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Is Religious Pluralism a Threat or an Opportunity? 

 

Juvénal Ndayambaje, Université Catholique de Louvain 

 

Introduction 

 

Religious pluralism, the coexistence of religious belief systems in society,
1
 involves  

competing religious stances on being relevant to the society. Relevance entails being genuine and 

authentic with regard to one’s religious identity. Consequently, for some Christians, to regard 

religious pluralism as valuable is to abandon the belief in the uniqueness of Christ. Religious 

pluralism raises, therefore, the epistemological question of legitimate claim to knowledge and 

objectivity. Each believer rightly claims a cognitive privilege that emerges from the religious 

experience, the very feature that distinguishes the internal bearing of religious belief from the 

external viewpoint of those outside of the circle and community of faith. In the case of a 

homogeneous culture and society, these elements would not be problematic for the development 

of a rational expression of faith, because the totalizing mode of thought characteristic of theology 

would be met by a totalizing form of life shared by all members of that particular society. In this 

scenario, all members would always already share the same cognitive privilege, and the 

intersubjective confirmation of theological truth claims would be par for the course.
2
 However, 

when such truth claims are pursued in a secular or religiously pluralist society, they cannot but 

be highly debatable to the point of rejection. This paper is a reflection on religious pluralism 

from the epistemological point of view and an assessment of the alternative attitude: for or 

against the multiplicity of religious denominations. 

Religious pluralism needs a serious reflection, for there are many cases of social and 

political unrest, not only in Africa but also in other parts of the world, that have their origin in 

religious motives. Some religious fundamentalists, “in the name of a different interpretation of 

God and of religious and ethical values, feel justified to use any means to reach their intransigent 

goals of alleged religious puritanism, in order perhaps to affirm the sovereignty and 

transcendence of a voluntarist God, who could even defy rationality.”
3
 The issue of religious 

pluralism is not only relevant to theology and philosophy, but also to politics and policy making. 

“As soon as an issue of existential relevance makes it to the political agenda, citizens, whether 

believers or unbelievers, clash over beliefs impregnated by different worldviews; grappling with 

the strident dissonances of public dispute, they experience the offensive fact of an antagonistic 

coexistence of competing worldviews.”
4
 This article aims to suggest the consideration of human 

finitude in terms of knowledge and objectivity in our way of dealing with religious pluralism and 

in our attitude to the diversity of religious beliefs and faiths. The paper starts with Nussbaum’s 

examination of the current religious intolerance in Europe and the USA and it will be argued that 

her account of religious toleration is one sided. After presenting two aspects inherent to the very 

nature of religious pluralism, I will present Kant’s theory of the boundaries of human reason and 

then lastly argue that the consideration of human finitude in terms of cognitive objectivity may 
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lead to genuine tolerance in matters of religious differences and that it can help in preventing 

violence that is religiously motivated.  

 

Religious Intolerance and Critical Self-examination 

 

In her recent book The New Religious Intolerance, Martha Nussbaum shows remarkably 

how religious fear and suspicion, particularly against Muslims, are on the rise in Western 

countries. She uncovers the wave of anti-Muslim sentiment in European countries that are 

usually imagined to be a zone of ideal toleration and amity.
5
 She gives many examples of 

religious intolerance in those countries. Here I can only give a very limited number of incidents 

she reports. In France, Belgium and Italy, there are legislative restrictions against religious dress 

such as the burqa and niqab
6
. Some employers refuse openly to employ a woman wearing a 

headscarf.
7
 In July 2011, “a Norwegian zealot Anders Behring Breivik murdered approximately 

76 people in twin attacks, bombing government buildings in Oslo and shooting young 

representatives of the Labour Party who had gathered on the island of Utoya for a youth camp. 

