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Bill: I think a Christian assertion of absolute truth
leads to intolerance.

John: I certainly agree that there have been many
intolerant Christians throughout the ages and
that intolerance is wrong. But do you think
that intolerance is wrong and tolerance is
right?

Bill: Of course.

John: Don’t you realize that you’ve just made an
objective moral judgment? You’ve said some-
thing is really right and something is really
wrong. I thought you believed everything
was relative?

Bill: Don’t try to trap me. I’m just saying that
Christianity is intolerant.

John: Believers in Christ have a solid foundation for
defending tolerance that relativism lacks. In
fact, I call cultural relativistic tolerance false
tolerance. Tolerance has become their only
“absolute.”

Bill: Why is it false?

John: Because it provides no basis for tolerance to
be right; whereas, a believer can call tolerance
really right and intolerance really wrong.

Bill: Doesn’t tolerance lead to the idea that all
views are equal? I didn’t think you held to
that.

John: No, I don’t. But believers can argue for legal
and social tolerance without obliterating deep
differences. In fact, I think that relativistic
tolerance pretends to embrace everyone, but
it is also exclusivist in its views. It excludes
anyone that doesn’t hold to relativism and
despite its welcoming embrace, gives the fatal
hug to anyone who would object to its view.

Bill: I don’t get it. Explain what you mean.

John: Okay. Let me show you how a believer can
uphold and defend tolerance and a relativist
can’t….

Mark is a medical student who happened to men-
tion in class that he is a believer in Christ. Not long af-
ter, his advisor called him in. “I’m concerned, given
your religious views, about whether or not you’ll be
able to be a good doctor. By that I mean, whether or
not you’ll be able to be tolerant of your patients’ various
religious beliefs. It could affect how you function on a
hospital staff with other doctors and nurses, too.”

Ann is a graduate student in counseling at a secular
institution. She has been told that she must help stu-
dents work through, accept, and embrace, in the name
of “tolerance,” sexual practices and lifestyles that she as
a believer regards as wrong.

Michelle began to wonder why she was bringing in
as much business for the law firm, and handling as
many important cases, as anyone else—and still, after
years, not even being considered for partner. One day,
one of the secretaries confided, “I heard two of the part-
ners talking. They were agreeing that, because you’re
‘one of those born-again Christians’ that you’re going to
turn out to be too black-and-white on business issues. So
they’re not comfortable offering you partnership.”
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conversation between a believer and a
relativist reveals a major cultural view-

point based on a common misunderstand-
ing of the concept of tolerance:
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Intolerant?
Often, those who believe in objective truth are thought
of as “intolerant” merely because we believe that some-
thing is good or evil, true or false.

It is time that believers regain the moral high ground on the
issue of tolerance.

“Tolerance,” used in the relativist sense, has no reason
for being thought of as “the right” position. In fact, in
this sense tolerance is not really right and intolerance is
not really wrong. In many ways, it is a “false toler-
ance.” It is “false” because it implicitly undermines the
basis for and motive to tolerance. On the other hand,
believers have many solid reasons for being defenders
of tolerance, and they have a sure foundation for up-
holding this virtue.

It is time we learned how to make, and stand for, the
distinction between a “true” and a “false” tolerance.

Tolerance is a Virtue and Intolerance a Vice
In the secular version of tolerance, there are no abso-
lutes and everything is relative. That means that toler-
ance is not really objectively good and intolerance is not
really objectively evil. There is no basis other than per-
sonal preference to uphold tolerance and condemn in-
tolerance. In some quarters, tolerance seems to be the
only “absolute” but, of course, there are no absolute val-
ues or virtues, not even tolerance.

On the other hand, “true” tolerance is the kind that
can and ought to be defended by believers because we
have good reasons for maintaining that rightly defined
tolerance is a virtue and rightly defined intolerance is a
vice. For believers, there is an adequate basis to sustain
this virtue and to teach it to their children.

Legal Tolerance
We as believers have a good basis for being defenders
of religious liberty and the First Amendment.

First, many of the initial settlers in this country left
England because their religious liberty was being
threatened. You could call religious liberty and toler-
ance America’s “first freedom.”

Second, we do not believe that you can or ought to
physically coerce someone into religious belief, such as
occurred during the Inquisition or during the persecu-
tion of the Scottish Covenanters. We can defend
people’s legal rights even when we believe them to be
wrong from our perspective, for Scripture defends the
right to freedom of conscience (see Rom. 14:23).

