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Abstract: The problem of religious tolerance is of
supreme importance in the contemporary world. Just
as, a few centuries ago, many wars were provoked by
religious motifs, so today clashes on religious grounds
provoke military conflicts that have long overgrown the
walls of churches and mosques and keep growing in
spite of the sacred traditions of the religions them-
selves. “Orientation to love” fails to work, and the
“neighbor” becomes an enemy if he does not confess
the same religion. Where shall we search for the
reason behind religious hostility? What is the history of
intolerance? Who was the first to throw the stone that
shook the foundations of peaceful coexistence of
particular families and whole states? We propose to
turn to the following themes: 1. World religions and
relations between them (on the question of Christian-
Judeo-Islamic dialogue) 2. Relations inside world reli-
gions (on the example of Christian confessions) 3.
Interrelations between world religions and new reli-
gious movements.

I would like to begin my article with a simple ex-
ample, quoted from a 1969 article by Joseph
Campbell.’

“There are lamps on the ceiling. Each lamp
shines independently from other lamps and, there-
fore, they can be seen as self-sufficient objects or a
variety of empirical facts. <...> Each lamp is a
source of light and it is one light, not a variety of
lights. We can say that all lamps provide light and
that is why we can talk not only about a variety of
lamps but also about the unified nature of light.
More than that, if one of the lamps breaks it is easily
replaced by another lamp and light remains the
same. Thus, the one light shows itself in a variety of
lamps.”

The variety of lamps is not only the variety of per-
sons in this world. This variety of empirical facts is
the variety of everyone’s perception of the environ-
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ment and it comes forth before us in the unified na-
ture of light. In the same way, the variety of points of
view may be presented in a dialogue in which those
who talk strive for union that would allow them to
hear and be heard.

Striving for tolerance is a special feature of the
contemporary world. The state of things not only in
the sphere of religion, but also in all spheres of pub-
lic life, depends on the firsthand task of achieving re-
ligious tolerance.

Just as, a few centuries ago, many wars were pro-
voked by religious motifs, today clashes on religious
grounds provoke military conflicts which have long
overgrown the walls of churches and mosques and
keep growing in spite of the sacred traditions of the
religions themselves. “Orientation to love” fails to
work, and the “neighbor” becomes an enemy if he
does not confess the same religion.

Where shall we search for the reason behind reli-
gious hostility? What is the history of intolerance?
Who was the first to throw the stone that shook the
foundations of peaceful coexistence of particular
families and whole states?

These are questions that humanity has been rais-
ing throughout its existence. But it seems that reli-
gious conflicts have never covered such vast territo-
ries as they have in the 20™ century. Just open an
edition of “A Touchstone Book,” turn to The Atlas
“The State of Religion,”? and you will find proof of
this. On one of the maps — Religion at War — all of
the Oriental world is “burning in flames” of religious
war,’ in Europe such “fires” can be seen in Northern
Ireland and in Bosnia & Herzegovina, in Africa, reli-
gious wars exist in the south of Sudan and in other

places. The territories of Canada and the United
States seem colorless, which testifies to superficial
calmness and peace in the sphere of religious rela-
tions.

However, this map marks only on-the-surface
places of war that have long ago grown past the sta-
tus of “local” wars and simply cannot be overlooked
by world society. Who can count the number of un-
acknowledged religious clashes taking place in this
or that country, in one or another town?

Dr. David Rozen (Jerusalem), who's article was
published in a Russian-language edition of “Dia-
Logos. Religion and Society,” says: “To our great
shame even if religion is not the true source of con-
flict it often turns out to worsen the situation rather
then help in solving it.”*

James Wood’ believes that every religious tradi-
tion claims its own uniqueness and priority (or at
least assumes to have them); teachings calling for
tolerance are exceptions. To prove this point he says
that there have been more wars in the name of reli-
gion “then for any other reason.” This view is cor-
roborated by the fact that religion is one of the main
categories of armed conflicts.®

At the conference “Tolerance: Uniting Our Ef-
forts,” which took place in Russia, Douglas Remedge,
the author of “Islam, Democracy and Ideological
Tolerance” delivered a report as a representative of
the “Asia” Fund in Indonesia. The report was called
“Strengthening of Tolerance, Building a Democracy:
Civil Society in Indonesia,” and reported on the state
of things in Indonesia and on the “Asia” Fund pro-
grams there conducted to support the ideology of
tolerance.
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I would also like to illustrate my article with con-
crete examples taken from the Russian case. I hope
that firsthand information about what steps Russians
are taking towards tolerance and equally about steps
we sometimes take in the opposite direction will be
of interest to the readership of this periodical.