Breivik who has confessed to the crimes but denied fault, released, on the day of the attacks, a 

1,500- page manifesto in which he outlines a theory supporting his actions, based on the idea that 

Europe must fight against the scourge of Islamicisation. He evidently has ties with a variety of 

anti-Islamic groups in both Europe and the United States”.
8
 

 Nussbaum construes the rise of religious fear and animosity against Muslims in Europe 

and the USA as egocentric driven perception of the global Islamic terrorism. On the issue of the 

referendum on the banning of minarets, “Swiss voters were encouraged to see themselves as 

threatened and to focus on narrow issues of personal identity and security – rather than being 

encouraged to turn outward to the task of building a society that would appropriately include all 

its members. Immigrants, rather than being seen as full people, were seen from the narrow 

perspective of the ego, as missiles attacking the homeland”.
9
  

Nussbaum further maintains that the root cause of Islamophobia is, in the final analysis, 

the deep seated selfish propensity in each one of us to exempt ourselves from principles we apply 

to others
10

. She illustrates this ethical inconsistency by numerous examples including the 

banning of the burqa for security reasons. This religious dress has been banned in France, 

Belgium and Italy and other nations such as Spain, Holland, and Britain show significant support 

for a ban. The argument that is commonly put forward in support of a burqa ban is that security 

requires people to show their face when appearing in public places. Nussbaum sustains that this 

argument is applied inconsistently. “It gets very cold in Chicago – as, indeed, in many parts of 

Europe. Along the streets we walk, hats pulled down over ears and brows, scarves wound tightly 

around noses and mouths, no problem of either transparency or security is thought to exist, nor 

are we forbidden to enter public buildings such as department stores, airports, and banks so 

insulated”
11

. All arguments in favour of the burqa ban involve inconsistency of people who take 

others to task while making an exception for themselves. Another example of inconsistency 

Nussbaum points out is that in Germany, Muslim teachers are not allowed to wear headscarves at 
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public schools, while priests and nuns who teach in the same schools are permitted to wear their 

habits. To this attitude against Islamic dress, Jesus’s admonition applies: “Why do you take note 

of the mote that is in your brother’s eye, but pay no attention to the large plank that is in your 

own eye?” (Mt. 7:3). 

As a remedy to this inconsistency and self-insulation in applying the principle of 

religious liberty, Nussbaum proposes a critical self-examination in the spirit of Socrates. 

Following Kantian ethical thought, she maintains that a good way of testing ourselves is to ask 

whether the basis of our action could be recommended as a law for everyone.
12

 Self-examination 

will lead us to empathy, the capacity of putting oneself in the place of another. Empathy shows 

us “the human reality of other people whom we might have seen as disgusting or subhuman, or 

as mere aliens and threats.”
13

  

 Nussbaum’s account of religious intolerance seems to me partial. For while it uncovers 

the islamophobia that prevails in some Western countries and shows how to overcome it, it says 

very little on the real threat of violent Islamicisation and does not suggest the way this threat can 

be overcome. Her assessment challenges the perpetrators of religious hatred against Muslims but 

does not challenge Islamic fanaticists who spread the religion by violating the fundamental right 

of religious freedom. Yet, Nussbaum admits that many of the current fears against the 

islamicisation of Europe are rational “in the light of history and current events, and that rational 

fear ought to guide sensible public policy.”
14

 She further acknowledges that it is not rational to 

dismiss the fear of global Muslim terrorism. But while she calls the islamophobic for self-

examination, she gives no message to Muslim fundamentalists and fanaticists. The respect for 

equal liberty of conscience is needed for both sides.  

What Nussbaum brings to light is religious exclusivism and religious discrimination 

under the guise of democratic principles and the need for security. By uncovering the 

inconsistency in applying principles, she remarkably shows that underneath religious intolerance 

lies the deep seated human tendency to selfishness. Failing to acknowledge the equal reality of 

others is a ubiquitous deep ethical failing in human affairs.
15

 She argues that this self-

centeredness can be overcome by self-examination and empathy.  Is that enough to overcome 

islamophobia? Moreover, I am not sure whether the uprooting of Islamophobia will install by 

itself the equal respect of religious freedom. How will the fear of religious differences be 

overcome, if religious fundamentalism and fanaticism remain unchallenged? 