Third, we have a good reason for desiring the non-
establishment of a particular religion or denomination.
Generally, where religion has been established, it be-
comes diluted and weak; when it is allowed freedom, it

thrives. Look at the dwindling established churches
(with a few exceptions) in England, Scandinavia, and
Europe, compared on the other hand with the vitality
(despite many imperfections) of non-established Chris-
tianity in America. In the founding of this country, only
about ten percent of people attended church once a
week. At present, about forty percent attend church in
a given week. Where there is full freedom to persuade,
the best and most attractive options prevail and gain the
most adherents. As in free enterprise, the best products
often get the lion’s share of the market. Finally, the best
way to retain our own freedoms is to be defenders of
others’ freedom. Do we want justice or “just us?”1 Leslie
Newbigin says,

If we acknowledge the God of the Bible, we are committed
to struggle for justice in society, justice means giving to
each his due. Our problem (as seen in light of the Gospel)
is that each of us overestimates what is due to him as com-
pared with what is due to his neighbor…. If I do not ac-
knowledge a justice which judges the justice for which I
fight, I am an agent, not of justice, but of lawless tyranny.2

Social Tolerance
Believers must uphold social tolerance. Christ encour-
ages in us a broader love, encompassing not only fam-
ily, friends, and neighbors, but also even our enemies.
Christ’s radical call to “love your enemies” is unique
among the world religions. Christ extends the love of
neighbor to the love of enemies. In Jesus’ day, there
was a debate as to who was included in the definition
of the neighbor. The lawyer asked the question, “Who is
my neighbor?” T. W. Manson says that even the very
question is revealing:

The question is unanswerable and ought not to be
asked. For love does not begin by defining its objects; it
discovers them.3

Jesus’ parable of the Good Samaritan perhaps had in
mind the debate of that day about the neighbor, and
the lawyer was asking Jesus to take a position. Some
religious leaders insisted that Gentiles, heretics, or Sa-
maritans were not neighbors. In a midrash on Ruth, it
says that the death of Gentiles should not be sought:

…but if they be in any danger of death, we are not bound
to deliver them; e.g. if any of them fall into the sea, you shall
not need to take them out for it is said, ‘Thou shalt not rise
up against the blood of thy neighbor,’ but such a one is
not your neighbor.4

In the Jewish apocryphal book Sirach we see similar
advice given.
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If you do a good turn, know for whom you are doing it
and your good deeds will not go to waste. Do good to a
devout man and you will receive reward, if not from him,
then certainly from the Most High. Give to a devout man
and do not go to the help of a sinner. Do good to a humble
man, give nothing to a godless one. Refuse him bread; do
not give him any; it might make him stronger than you are;
then you would be repaid evil twice over for all the good
you had done him. For the Most High detests sinners and
will repay the wicked with a vengeance. Give to the good
man and do not go to the help of a sinner.5

Jesus’ story of the Good Samaritan casts as an unlikely
hero a class of person who was often hated because
of theological and historical rivalry. To Orthodox
Jews, Samaritans were more despised than Gentiles.
Jesus not only made a Samaritan the hero, but He also
implicitly identified himself with this one so despised.
We might ask, “Who are the Samaritans today?”
Who are those that we have a difficult time loving?
Who are those that you feel no compassion towards?
It is those people that Christ calls us to love. We are
called to love across deep religious, cultural, ethnic,
and racial divisions. The eventual picture shown to us
in heaven is one of every tribe, tongue, people, and
nation (see Rev. 5:9). Christ is such a great leader
that He can command respect and love from the
most diverse crowd of followers. Believers should be
on the forefront of upholding a multicultural vision,
embracing with love people from every culture. There
is no basis for ethnocentrism here; Jesus is not West-
ern or Eastern, and His Church knows no cultural
boundaries.6

Even in the case of people that are not just different,
but religiously and morally objectionable, we are to
love. The Apostle Paul reaffirms Jesus’ teaching in Ro-
mans 12:14-21:

Bless those who persecute you; bless and curse not…. Never
pay back evil for evil to anyone…. Never take your own
revenge, but leave room for the wrath of God, for it is
written, ‘Vengeance is Mine, I will repay,’ says the Lord. But
if your enemy is hungry, feed him, and if he is thirsty, give
him a drink; for in so doing, you will heap burning coals
upon his head. Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome
evil with good.

Jesus’ call to love our enemies takes us beyond a passive
tolerance to a proactive love. Again, this love needs to
be demonstrated across religious, ethnic, cultural, racial,
and moral divides. No matter how broad the chasm,
Christ’s love extends there. Love is both centripetal and
centrifugal: it both attracts people towards those who

love and thrusts us out to love people wherever they live
and whatever their stance.7

Not Moral Equivalence
Tolerance does not mean religious and moral equiva-
lence. It is in the making of this distinction that “false”
tolerance and “true” tolerance diverge.

