its flipside the exclusion of internal or external dissenters, because
they are rivals in this possessive mastery. From this perspective, all other religions and
secular philosophies of life cannot appear but as threats to one’s own religious identity,
and such a risk has to be avoided at all cost. One can think, for example, of the
concentrated efforts of religious leaders to inflame the masses of faithful by imbuing
them with a narrative of eschatological antagonism, by stressing the exclusivist char-
acter of (their) truth claims, and, above all, by portraying internal and external
dissenters as a threat to the own religious identity.28 As numerous examples throughout
the history of humankind show: when a religious community thinks it can define God’s
Kingdom unambiguously and establish it on earth, all alternative determinations and
realizations of this endeavor can only be perceived as hostile attacks against the only
true one. Paradoxically, such a redeeming endeavor gives rise to the worst kinds of
intolerance and violence.

Other factors play an additional role in strengthening eschatological antagonism and
channeling the utopian energies it generates toward intolerance and violence. An
important one, which is in particular responsible for widening the range of application
of utopian energies, is the omnivalence of religion.29 By its nature, religion pervades all
domains of life and gives them meaning and orientation. Hence, religion can be
connected rather easily with ongoing social, political, cultural, and ethnic conflicts
that matter at a specific moment. Although in many cases, these conflicts are not
per se religious, religion’s omnivalence makes that they easily get a religious
dimension.30 Of course, the reverse also happens quite often: religious struggles
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regularly spill over onto social and political controversies. So, the utopian energies of
religion can easily be channeled toward all kinds of conflicts, thus contributing to the
radicalization of these conflicts, thus giving them a ‘symbolic’ character, which pre-
cludes a pragmatic solution. As all religious, political, ethnic, etc. leaders realize, it is
precisely because of the combination of radicalism and omnivalence that religion offers
an incredible motivational potential, much stronger than regardless which political rule.
This potential can be tapped for a wide variety of social and political causes, for the
better as well as for the worse, in a peaceful as well as in an intolerant and violent way.31

3. How to break the ill-fated bond between religion and evil?

In the light of the above, the unsettling, but crucial question is how this tendency
toward intolerance and violence that is engrained in all religions can be bound. In this
section, I will concentrate on perhaps the most intricate aspect of this question, namely
how to accept the fact that religions hold on to an idea of absolute, divine truth, while at
the same time avoiding that they use it as a pretext for intolerance and violence. The
core of my argument is that religious truth claims as such are not responsible for these
kinds of evil, but rather the desire to appropriate this truth exclusively and to claim a
privileged access to it. In other words, one should not confuse the real absoluteness of
the divine truth as the ultimate goal of every faith with the absoluteness of the claim,
with which humans pretend to possess the divine truth.

So, the crucial question is whether a community of faith can hold on to the truth
of its religious convictions and practices without excluding the (religious) other by
means of intolerance and violence. In my answer, I will take Ricoeur’s redefinition of
tolerance as a virtue and his ideas about translation as my starting point. The virtue
of tolerance consists in refraining from ‘imposing our convictions, our manner of
leading our lives on others, from the moment that each believes only these to be
valid, only these to be legitimate.’32 This means that there is a substantial difference
between tolerance as a virtue and the shallow, although in our times very popular
idea of tolerance as indifference toward all differences. Phrased positively, the virtue
of tolerance 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.’33 It rests on the distinction between truth and justice: ‘It is not
in the name of truth as it appears to me […] that one accepts (and not simply
endures) the other, but in the name of his equal right to mine to live his life as he
seems fit.’34 This stage of tolerance not only entitles religions to hold on to their idea
of absolute truth but also requires them to abandon the asymmetry of power (the
difference between acting and being acted upon), in favor of the reciprocal recogni-
tion of the right of others to exert their power of existing. The virtue that is required
in this stage of tolerance is the willingness to subordinate one’s idea of truth to that
of justice, in particular, to the recognition that other people have an equal right to
their religious identity. This implies that the idea of absolute religious truth cannot
be used to overrule another transcendental idea, namely the idea of goodness and
justice.

Whereas the first step of tolerance, the subordination of truth to justice, is still a
pragmatic one and remote from the very core of religion, the next step in the virtue of
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tolerance concerns the very essence of what religion is all about. Furthermore, it
requires an attitude of profound religious self-reflexivity, which risks to turn this kind
of tolerance into a rather elitist affair.35 The starting point is that religions need to
reflect on the consequences of the disproportion between the inexhaustible divine
mystery and the finite capacities of the faithful to receive it and to adapt it to their
capacities, discussed in the previous section. Since the term ‘disproportion’ refers to a
fundamental, and not to a gradual difference, no religion can legitimately claim that its
access to the divine is to be privileged over those of others. In order to justify such a
claim, there has to be a neutral third person who could ‘measure’ the accesses to the
divine of competing religions and compare them with each other. In other words, the
relations between the individual religions and the divine are one of equivalence without
adequacy. To phrase it more concretely, this disproportion implies that the divine
mystery cannot be grasped by one specific set of religious doctrines or practices, just
as little as through a common denominator of all religions. Because this mystery is by
nature elusive, impalpable, it essentially transcends all specific religions. Hence, a
specific religious tradition is both necessary and contingent: it points both to what is
absolute, that is, the divine mystery, and to what is relative, that is, the way to approach
it through language, doctrines, rituals, and moral behavior.

