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I. A Question . . .  

As a way to present Benedict XVI’s concept of tolerance, let me start with a question that he himself 

poses: “If tolerance is one of the foundations of the modern age, then is not the claim to have 

recognized the essential truth an obsolete piece of presumption that has to be rejected if the spiral of 

violence that runs through the history of religions is to be broken?”1 In formulating the question, 

Benedict sums up the modern mindset and its perspective on religion. It inevitably ‘cherry picks’ the 

semantic ranges of the various epistemological categories present in the question. Then truth too comes 

to be only what is accepted as true by a particular individual. So for example, the conception of history 

in this view only allocates violence to religious wars. Finally then, tolerance is merely to be based on 

people’s ‘comfort’ zones.  

Benedict XVI’s response to the various flaws in this mindset turns repeatedly to the meaning of being 

itself. However the reference to being is not just to the being of the subject alone (otherwise we would 

be back where we started!) or indeed to what the subject is individually aware of or can conceive of! 

Again and again, Benedict insists that the context for reflecting on issues is being itself, in its entirety. So 

it is in metaphysics that he finds the fitting philosophical tools for the unfolding of his theology of 

tolerance.2 

This paper will lay out the way in which he constantly moves from the nature of being to the particular 

considerations that underpin the Christian view of tolerance. Then finally we will see a few implications 

of this view of tolerance for public policy on religious freedom and culture that are required for the 

exercise of a genuine human tolerance.   

The ‘True Humanism’ 

Benedict’s conception of tolerance is grounded in the anthropological presuppositions that he finds in 

natural law and revelation. He is seeking what he calls a “true humanism”. (Deus caritas est, 9) In his 

formulation of the description of the nature of man, the being of man “consists in the fact that man, 

                                                           
1
 Joseph Cardinal Ratzinger, Truth and Tolerance: Christian Belief and World Religions, (San Francisco: Ignatius 

Press, 2004), 210. This volume will henceforward be referred to by the abbreviation T&T. 
2
 Cf. Joseph Ratzinger, Many religions One Covenant: Israel, the Church and the World, (San Francisco: Ignatius 
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through a life of fidelity to the one God, comes to experience himself as loved by God, and discovers joy 

in truth and in righteousness—a joy in God which becomes his essential happiness: ‘Whom do I have in 

heaven but you? And there is nothing upon earth that I desire besides you ... for me it is good to be near 

God’ (Ps 73 *72+:25, 28).” (DCE 9) For him, this is the true view of the human and is predicated on the 

human being’s intrinsic relationship to God.3 The fullness of human life is also predicated on this 

relationship. And finally, the meaning of human life is predicated on this relationship. 

Now firstly, in using the fullness of human life as his epistemological reference point, Benedict is 

following both the warrant of Scripture (“I came so that they might have life and have it more 

abundantly,” (John 10:10)) and the teaching of the Second Vatican Council which taught that: “By the 

greatness of His power He rules the things in heaven and the things on earth, and with His all-surpassing 

perfection and way of acting He fills the whole body with the riches of His glory.” (Lumen gentium, 7) 

The riches of his glory are the fullness of God himself. Secondly, from the point of view of analysis, this 

fullness is the only true gauge of the existence of man. The analysis implies coming to an understanding 

of man through his relationship to the whole of being―God and all of Creation― in its fullness.4 

Furthermore, provided that the reason for using the metaphysical ‘whole’ has been sufficiently 

established, then finding meaning―the truth―in human existence is—in the eyes of the Catholic 

tradition and Benedict himself—is an integral part of finding the goodness and beauty of human 

existence in its fullness as well. Specifically regarding truth, Benedict said in his speech that was to have 

been given at La Sapienza University in Rome: “the thirst for knowledge that is proper to man. The 

human being wants to know what everything around him is. He wants truth.” (Lecture by the Holy 

Father, 17 January 2008.) The movement in the direction of the truth has an ontological foundation. 