 In order to open hearts capable of compassion and imagination necessary for respect of 

religious liberty, we need a deep understanding of the fact of religious diversity, that is, the 

pervasive fact that “seemingly sincere and knowledgeable individuals hold incompatible beliefs 

on the same religious issue”.
16

 I believe the problem of religious intolerance is not just 

inconsistency that springs from natural egoistic tendency, but also and even more fundamentally 

the acceptance of religious diversity, the very fact that people, even those who belong to the 

same religious group, have different faiths and beliefs about God and religion. The remaining 

part of the paper is geared to analyse the legitimacy of religious pluralism and diversity, and to 

suggest an impartial way of going about religious conflicts. 
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The Double face of Religious Pluralism 

According to Michael Haralambos and Robin M. Heald, “a truly religious society has one 

faith and one church; but religious pluralism, where different religious faiths exist within a single 

society, splinters society, weakening the influence of religion and inhibiting religion from acting 

as a cohesive force within society.”
17

 For Haralambos and Heald, religion can effectively 

reinforce societal norms and values only when a single religion within that society has a 

monopoly on the truth. Religious pluralism prevents religion from performing its traditional role 

of unifying society. But in which sense can the existence of multiple doctrinally diverse religions 

within a single society negatively affect social stability? 

 Obviously, religious pluralism may be a threat to social integration because of some 

fundamentalists, those who maintain that their religious convictions are never to be questioned. 

For instance, Christian fundamentalists believe that the only meaning of the bible is the literal 

meaning of the words and do not accept any alternative reading. Such a position becomes 

dangerous to the society when it turns into religious fanaticism, that is, when a religious group 

pursues a certain cause and uses force to achieve its end. In this case, religious pluralism can 

hinder social cohesion and threaten social stability, as has been the case in Nigeria and some 

other parts of Africa. “Despite the Biblical injunction that the Word of God should be spread to 

all corners of the earth, the Christian approach to converting unbelievers, especially in southern 

Nigeria, has often led to religious riots – although riots have occurred in other parts of Nigeria as 

well. In a clear case of infringement of the fundamental human right of non-adherents, a 

particular Christian faction recently set ablaze the shrine of the traditional worshipers in 

Anambra state. They gathered and burned priceless artifacts, which have served as idols for the 

indigenous religions for centuries. This led to riots and social unrest.”
18

 Another example of 

religious fanaticism in Africa is the Mungiki sect in Kenya. This religious group that staunchly 

rejects Western culture and influences has been a threat to social stability
19

. This is why in 2002, 

after several Mungiki sect members beheaded twenty-one people in a Nairobi slum during a turf 

war with a rival group called the Taliban, the Kenyan government banned all activists of the 

Mungiki sect in Kenya.
20

 

But having one faith in a society does not guarantee a successful genuine social 

integration. It may be an oppressive mode of coexistence that does not allow any freedom of  

choice in matters of religion, while a genuine social integration entails necessarily social 

differences. From this point of view, religious pluralism has the virtue of giving people religious 

freedom and as such it may be regarded as an attitude to religion. It is the worldview according 

to which one’s religion is not the sole and exclusive source of truth, and hence the 

acknowledgement that at least some truths and values exist in other religions. It is also the idea 

that all religions are equally valid as ways to God. As there are many ways to Mount Kenya, so 

there are many ways to God. This is not to say, though, that differences among religions are 

superficial. There are fundamental differences and mutual contradictions in the teachings of 

religions. Consider the differences between monotheism and polytheism, Unitarian theism and 
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Trinitarian theism. There is a doctrinal diversity not only on God but also on salvation. For 

instance, while some insist that salvation comes through submitting to the laws of God, others 

believe that it comes through the grace of the saving work of Christ and by the Spirit that 

changes us from within.  

Why all these differences? Faith as a gift from God alone cannot account for doctrinal 

religious diversity. This multiplicity of religious faiths and beliefs, when regarded closely, reveal 

that every human person, whether, fundamentalist, atheist, fideist, believer, etc, is in search for 

the meaning of the human existence. Positions with regard to religion are associated with the 

existential question. In that sense, Jesus is the way, the truth and the life in a personal way for 

anyone who reaches out to him.
21

 From its very nature, therefore, pluralism can be the source not 

only of social instability but also the individual’s emancipation.  

 

Human Finitude and Objective Knowledge 

Underneath the problem of religious pluralism lies the question of objective knowledge. 