In order to elucidate the crucial importance of this attitude of religious self-reflection
for religious tolerance, Ricoeur compares the complex relation between the divine and
the individual religions with that between the universal human capacity for linguistic
expression and the multiplicity of existing languages.

To belong to a religious tradition is to belong to a language, and to accept both that this
language is my language, and that, to begin with at least, I have no other access to language
than through this particular tongue. If I don’t know other languages, my language is the
limit of my world; but my religion is also the limit of my experience of the religious sphere.
It is thus a sign […] of great religious culture as well as of great religious modesty to
understand that my access to religion, fundamental though it may be, is a partial access,
and that others have access to this depth by other routes. […It is as if] I am standing on
the surface of a fragmented sphere at a point that lies between different religious areas: if I
try to run along this surface – I try to be eclectic – I will never reach a universal religion
through syncretism; but if I go deeply enough into my own tradition, I will go beyond the
limits of my language. In moving toward what I call the fundamental – what others reach
by other routes – I shorten the distance between myself and others along the dimension of
depth. On the surface, the distance separating us is immense; but if I dig down, I draw
nearer to the other, who travels the same path.36

The meaning of this quote is that the relation between different religions, just
like between different languages, is one of equivalence without adequacy.37 All
individual religions are equivalent when it comes to approaching the inexhaustible
mystery, but none of them can claim to grasp this mystery adequately. Hence,
among the factually existing religions, none is absolute, that is, none can serve as
an adequate criterion for assessing the truth of other religions, just like none of
the multiple languages and interpretations can serve as the standard of good
translation or correct understanding. Obviously, it is possible to resist any relation
to other religions, just as it is possible to refuse every translation and every
interpretation, and this because of an extreme loyalty to this mystery, to language
or understanding as such. There is always something that cannot be expressed in
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another language and, hence, cannot be translated or understood. However, we
can ask ourselves, would we be sensitive to the strangeness of our own religion or
language without the test of another religion or language? In fact, I learn the
possibilities as well as the limits of my own religiosity, just like those of my native
language, best through the confrontation with another religion and language.38 So,
when I really heed to come closer to the truth of the inexhaustible divine mystery,
this means that I should be sincerely interested in the convictions of others, not in
order to assimilate them, but in order to become acquainted with dimensions of
this mystery that are not present in my own religion. This insight implies the
recognition that my convictions do not completely cover all dimensions of the
divine mystery, that I don’t possess the Truth (with a capital T), precisely because
it is inexhaustible. Instead, I can only hope to be in the truth, and accept the idea
that there are more roads to this mystery, although I do not know how exactly
these roads are leading to it. When I accept this insight, I must also recognize the
possibility that there is some truth in the convictions of others, although I do not
know what this truth is.39

Accepting this insight does not require me to give up my profound belief in the
truth of my religion, but only means that I give up the exclusivity of its claim to
truth, and thus also refrain from intolerance and violence as a means to safeguard
my (religious) identity. Moreover, by giving up this claim, the passive, bearing kind
of tolerance, the preparedness to constrain exercising my power over others because
of the superiority of justice over truth, changes into an active, receptive attitude
regarding the religious other. Kearny interprets this active attitude as ‘interconfes-
sional hospitality,’ that is as respecting the otherness of the other without assimilat-
ing her. This kind of hospitality implies that one is prepared to accept the possibility
that one discovers in someone else’s faith something that is not thought of in one’s
own religion. To give an example, people who strongly believe in the truth of the
Bible can discover in Buddhism a kind of unconditional empathy with all the
sentient beings, which is only latent or underdeveloped in the Abrahamic religions,
just like Buddhists can discover in the biblical religions a larger attention to the
actualization of a reign of justice in history. Without the recognition of otherness,
there is no openness to what is not our own.40 What is more, thanks to the
encounter of the other, we become aware of what is essential in our approach of
the divine. Hence, the awe for the inexhaustible divine mystery does not ex-, but
rather include respect for individual religious convictions as well as a positive
interest in them so that it is not only unjust, but also counterproductive to adopt
an exclusive attitude toward people belonging to other traditions of faith and secular
persons.