Being is expressive of truth. By being embedded within living being, human beings intrinsically face this 

teleological structure so that, for Benedict: “Obedience to the truth begins with the small truths of daily 

life that can often be demanding and painful.” (Homily, June 29 2009)  

Formulating the issue in the negative, the Second Vatican Council itself said: “Nor are there lacking men 

who despair of any meaning to life and praise the boldness of those who think that human existence is 

devoid of any inherent significance and strive to confer a total meaning on it by their own ingenuity 

alone.” (LG 10) To put it bluntly then, the result of man individually and privately attributing meaning is 

to lose the meaning of life.  

                                                           
3
 In the encyclical Spe salvi, speaking about Bernard Clairvaux, Benedict XVI says: “Bernard explicitly states that not 

even the monastery can restore Paradise, but he maintains that, as a place of practical and spiritual “tilling the 
soil”, it must prepare the new Paradise.” (Spe salvi, 15) Benedict’s formulation of the real situation of man 
contradicts Feuerbach’s view that “Those who have no desires have no gods either. . . . God’s are men’s wishes in 
corporeal form.” (From his La Religion, cited by Henri de Lubac S.J., The Drama of Atheistic Humanism, (San 
Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1995), 27. 
4
 Benedict has explicitly stated that in the modern period: “The separation of physics from metaphysics achieved 

by Christian thinking is being steadily cancelled. Everything is to become’ physics’ again.” (T&T, 178) A particular 
ideological replacement is that of evolution, a point that cannot be pursued further here. Note too, another 
metaphysician Karl Rahner’s statement: “In the metaphysical question about being we inquire about all being as 
such.” Hearer of the Word, (New York: Continuum, 1994), 28. This text will be referred to by the abbreviation HW. 
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Moving on from this point, Benedict’s ‘true humanism’ inevitably involves the concept of the unity of 

humanity in a fundamental ontological sense. The foundation of the search for the truth is that “the 

same nature is at work in all [cultures] and . . . there is a common truth of humanity alive within that 

human nature that aims toward union.”5 Then further this common nature which implies both a 

common meaning in the full ontological sense, as well as the common dynamic searching nature of 

humanity. Benedict waxes poetic when he describes the commonalities of humankind: “the 

fundamental openness of all men to others, and the agreement in essentials . . . can only be explained 

by the hidden way our souls have been touched by truth.”6 The limitation on this fundamental openness 

lies, according to him, in the fact that human beings are limited and so they cannot grasp the whole of 

what they are seeking.7 Such a limitation does not however disparage or in some way circumvent their 

dealing with, and their ontological obligation to deal with the whole of which they are part. So human 

beings find truth by reflecting on being but their grasp of what they are reflecting on is limited in a 

number of ways especially without revelation.  

Besides the limitations of grasp there is, of course, much sinfulness and much that needs purification. In 

Benedict’s words: “the real problem of mankind is the darkening of truth,” which is another 

anthropological feature that requires the clarification of revelation.8 However, staying with the 

philosophical inquiry for the moment and particularly with man’s role in it, the Second Vatican Council 

too reminded us that man’s “intelligence is not confined to observable data alone, but can with genuine 

certitude attain to reality itself as knowable, though in consequence of sin that certitude is partly 

obscured and weakened.”(Gaudium et spes, 15) Now let us focus on the role of truth in human life. 

Truth 

When we speak of the role of truth in human life, we see that in its simplest terms, Benedict is referring 

to the truth of being itself. This can be inferred from a few examples. For example, he cites Socrates, 

after a long debate that involved discarding many false opinions, says: “It would be easily 

understandable if someone became so annoyed at all these false notions that for the rest of his life he 

despised and mocked all talk about being - but in this way he would be deprived of the truth of 

existence and would suffer a great loss.” (Meeting with the Representatives of Science, Regensberg, 12 

September 2006)9 Apparently human beings need the truth of existence! Benedict’s reference to the 

truth of existence can also be found in his many reflections on religion in his teaching. So, for example, 

when blessing the cornerstone of the Mandaba University in Jordan, formulating the point in the 