Among competing religious convictions, how do we know which is genuine? For instance, 

religious beliefs must be distinguished from political ideologies and other types of validity 

claims. The Magisterium of the Catholic Church acknowledges that God communicates his truth 

in the limits of human language.
22

 On his part, Wittgenstein asserts the boundaries of human 

knowledge when he says: the “limits of my language mean the limits of my world.”
23

  These two 

statements point to the question of legitimate claim to knowledge and objectivity. 

The issue of objective knowledge is the major concern of Kant’s Critique of Pure 

Reason. As Aristotle tells us that the beginning of a philosophical inquiry is wonder, Kant 

wonders about the possibility of a science. How is a scientific knowledge, viz., knowledge that is 

necessary and universal, possible at all? This question led Kant to the study of the conditions for 

the possibility of knowledge as such, and of the capacity and limits of the human mind in terms 

of knowledge. In his transcendental philosophy, Kant depicts the human mind as having three 

faculties: sensibility, understanding and reason. In Kant’s philosophy, there is human reason in 

general and human reason in a special sense. The first is identified with our cognitive powers in 

general whereas the second is the faculty of ends and principles. The sources of empirical 

knowledge, the only knowledge human beings are capable of, are sensibility and understanding. 

Sensibility organizes our experience according to our intuitions of space and time, while 

understanding organizes experience according to concepts. Sensibility has an a priori structure, 

that is, space and time – a priori forms of intuition. The a priori structure of understanding 

consists in concepts and twelve categories (higher order of concepts or forms of judgments) 

under which all concepts applicable to experience can be subsumed. Space and time are forms of 

intuition, while categories are fundamental ways of ordering the input received by a spatio-

temporally conditioned, sensible intuition. When properly employed the understanding yields 

genuine, objective knowledge. Properly speaking, knowledge is of empirical things, their 

properties, relations, actions, etc.
24

 It requires that something be given to sensibility and that the 

experience so occasioned be ordered through concepts provided by the understanding.  
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However, our way of knowing about objects based on sensible intuition and a discursive 

understanding is limited. We know objects only as our cognitive constitution allows us to know 

them. Kant regarded his theory of knowledge as a Copernican revolution in philosophy. Prior to 

Copernicus, astronomers took the apparent daily motions of the stars and planets to be real. After 

Copernicus, they realized that those motions were nothing but the motions of the Earth projected 

onto heavenly bodies. Similarly, prior to Critical Philosophy, philosophy that describes the limits 

of knowledge, metaphysicians believed that they had to discover the objective, necessary 

features of an independent reality revealed in the first principles of thought. “After the Critical 

Philosophy, we realize that such features are nothing other than the a priori necessities of human 

cognition that we falsely assume to be reading off an intelligible reality. Contrary to Hume, we 

can anticipate reality a priori and thus be assured of the grounds of empirical knowledge. But we 

can only anticipate it if it conforms to the a priori forms of sensibility and a priori categories of 

the understanding lodged in the knowing subject.”
25

 Metaphysicians of pre-critical philosophy 

overlooked the fact that there are a priori contributions of our knowledge of reality. Out of the 

Copernican revolution in philosophy come two fundamental ideas in Kant’s thought: the 

distinction between appearances and things in themselves and the idea of a boundary to human 

thought. The ideas are interrelated. “The boundary to thought comes with the line that divides 

things in themselves from appearances. We have cognition of reality only insofar as it appears to 

us. Cognition does not extend to things in themselves”
26

. For Kant, the object of our knowledge 

is indeed phenomenal, that is, our knowledge is of things as they appear to us, and not of things 

as they are in themselves. 

One of Kant’s major contributions to philosophy is the analysis of the due limits and 

scope of metaphysical knowledge, the knowledge that cannot be proved on the basis of 

experience. Kant’s inquiry on the conditions for the possibility of knowledge led him to maintain 

that in the thinking of many theologians and metaphysicians, human reason has claimed 

knowledge it cannot have, leading to empty battles of contradictory positions that invite outright 

skepticism. “Metaphysic, a completely isolated and speculative science of reason, which declines 

all teaching of experience, and rests on concepts only (not on their application to intuition, as 

mathematics), in which reason therefore is meant to be her own pupil, has hitherto not been so 

fortunate as to enter on the secure path of a science, although it is older than all other sciences, 

and would remain, even if all the rest were swallowed up in the abyss of an all-destroying 