Let me right away mark that I do not think it is
possible to use these few pages to provide a history
of religious tolerance in Russia, much less to de-
scribe the contemporary state of things in this
sphere in Russia. However, I hope that several mo-
ments that I would like to underline will help to illu-
minate the approximate circle of problems we run
into in Russia.

At the present moment we are observing a rise in
the number of religious movements all across Rus-
sia. First of all this has to do with changes in the na-
tional structure of the population of Russian re-
gions.” According to the Ministry of Justice of the
Russian Federation statistics for January 1, 2004
there are 11525 registered organizations of the Rus-
sian Orthodox Church; 3537 Muslims organizations;
1467 organizations of Christians of the Gospel Faith
(Pentecostals); 979 organizations of evangelical Bap-
tist Christians; 698 organizations of evangelical
Christians; 646 organizations of Seventh Day
Adventists; 267 organizations that confess Judaism
(198 of these confess Orthodox Judaism and 69 con-
fess Reformed Judaism); there are 253 Catholic par-
ishes (5 of these are Greek Catholics and 248 belong
to the Roman Catholic Church); there are 219
Lutheran communes; there are 192 organizations

the members of which confess Buddhism, and so on,
for a total of 21664 registered religious communes.®

Of course, such an imbalance and superficial su-
periority of Christians over other religions (and Or-
thodoxy over other Christian confessions) may lead
us to think that Russia is a purely Orthodox country
and, therefore, that rights and advantages should be
given to the Orthodox. However, this point of view,
widely supported by the Orthodox Church hierar-
chy, has a very shaky foundation.

First of all, researchers of religion point out that
the “religious boom” in Russia ended in middle
1990-ies and the numbers of Orthodox commonly
mentioned as evidence of the “boom” (it is com-
monly said that about 80-90% of the population are
Orthodox believers) does not reflect reality and is
not supported by sociological opinion polls, which
show that the percentage of people who affiliate
themselves with the Orthodox Church is much
lower then that in the official data.” Such opinion
polls usually deal with self-identification, which is of-
ten much more critical than the official data fixating
so-called nominal Orthodox. Another important fig-
ure is the proportion of believers in various Russian
regions. For example, the percentage of Buddhists
in Burjatiya is much higher then in central Russian
regions, and the number of Muslims in Tatarstan is
much higher then the number of Muslims on the
Sakhalin Island (Far East).

Thus, in spite of the significance of the “historical
traditionality” argument, we need to take into con-
sideration the multinational nature of Russia that
justifies the presence of various beliefs on Russian
territories.
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Why are we talking about this here and now? It
would be strange to talk about religious intolerance
in the context of the epoch of atheism, when believ-
ers of any confession were equal because of their
status of “asocial” and “procommunist” “elements.”
Situations testifying to religious intolerance between
believers simply could not arise because of political
reasons. Conflicts appeared and grew for political
reasons after the fall of the “atheism curtain.” Believ-
ers whose rights had previously been equally vio-
lated begin to compete for supremacy within a par-
ticular territory after they acquire these rights. Why
do believers often flee the very opportunity for inter-
religious dialogue after they have survived an epoch
of total rule of atheism?

We think the answer to this question is, first of
all, in the fact that religion cannot stay as a separated
sphere in the circumstances of contemporary life.
Undoubtedly, religion borders other spheres of pub-
lic life; not only does it border them, but it also tries
to actively participate in them.

It is exactly for this reason that the Russian Or-
thodox Church conflicts with the Vatican: these con-
flicts first of all have political roots (the very same
roots that have been at the foundation of many con-
flicts between Orthodoxy and Catholicism in Russia
during the last several centuries). It was political mo-
tivation that moved the Russian Ministry of Foreign
Affairs to deny giving a visa to Dalay-Lama in 2003.'°
This also explains the uneasy relationships between
representatives of “traditional” religions and repre-
sentatives of newer religious that came to Russia
more then a hundred years or just a few decades
ago.

However, it would not be right to attribute all
problems to “outer” features of religions, i.e. to their
political and social aspects. Undoubtedly, the inner
foundation of world religions may also provide a
particular sort of isolation and an absence of desire
for dialogue.

Some researchers (for example, Frederic
Lamond," who suggests his own theory called “Dia-
lectical Pantheism”) believe that the very nature of
monotheism contains the roots of religious intoler-
ance. Monotheism denies polytheism and, therefore,
provides a way of understand the One Truth that de-
nies other truths.

Let us note that relationships between world
monotheistic religions, as a rule, turn out a little bet-
ter then those between monotheistic and polytheis-
tic religions. However, there are also particular “sub-
merged reefs” here on which ships of whole nations
founder.