Some cultural forms of tolerance level the differences
between views and minimize the divisions between
them. If your religion is merely true for you and my reli-
gion true for me, then what we believe is merely a mat-
ter of arbitrary personal preference. Truth is not at issue
here. Some fear that a rigorous debate about truth will
lead to violence. This has, in fact, been the case at times.

Is it possible, though, to conduct a debate in a vigor-
ous but civil manner? Of course. Chesterton once said,
“The problem with a quarrel is that it spoils a good ar-
gument.” The issue of truth has become inconvenient
and potentially dangerous, and so it has been shoved
aside or defined away by saying it is true that there are
no truths. Consider the following illustration.

Teacher: Welcome students. Since this is the first day
of class, I want to lay down some ground
rules. First, since no one has the truth, you
should be open-minded to the opinions of
your fellow students. Second…Elizabeth, do
you have a question?

Elizabeth: Yes, I do. If nobody has the truth, isn’t that
the reason for me not to listen to my fellow
students? After all, if nobody has the truth,
why should I waste my time listening to
other people and their opinions? What
would be the point? Only if somebody has
the truth does it make sense to be open-
minded. Don’t you agree?

Teacher: No, I don’t. Are you claiming to know the
truth? Isn’t that a bit arrogant and dog-
matic?

Elizabeth: Not at all. Rather, I think it is dogmatic as
well as arrogant to assert that there is not
one person on earth that knows the truth.
After all, have you met every person in the
world and quizzed him or her exhaustively?
If not, how can you make such a claim?
Also, I believe it is actually the opposite of
arrogance to say that I will alter my opinions
to fit the truth whenever and wherever I
find it. And, I happen to think that I have
good reason to believe I do know the truth
and would like to share it with you. Why
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won’t you listen to me? Why would you au-
tomatically discredit my opinion before it is
even uttered? I thought we were supposed
to listen to everyone’s opinions.

Teacher: This should prove to be an interesting se-
mester.

Another student: (blurts out) Ain’t that the truth. (The
students laugh.)8

As this dialogue suggests, holding to eternal truth does
not necessarily make you arrogant. In fact, if I have
carefully weighed Christ’s claims and find that the
mass of evidence points to His being the way, the
truth, and the life, and if I have come to acknowledge
that He is the Lord, then it would be arrogance for me
to reject what my Lord says and indicate otherwise. If
I were to say that Christ is the way because He is my
way that would be arrogant. But if I have submitted
myself to His claims, then I could humbly put forward
what I have discovered. This is not to say that arrogant
presentations of Christ are uncommon. Only that arro-
gance is not necessarily encouraged and, moreover, it is
positively discouraged by such a discovery. Francis
Schaeffer once argued that Christianity is the easiest
and the hardest of religions. It is the easiest in that all
you have to do is say, “God be merciful to me a sin-
ner” (Lk 18: 13). It is the hardest because humbling
your pride is the very hardest thing to do. We have
two choices: to be humble now or be humbled later.
An arrogant Christian ought to be an oxymoron. Faith
in Christ should be an antidote to arrogance, rather
than a cause of it.

True tolerance is only needed if differences are signifi-
cant. As we have seen, true tolerance presupposes deep
differences between views. Tolerance is not needed if
someone’s views are the same, or virtually the same, or
insignificant. The kind of tolerance that minimizes dif-
ferences makes tolerance unnecessary.

Tolerance as Sloth
Dorothy Sayers saw the danger of a false under-
standing of tolerance in her day. In “The Pantheon
Papers” she has a humorous note on “St. Luke of
Laodicea, Martyr” (see Rev. 3:16):

St. Lukewarm was a magistrate in the city of Laodicea
under Claudius (Emp. A.D. 41-54). He was
broadminded as to offer asylum and patronage to every
kind of religious cult, however unorthodox and
repulsive, saying in answer to all remonstrance: There is

always some truth in everything. This liberality earned
for him the surname of ‘The Tolerator’.9

Later he fell into the hands of one of the groups he tol-
erated and was eaten, but his flesh was so “tough and
tasteless” that he was spit out.

In another essay, “The Other Six Deadly Sins,”
Sayers equates Sloth and Tolerance:

The Church names the sixth Deadly Sin Acedia or Sloth.
In the world it calls itself Tolerance; but in Hell it is
called Despair. It is the accomplice of the other sins and
their worst punishment. It is the sin that believes in
nothing, cares for nothing, seeks to know nothing,
interferes with nothing, enjoys nothing, loves nothing,
hates nothing, finds purpose in nothing, lives for
nothing, and only remains alive because there is nothing
it would die for. We have known it far too well for many
years.10