barbarism. In metaphysic, reason, even if it tries only to understand a priori (as it pretends to do)  

those laws which are confirmed by the commonest experience, is constantly brought to a 

standstill, and we are obliged again and again to retrace our steps, because they do not lead us 

where we want to go; while as to any unanimity among those who are engaged in the same work, 

there is so little  of it in metaphysic, that it has rather become an arena, specially destined, it 

would seem, for those who wish to exercise themselves in mock fights, and where no combatant 

has, as yet, succeeded in gaining an inch of ground that he could call permanently his own. It 

cannot be denied, therefore, that the method of metaphysic has hitherto consisted in groping 

only, and, what is the worst, in groping among mere concepts.”
27

 Having established that all 



7 
 

knowledge that we can legitimately claim is subject to the conditions of possible experience, 

Kant diagnoses and criticizes the understanding’s temptation to illusion. This is the case when 

tempting to provide proofs of God’s existence, of immortality of the soul, of freedom or the 

claim of the knowledge of the world as a whole. For Kant knowledge of entities that transcend 

this world is not possible via experience. It is an error to think that reason can know the world 

beyond the senses. We cannot have knowledge by the understanding of the divine nature and 

existence.  

Having made a distinction between empirical things and things in themselves, that is, 

things that are independent of us, Kant regards God as unknowable through theoretical reason. 

Intimations we have of a “transcendental” knowledge are confined to moral life and aesthetic 

experience. This statement allows us room to speculate about those aspects of reality that our 

limitations might leave us forever unknowable. It is in this regard that Kant writes: “I had 

therefore to remove knowledge in order to make room for belief.”
28

 As we can see, Kant’s theory 

of knowledge does not involve the denial of God’s existence.  “The fact that human beings have 

no proof from experience that there is a God does not entail that there is no God. It remains 

thinkable that such a being exists in the realms that our cognitive filtering apparatus will not let 

us reach.”
29

 It is in this respect that practical reason has to postulate God in order to meet our 

deep-seated ethical needs. Although for Kant, moral duties are not founded upon or derived from 

belief in God, the latter is regarded as the legislator of the moral law. 

True, for Kant human knowledge is phenomenal in character and does not extend to 

things in themselves. This doctrine rules out all metaphysical claims, including the doctrines of 

God, human freedom and immortality. But these are re-instated in Kant’s moral thought as 

postulates necessary for morality. This re-instatement is only possible because of the critical 

limitation of knowledge. “Because all knowledge is limited to experience, we can neither affirm 

nor deny (on purely theoretical grounds) the existence of God, the immortality of the soul or the 

freedom of man as he is in himself (rather than as appearance or phenomenon). All these three 

doctrines are necessary for morality; without them morality would make no sense. Kant therefore 

bestows on them the status of postulates and tells us that we must act as if they were true.”
30

 

The doctrine of the boundaries of human knowledge, then, invites believers and non-

believers alike to acknowledge their human finitude. “The atheists and allies are defeated not by 

proving religious dogmas, but by showing that no one has any right to dogmatic assertions, 

negative or positive, in this area. Religion is saved through a meta-skepticism that undercuts the 

religious skeptic’s claims, while at the same time it deprives the believer objective certainty that 

his or her beliefs are true (or even, perhaps, meaningful). The doctrine of the human knowledge 

boundaries is intended to be a defense through a kind of undermining of all previous positions on 

the nature and reality of God.”
31

 I believe Kant’s theory of knowledge, as I have briefly 

presented it, provides us with a framework from which we can interpret religious 

fundamentalism and religious pluralism. 
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From Fundamentalism to Positive Pluralism 

Religious fundamentalism portrays a fideism attitude towards religion, that is, a position 

that does not seek at all to lay religious belief on rational theoretical ground. For fideism, only 

revelation gives us the truth, reason does not lead to knowledge of the nature of things.  But 

“deprived of reason, faith has stressed feeling and experience, and so run the risk of no longer 

being a universal proposition. It is an illusion to think that faith, tied to weak reasoning, might be 

more penetrating; on the contrary, faith then runs the grave risk of withering into myth or 

superstition.”
32

 As Habermas points out, in Kantian philosophy, the aim of the taming of religion 

through reason is to protect the general public against two forms of dogmatism.
33