                                                           
5
 T&T, 59. By ‘culture’ he means: “Culture in the classical sense means going beyond what is visible and apparent to 

the real basis of things and, at its heart, opens the door to Divinity.” (T&T, 61) Put in other terms: “God does not 
wish to be in sole charge of the truth but appoints human beings to be his joint administrators.” Hans Urs von 
Balthasar, Theologic I: Truth of the World, (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 2000), 120. 
6
 T&T, 65. Once again he is following the basic insight of metaphysics that “the nature of being is to know and to be 

known in an original unity, in other words, self-presence, luminosity.”(Karl Rahner, HW, 28.) 
7
 T&T, 65. Here too there is an echo of the classical vision of man “as a microcosm who embraces the whole 

world.” (T&T, 161). 
8
 T&T, 66. 

9
 The source of the words of Socrates is R. Guardini, Der Tod des Sokrates, 5
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 edition, Mainz-Paderborn 1987, pp. 
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negative, he said: “Religion is disfigured when pressed into the service of ignorance or prejudice, 

contempt, violence and abuse.”(Mandaba University, Mandaba, 9 May 2009) This is a partial taxonomy 

of the ways in which one can avoid the truth of human being. 

Now in discussing the effective search for truth, one of Benedict’s great themes is the way in which the 

Church appropriated Greek philosophy. In his appallingly misunderstood Speech to the Representatives 

of Science at the University of Regensburg, Benedict discussed the union of the “Christian Faith and 

Greek inquiry.”10 He followed the method by which we can come to know the truth of existence. His 

reflection sprang from a real event (being again!), a discussion between the then Byzantine Emperor and 

a Persian Moslem in 1391, in which they examined the relationship between religion and truth. Their 

conversation concerned the relation between violence and the nature of God. But as Benedict’s 

presentation unfolds it becomes apparent that the answer to this question depends on the answer to a 

deeper question: is God reasonable? This is where the concern over the influence of Greek thought 

comes in. The question immediately arises: Is the focus on reasonableness merely an idea that 

subsequently crept into Christianity because of its adoption of some modified aspects Greek 

epistemology or is it there, in some form, in the Judeo-Christian history already?  

Benedict’s answer is straightforward: even the Prologue to the Gospel of John itself describes God in 

terms of reason and word: “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word 

was God.” (John 1:1) The Pope reminds us that this means that God is λογος in his nature as God. Λογος 

is the term for ‘word’ and reason’ (it means both) that appears in the Gospel of John and in the 

conversation of the Emperor Manuel II. Apparently then God is an eternal infinite act of loving 

understanding, if we construe ‘understanding’ as the formulation of the inner word in a spiritual being. 

Now then, if this is who God is, then this insight in turn should completely define what ‘religion’is―that 

is it comes from the very nature of the being of God and the human. Benedict is implying that the 

ordering of the nature of created being is in some way along the lines of the nature of uncreated being. 

(cf. Genesis 1:27) (The Analogy of Being)  

Apparently then religion is related to truth. How? We will have to see below. Then too, the Christian 

notion of tolerance must be involved with truth but that too is a question that we will put off for a short 

time. First of all, having briefly examined the true, let us follow Benedict through an analysis of the good 

and the corresponding nature of human freedom.  

