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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.  

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.3 

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.4 Finally, it is important to 

note that religious intolerance not only pertains to adherents of other faiths and secular people, 

but also, and even more vehemently, to the heretics inside one’s own community of faith. 

The characteristics of religious intolerance explain why it can so easily turn into violence. 

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,5 but just the negative flipside of an encompassing worldview, aimed at justice and 

goodness. The perpetrators consider themselves as soldiers for a great cause that eventually 
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will be beneficial for humankind. Hence, “the altruistic component of such violence even when 

accompanied by a religious rhetoric cannot be over-emphasized.”6  

 

2. A philosophical understanding of religious evil 

What many people find most striking when thinking about or familiarizing themselves with 

religion is its radicalism.7  Religions typically strive for purity, for favoring radical reforms if 

mainstream religion or society at large swerves from the right path,8 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. In sum, religious radicalism is not a 

coincidental epiphenomenon or a regrettable error or lapse of some fanatics, but is engrained in 

religion as 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. Yet, it has to be 

noted that religious 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). 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.9  

 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, 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.10 

Since religions want to enliven this hope among the faithful and strengthen the utopian 
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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.11 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. 

Religious radicalism points to a specific dynamic that offers 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.12 He proposes to characterize this 

religious dynamic and the violence ensuing from it as ‘symbolic’. 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 in 

various ways. 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 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.13 

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 
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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.  

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, i.e. those who cannot or do not want to be 

confined.14 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.  

 

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 religious intolerance and 

violence can be bound. 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. 

 In order to elucidate this complicated question, I will make use of an insight of French 

philosopher Paul Ricoeur. He compares the complex relation between the divine truth and the 

truth claims of the individual religions with that between the universal human capacity for 

linguistic expression and the multiplicity of existing languages. In Ricoeur’s view the relation 

between different religions, just like between different languages, is one of equivalence without 

adequacy.15 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, i.e. none can serve as an adequate 
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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. There is 

always something that cannot be expressed in 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.16 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. 

This attitude can be called interreligious hospitality, consisting in respecting the 

otherness of the other without assimilating her. Interreligious 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. 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 towards people belonging to other traditions of 

faith and secular persons. 
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