As for new religious movements, this is usually
the pinnacle of tension in the development of inter-
religious relationships. Although it does not always
show itself blatantly and is not necessarily the cause
of the bloody scenes that are all too common in the
world, the stand between new and old religions of-
ten gives the most glaring examples of religious in-
tolerance.

The following is one example. When the word
“sect” is entered in the search system of EastView In-
Jformation Service database, the result includes more
then 700 links to articles published in Russian dur-
ing 2004. The majority of these publications are
stark testimonies to a negative image of “alien reli-
gions” (new religious movements) provided by the
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media;'? they simply cannot be a bridge that would
be made between believers of different religions
(particularly in cases of religious minorities). It is of-
ten not only a negative image that we see given to us
by the media, there are known cases of blunt perver-
sion of facts by journalists.*?

A special source of worry is activity of Orthodox
religious centers that aim at uprooting “sects” in
Russia. These often have contacts with anticult
movements of Western Europe.'*

Karl Kozlovic names seven parameters of dia-
logue that were identified in literature in his article
“Who Should Be Allowed to Participate in Official In-
terreligious Dialogues?”?® They are the following:

1 Participant Sanctioning: Official Recogni-
tion (carefully picked participants of the dialogue)
2. Representation: Are Participants Truly

Faithful to the Faith? (partners in dialogue must be
people with a firm standpoint in their own religion)
3. Relevancy: Insiders or Outsiders of the

Faith? (K. Kozlovic: “Whether insiders or outsiders
are ultimately chosen as representatives, they must
at least think/believe/behave like true religious insid-
ers”'%)

4. Knowledgeable: Understanding Oneself
and the Other (one must not only remember his/her
own faith, they also have to obtain a corresponding
knowledge about the other’s faith)

5. Technical Competence: Argumentation
and Presentation Skills (acquiring of skills necessary
for a deeper theological dialogue'”)

0. Articulate: Knowing the Language of the
Dialogue (being able to use terminology in an argu-
ment)

7. Appropriateness: Issues of Dress and
Other Nonverbal Behaviors (getting aquatinted with
cultural differences in nonverbal behavior)

As we can see, here the difference and unlikeness
of the other is underlined. A desire to hear the other
in interreligious dialogue is nothing other than toler-
ance. We are not talking about our enclosed, subjec-
tive world, but about an effort to cross its borders
and find out about the other’s perception of the
world, while at the same time remaining who we
are.

In one of his articles written in 1970 (known in
Russia under the name of “Religious Stand Between
the East and the West”), Joseph Campbell turns to
the problem of a stand between the East and the
West in the sphere of religion. He states that “West-
ern religions explain how to establish and maintain
a proper relationship with a named God.”*® As a re-
sponse to this the East justly replies: “I do not see a
religion there!”" The reason for this is, as Campbell
points out, that “Here in the West we named God
or, to be more exact, we found out what his name is
from a book, which came to us from strange places
and times. We were taught to believe not only in ab-
solute existence of this metaphysical fiction, but also
in the fact that it influences our life. In the East it is
the contrary — the main attention is paid to experi-
ence and feelings and not those of the others, but of
oneself.”?°

Thus, there is no dialogue, because there is no
understanding of the other. And it means that our
discussion is in different languages — we are like
aliens on our own planet.
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Yes, at times it really is very difficult for us to un-
derstand each other, sometimes our dialogue re-
mains altogether unfinished. What could be some
practical recommendations?

One of these recommendations is well described
by a priest quoted in a Caritas practical handbook.?!
This priest who works to prevent conflict between
Muslim and Hindu communities in the slums of
Ahmadabub, India, tells that when he tries to talk
people out of religious fighting he says: “I am not
asking you to stop being a Muslim or a Hindu, I am
asking you to be a good Muslim or a good Hindu.”*

As a researcher of religion I cannot overlook the
fact that studying history of religions helps a great
deal in inculcating a tolerant attitude towards oth-
ers. We strive for understanding of the essence of a
way of thinking previously unknown to us and re-
spect a strange religious culture. This means that we
have a chance to listen to others and be heard in re-
ligious dialogue. Of course, such understanding and
respect can only be acquired if we have an unbiased
attitude towards the movement we study and if we
use sources that help us get an objective under-
standing instead of persuading others that we are
right.

Unfortunately, in our country such objective re-
search is frequently replaced by confessional evalua-
tions that do not support development of interreli-
gious dialogue in the future, but rather worsen the
situation of religious intolerance and lessen trust.
The only thing that can help us is having full infor-
mation on matters of religion and the desire to find
out more and not to force our own ideas onto some-
one.?
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