Reflections on Tolerance
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The principle of tolerance springs from a number of sources, since it manifests itself at different levels of consciousness and culture. We can easily refer to the epistemic, i.e., theological or philosophical or scientific, dimension of tolerance, although tolerance as such is equally valid in the realm of aesthetic or moral judgment. However, the question arises whether the principle of tolerance (as something distinct from mundane wisdom or a mere peace of mind) always coincides with modernity. In other words, is tolerance just another term for modernity? One is tempted to identify tolerance either with the Italian Renaissance, the latter being conceived of, in Jacob Burckhardt’s terms, as “the discovery of the world and of man,” or with the philosophes and Voltaire’s philosophical novels—along with Bayle, Diderot, Montesquieu, and the entire French Enlightenment.

Just for the sake of a working hypothesis, I would like to propose the following assertion: the principle of tolerance comes into being along with the realization that the transcendental tension between the other-worldly reality and the inner-worldly reality, human cognition of the world, human self-understanding in the idiom of self-and-civilization, and the like, are too diverse and complex phenomena to be embraced by a single theory, on the one hand, and to be locked within a single scientific method or interpretive technique, on the other.

Theologically, God appears to be too perfect and all-encompassing to be articulated or even conceived of through a particular this-worldly discourse. Philosophically, truth—in the sense of Thomas Aquinas’s definition of truth as adequatio rei et intellectus—is too multi-faceted and multi-dimensional to be left to a particular discipline or method. Scientifically, the universe/nature is too multi-layered and mysterious to be reflected on only through the means of speculative thought or of phenomenalistic science. Aesthetically, beauty manifests itself throughout the whole human history thus representing various provinces of human creativity, for beauty exclusively belongs neither to a particular school of arts nor to a particular historical epoch/cultural movement. Ethically, good can be found in every human soul, for it makes no sense to divide the world into the ever-lasting righteous and sinners (it suffices to recall St. Augustine’s De civitate Dei where evil is defined as a mere insufficient good). Religiously, the Grace of God cannot be solely represented or revealed by a particular Church or religious community or religious movement.

Metaphysically, tolerance coincides with dialogue. The miracle of tolerance occurs when I meet Thou while being aware of the necessity of the Other—in order to conceive of and even identify myself. I am insofar as Thou recognizes me; I am free insofar as Thou recognizes my freedom, and vice versa. As has been expressed by Martin Buber (though in a theological perspective): “I become through my relation to the Thou; as I become I, I say Thou. All real living is meeting.”

This is exactly when and how the miracle of tolerance occurs, and this is precisely where the miracle of dialogue springs from. Tolerance is just another name for dialogue, the latter being taken in the broader sense.
Martin Buber, I and Thou (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1958), p. 11.
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