 On the one 

hand, Kant wants to bring the authority of reason and of individual conscience to bear against a 

rigid ecclesiastical orthodoxy that “regards the natural principles of morality as of secondary 

importance”
34

. On the other hand, against skepticism, Kant wants to rescue the contents of faith 

and the religious commitments that can be justified within the bounds of reason alone
35

. It is 

through reason that we can defend our faith. For Kant who has learned from the historical wars 

of religions, “the concern of the philosophy of religion is not to restrict a theoretical reason 

plagued by answerable questions, but to extend the use of practical reason beyond the moral 

legislation of a strict ethics of duties to the presumptively rational postulates of God and 

immortality”.
36

  

If religious fundamentalists can accept to reason their faith, they will also need to 

consider Kant’s doctrine of the two modes of employment of reason: legitimate and illegitimate. 

They will learn to distinguish between the realm of knowledge and the realm of meaning. The 

realm of knowledge is made up of those questions that require a burden of evidence and that can 

get conclusive answers. This is the domain of scientific questions and other issues where by 

people taking part in discussion can reach rational agreement. But there are issues on which an 

agreement can hardly be reached. These are issues pertaining to the meaning of human existence. 

Faith in the existence of God, the attributes we give to him, the interpretation of Christian 

revelation, and all other issues of which no one has decisive and compelling evidence, belong to 

the realm of meaning. On such issues, claims are irreducibly pluralistic. However, this is not to 

say in the least that such claims are incompatible with human reason. It is reasonable to believe 

that God exists and that the human soul is immortal; but there is no rational proof that can be 

provided for that as may be the case in the discussion on the properties of a right triangle. 

Furthermore, this does not mean that rational questions are of more importance than reasonable 

ones, for the question of meaning of our existence is fundamental for each human being and it is 

part of what defines us as such.  It is my contention, therefore, that, in itself, the irreducible 

plurality of meaning claims far from being a threat is what makes human existence dynamic. 

Religious pluralism issues from human nature. 

Following Kant’s theory of knowledge, it is clear that different faiths in a society can 

coexist in freedom and mutual respect only if each believer and non-believer strive for a 

legitimate employment of reason. To be sure, from the perspective of the liberal state, the state 
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that does not define itself in exclusive religious terms, only those religious communities which 

abstain, by their own lights, from violence in spreading their beliefs and imposing them on their 

own members, let alone manipulation inducing suicide attacks, deserve the predicate of 

“reasonable”.
37

  

Besides, the distinction of legitimate from illegitimate employment of reason results from 

the acknowledgement of the boundaries of human reason. For harmonious coexistence in society, 

then, each one has to accept that all human beings are liable to error and that our beliefs can 

always be challenged. That is part of our finitude. If citizens are aware of their own fallibility, 

they learn to deal with the fact of pluralism in a non- violent way. Without disrupting the social 

cohesion of a political community, they realize what the secular grounds for the separation of 

religion from politics in the growing secular society actually mean. From this perspective, 

religious pluralism, the claim that the meaning of human existence is boundless and that the 

plurality of religious meaning points to the inexhaustibility of God’s mystery, is a positive 

attitude that needs to be promoted.  

 

Tolerance as Pacemaker of Religious Pluralism 

I believe it is clear now. Kant’s doctrine of the phenomenal character of human 

knowledge provides us with the grounds for a pluralistic attitude with regard to religious 

convictions. The idea that the object of our knowledge is indeed phenomenal, seems to me an 

epistemological foundation of religious tolerance. This does not involve any axiological or 

religious relativism. “We should respect the fellow-citizen in others even when we regard their 

beliefs or ideas as false and the corresponding way of life as bad.”
38

  The respect of others in 

their differences with regard to religious convictions does not mean either that we should be 

indifferent to them. It is only when there is a rejection of others’ beliefs that one can talk of 

tolerance. Only someone who has subjectively convincing reasons for rejecting the beliefs of 

people or other faiths can practice tolerance. Tolerance is not indifference; indifference toward 

the convictions and practices of others robs tolerance its proper object.
39

 Tolerance toward those 

who think differently should neither be confused with the willingness to cooperate and to make 

compromises. “Tolerance becomes necessary – over and above the patient pursuit of truth, 

openness, mutual trust, and a sense of justice – only when the parties with good reason neither 

seek agreement concerning controversial beliefs nor think agreement is possible.”
40

  

However, the reasons for rejection that call for tolerance must not be accepted on merely 

subjective grounds. They must be able to claim public legitimacy. Prejudices do not count. 