4. Conclusion

In this contribution, I have tried to show that the answer to the question why
religion can be a source of evil, in particular of intolerance and violence, does not
lie, as alleged so often, in the idea of an absolute, divine truth as such, but in the
claim to exclusivity, that is in the claim that a specific way to approach the divine
would be absolute. In order to break the ill-fated bond between religious and evil,
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it is vital that religions are aware of the eschatological antagonism that constitutes
their essence, and of the symbolic violence that may ensue from it. This awareness
should lead communities of faith to define their identity in a non-exclusivist way,
in particular to realize the disproportion between the divine mystery and the
fundamental incapability of an individual religious tradition to encompass it.
Many things are needed in order to realize this, not only on a theoretical, but,
far more importantly, on a practical level. Although the above discussion of these
issues only dealt with them in a philosophical way, I want to draw the attention to
three crucial practical requisites in order to break the ill-fated bond between
religion and these two expressions of evil. The first is that religions should be
prepared to use their self-critical potential in order to remove all idolatrous, that is
appropriating traces when determining the divine mystery. Second, it is vital that
the religious other is not simply perceived and treated as a threat to the own
identity, but as an opportunity to discover new dimensions of this mystery, and to
become aware of the specificity of one’s own religious identity. Finally, it is
necessary that religious leaders, who play a decisive role in interpreting sacred
scriptures and issuing moral and ritual prescripts, are educated in such a way that
they are able to religious self-reflection and self-critique. This is all the more
necessary because the second aspect of the virtue of tolerance, the distinction
between possessing the Truth of the divine and acknowledging that one can only
hope to be in the truth, is rightfully accused of being elitist. Indeed, one cannot
expect ordinary faithful to reflect so profoundly on their own faith in order to
make these kinds of subtle distinctions, let alone implement them in their practical
lives. Hence, it is crucial for the peaceful coexistence of different religions and
secular philosophies of life that religious leaders also trained to adopt such an
attitude of religious self-reflection in practice.

Notes

1. Koller, “Religious Violence,” 1; and see also: Juergensmeyer, “Symbolic Violence,” 39.
2. See e.g. Ter Borg and van Henten, “Introduction,” 3; and Kippenberg, Gewalt als

Gottesdienst, 16.
3. Ricoeur, “Religion and Symbolic Violence,” 1. See also: Changeux and Ricoeur, What
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4. Raphael, “The Intolerable,” 137.
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11. Dolnik and Gunaratna, “On the Nature of Religious Terrorism,” 348.
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violence is typically a modern, Western one.
13. Juergensmeyer, “Symbolic Violence,” 48; and Dolnik and Gunaratna, “On the Nature of

Religious Terrorism,” 349.
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15. Ibid.
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“De innige banden van religie met radicalisme,” 7–22. I take Hellemans’ article as a
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19. Hellemans, “De innige banden van religie met radicalisme,” 7–9.
20. Koller, “Religious Violence,” 3, 12.
21. Juergensmeyer, “Symbolic Violence,” 43–5.
22. It has to be noted that the eschatological antagonism between the forces of good and evil

is a common characteristic of secular ideologies and religious doctrines. See e.g. Koller,
“Religious Violence,” 9; and Dolnik and Gunaratna, “On the Nature of Religious
Terrorism,” 349.
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26. Ibid., 2f. Changeux and Ricoeur, What Makes Us Think? 269.
27. Ricoeur, “Religion and Symbolic Violence,” 3–5. See also Moyaert, In Response to the

Religious Other, 54–67.
28. Koller, “Religious Violence,” 15.
29. Hellemans, “De innige banden van religie met radicalisme,” 12.
30. Kippenberg, Gewalt als Gottesdienst, 201.
31. In my view, the idea that the peaceful coexistence of religions could be fostered by

understanding religious conflicts as ‘a consequence of basically profane power processes
rather than as based on incommensurable religious experiences’ is not very helpful, since
it negates the omnivalence of religion. See: Droogers, “The Recovery of Perverted
Religion,” 36. In a similar vein, Juergensmeyer’s suggestion that religion should stay
religion, that is the transcendent conflict of ultimate values should be imagined as residing
on a transcendent plane, also negates the omnivalence of religion. See Juergensmeyer,
“Symbolic Violence,” 50.

32. Ricoeur, “The Erosion of Tolerance,” 189.
33. Ibid., 191.
34. Ibid., 192.
35. Ibid., 195.
36. Changeux and Ricoeur, What Makes Us Think? 270. The English translation of the French

word ‘fond’ by ‘knowledge’ is incorrect. Therefore, replaced it by the more accurate ‘depth.’
37. Ricoeur, On Translation, 10.
38. Ibid., 119f.
39. Ricoeur, “The Erosion of Tolerance,” 194f.; and Ricoeur, “Religion and Symbolic

Violence,” 2.
40. Kearney, “Beyond Conflict,” 104f. Kearney applies here Ricoeur’s idea of ‘linguistic

hospitality’ to interreligious relationships.
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