All inclusivists sooner or later become exclusivists. An inclu-
sivist is one who wants to draw his circle so that every-
one is tolerantly included. The inclusivist wants to
embrace everyone yet the first group of people who
are excluded by the inclusivists are the exclusivists.
Inclusivists tend to accept only those who are willing
to come under their umbrella or accept their terms of
surrender. Appearing to give you a loving embrace,
they strangle you. They give you a fatal hug. Have you
ever had someone sneak up behind you, put their arms
around you, pick you up, and squeeze you so that it felt
like your ribs would break? Inclusivists want to do even
more: you are squeezed until you die to your own indi-
vidual (or corporate) assertion of truth. You are ac-
cepted only if you are assimilated. I think of the Borg
on the television series “Star Trek: The New Genera-
tion” whose refrain was “We will assimilate you. Resis-
tance is futile.” As long as you are willing to be
drawn inside their circle, assimilated or absorbed
into the collective, you are included. But if you choose
to remain outside, asserting your individual beliefs, you
are rejected.

Os Guinness talks about an instance of Buddhists
complaining that the Hindus wanted to “strangle them
by the fraternal embrace.”11 False tolerance embraces
but strangles any exclusive claim to truth. Another anal-
ogy might be drawn from the movie series “The Godfa-
ther.” When the Godfather kissed you, it might appear
to be an act of affection to an unknowledgeable by-
stander; however, those who know what it means, call
it the “kiss of death.”12 On the surface, inclusivism ap-
pears very loving and embracing but in reality, it kills
any exclusive, individual—or corporate—claim to truth.
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Relativism is Western and Ethnocentric
This demand for assimilation or absorption also applies
culturally. Once I was giving a talk at a liberal semi-
nary on Eastern religion. A staff member there accused
me of being “Western and ethnocentric” because I
dared to critique the Eastern religious philosophy. I
cannot claim that I responded this clearly then, but I
would now respond, “You know, I think that plural-
ism and inclusivism put forward at this seminary is
actually Western and ethnocentric.”

You can effectively argue that the inclusivism held
by many in this culture has clearly Western roots.
Many in the Western liberal theological tradition see all
religions as basically the same. How could you prove
that this is the case? Even more, it seems to be the im-
position of Western pluralism on other cultures’ reli-
gious views. Alister McGrath argues particularly in
reference to the pluralism of John Hick, but his point
can apply to others as well:

Yet is not this approach shockingly imperialist? Hicks’
implication is that it is not; it is only the educated
Western liberal academic who can understand all the
religions. Their adherents may believe that they have
access to the truth; in fact, only the Western liberal
academic has such privileged access, which is denied to
those who belong to and practice such a religion.”13

Later, McGrath comments,

The belief that all religions are ultimately expressions of
the same transcendent reality is at best illusory and at
worst oppressive—illusory because it lacks any
substantiating basis and oppressive because it involves
the systematic imposition of the agenda of those in
positions of intellectual power on the religions and those
who adhere to them. The illiberal imposition of this
pluralistic metanarrative on religions is ultimately a
claim to mastery—both in the sense of having a
Nietzschean authority and power to mold material
according to one’s own will, and in the sense of being
able to relativize all the religions by having access to a
privileged standpoint.14

So this liberal, theological inclusivism has clearly West-
ern roots and precedent. And its adherents are also
arrogantly, imperialistically imposing their understand-
ing of religion on all the world’s religions, whether they
want it or not. It is not only Western, but ethnocentric
because it does not allow the unique truth claims of
different world religions to be heard and acknowl-
edged. It does not take seriously the truth claims of
world religions.

     This same kind of critique could be made of post-
modernism. The imposition of the postmodern met-
anarrative on the world religions is not only Western
but ethnocentric. We can see by its philosophical roots
in people like Marx, Nietzsche, Wittgenstein, Freud,
Derrida, Rorty, Fish, Foucault, and others that it is
Western. That it is ethnocentric, despite claiming to be
“multicultural,” can be shown by its denial that any
culture’s religious views can be “true truth” for us. To
the Chinese, postmodernists might say, “Your views
are true for you given your cultural setting and context
but they have no universal applicability to us.” In other
words, the Chinese cannot teach us truth where we
are in error, nor can we show them errors where we
have the truth. That is ethnocentric, an imposition of a
Western cultural postmodern mindset that smashes
any other culture’s claim to universal, eternal truth.
Postmodernism is an oppressive imposition of Western
ethnocentrism on the world religions. They are
strangled by the “fraternal embrace” and have re-
ceived the “kiss of death.” They have been given the
fatal hug.

True Tolerance
We need to recover a defense of tolerance.

We have the grounds to defend the virtue of toler-
ance and condemn the vice of intolerance. We can de-
fend legal tolerance and have a strong mandate for
social tolerance. We can be strong defenders of toler-
ance without holding to religious or moral equivalence.
In fact, it is only by maintaining objective moral values
that advocating tolerance and opposing intolerance
makes moral sense.
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