“Tolerance can exist only when the parties involved can base their rejection on a reasonable 

ongoing absence of agreement. Not every rejection is reasonable in this sense. After all, we do 

not confront chauvinists or racists with calls for more tolerance, but with the demand that they 

should overcome their prejudices. Refraining from discrimination, and hence showing equal 

respect for everybody, is what is called for in the first instance toward those who are different, 

rather than the tolerance called for by those who think differently.”
41
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Tolerance in terms of showing equal respect for everybody regardless diverging religious 

convictions is in turn grounded in the moral law. “The morality of equal respect for everybody 

holds independently of any religious context in which it may be embedded,”
42

 and of all 

competing worldviews. Kant writes: “So far as morality is based on the conception of the human 

being as one who is free but who also, just because of that, binds himself through his reason to 

unconditional laws, it is in need neither of the idea of another being above him in order that he 

recognizes his duty, nor, that he observes it, of an incentive other than the law itself”
43

. Granted, 

Kant concedes  that we cannot get in obvious way the categorical meaning of validity inherent to 

moral obligations without thinking of another’s will, namely God’s, of which reason in giving 

universal laws is only the spokesman. But this comprehension of the categorical meaning only 

serves to strengthen “the moral incentive in our own lawgiving reason”
44

. Whether we regard 

God or reason as the moral legislator has no bearing on the content of the moral law. The 

postulates that Kant advances in his ethics enable the practical reason to inspire confidence in the 

moral choices. 

 

Conclusion 

The search for life’s meaning constitutes the kinship of all religions in the human spirit. 

Because of human finitude, this meaning cannot but be plural. It is the limitedness of the human 

access to the divine and whatever transcends our sense experience that grounds the freedom of 

religious conscience, that is, the personal own interpretation of religion. Nussbaum maintains 

that we can avoid bias against other religious beliefs and practices only if we try hard to lead the 

examined life.
45

 It has been argued that this critical self-examination will not be achieved unless 

we are free from religious dogmatism and acknowledge our constitutive epistemic finitude. 

This study has shown that religious pluralism has both the potential for the emancipation 

of the individual, because of the religious freedom it involves, and the potential of disrupting 

social order when fundamentalism turns into fanaticism. Following Kant’s critical philosophy, 

viz., the study of the question of legitimate knowledge and objectivity, we can say that the major 

problem of religious fundamentalism and religious intolerance is the lack of epistemic criticism, 

that is, the questioning of whether that which we call truth is really truth or only appears to be 

truth. Religious pluralism is a threat neither to the Church nor to society, as long as believers and 

non-believers acknowledge the epistemological human finitude. The epistemological stance of 

human finitude may lead to tolerance with regard to religious beliefs and faiths among citizens 

and it may inspire an attitude of wonder at the limitlessness of meaning for the human being. 

From the theological point of view, religious pluralism could be seen as a chance if regarded as a 

creative way of expressing God’s inexhaustible mystery of wisdom and love. It points to the idea 

that Christ through his paschal mystery is still reaching humanity to save it in the Holy Spirit 

even through other religions, though in unknown ways.
46

 Such an attitude would be the ground 

for mutual respect and tolerance among those who profess different faiths and non-believers as 

well.  
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Abstract 

Prejudice against new religious groups and occasional violence based on religious convictions 

are not uncommon to hear. Even those European countries that had been imagined in the last 

century as the most tolerant in matters of religious differences are today said to be Islamophic. 

This raises the issue of the legitimacy of religious pluralism and religious diversity, two central 

topics in the philosophy of religion and religious studies. Related to the problem of intolerance 

occasioned by religious disagreement is the ground and scope of the fundamental right to 

religious liberty. The aim of this paper is to suggest a principle that grounds equal respect to the 

conscience of all, in matters of religious belief and practice.  
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