Freedom 

Benedict offers the following estimation of freedom: “freedom is good, but it is only good in association 

with other good things, with which it constitutes an indissoluble whole.”11 This way of formulating things 

                                                           
10

 As a response to Adolf Harnack, this was already an issue in The Introduction to Christianity, (San Francisco: 
Ignatius Press, Communio Books: 1990), in his Festschrift for Karl Rahner (T&T 80ff.), and appears as well in Spe 
salvi, and the address at the General Audience, 14 May 2008. For a commentary on the meaning of the speech, see 
James V. Schall S.J., The Regensburg Lecture, (South Bend IN; Saint Augustine’s Press, 2007). 
11

 T&T, 245. 
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counters the notion of freedom simply as a license to do anything that one wants to do and also the 

notion of freedom as the highest possible good.12  

We can approach an understanding of the intrinsic relationality of the ‘indissoluble whole’ as follows: 

citing Benedict XVI: “To John *the writer of the Gospel+ being a Christian means being like the Son, 

becoming a Son; that is not standing on one’s own and in oneself, but living completely open to the 

‘from’ and ‘toward’” that characterize the Son’s own eternal relationship to the Father in love.13 Then 

when Benedict describes freedom, he argues that, ontologically, human beings “can exist only with the 

other person and from him and thus is forever dependent on this being.”14 There is a dynamic of ‘from’ 

and ‘for’ that weaves human beings and human goods together. The analogy with the eternal 

procession of the Second Person of the Trinity is not accidental. A whole argument could be made for 

the way in which human existence is analogous to the Divine but what advances our discussion is to 

note that freedom, so conceived, is intimately bound up with others, their freedoms and their goods. 

The ontological whole once again intrudes precisely if the particular situation is to be understood in all 

of its implications. 

Another feature of the whole―but not the whole itself―is man’s religion. 

Religion 

Using the word ‘religion’ in a very general way to start with, we can see that behind some of Benedict’s 

reflections on religion, there lies the evident fact of a major difference between Christianity and the 

pagan religions of the time when Christianity was born. While Christianity was about truth, the pagan 

religions were more about appearance, about external rituals, that had a significant “political 

function”.15 So in his discussion of the reason why primitive Christianity adapted some of the current 

philosophical reflections on the nature of God in order to explain the meaning of Christianity to the 

culture in which it came to be, he says: “The ancient religion did eventually break up because of the gulf 

between the God of faith and the God of the philosophers, because of the total dichotomy between 

reason and piety.”16 Here he is referring to the original conception of reason as seeking the truth of 

being itself and also to the understanding of ‘piety’ as the “myth of custom,” by which he means that 

the rituals that were practiced were only given meaning by a man-made myth.17 Here is a connection 

with our working towards a true humanism! The ‘man-made myth’ actually gets in the way of the true 

humanism. Earlier, we also mentioned how sinfulness and its manifestations ‘darkened’ the truth! 

We can also see the connection to the discussion about using Greek epistemology. The utilizing of Greek 

epistemology―suitably purified through its contact with the Christian witness to the nature of 

Being―by the Christian Church, while it did not fill in conceptual ‘gaps’ in the Christian conception of 
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 T&T, 231 ff. 
13

 Introduction, 187. 
14

 T&T, 247. This is also a recognition of the fact that in metaphysics “being is all at once the whence and the 
whither.” Karl Rahner, HW, 29 
15

 T&T, 168. 
16

 Introduction, 139. 
17

 Introduction, 142. 
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God, it did advance the articulation of the experience of Being that was revealing itself in the Judeo-

Christian history of the human experience of the divine Being by the People of God.18 The Johannine 

description of the expression of the divine λογος in human history established the presence of the λογος 

of all being in the midst of the world as a standard of meaning (“Through him all things came to be.” 

(John 1:3) and of reasonableness of action (the conclusion of the speech to the representatives of 

science.) This line of reasoning also established a benchmark for the reasonableness of religious practice 

itself. 

These considerations give us a sketchy initial outline of the complex of the concepts of truth, being and 

religion in general. Now we must follow a new line of inquiry into Benedict’s phenomenological 

approach to the General History of Religions. In this investigation, we turn from the abstract into the 

more concrete phenomenon of the location of Christianity within the history of religion. This study also 

introduces the category of the historicity of religion in a more formal way. 

(1) Benedict’s Phenomenological Study of Religion 

In what he calls his ‘phenomenological approach,’ by which he means a study of the religious 

phenomenon itself, Benedict develops a notion of religion that starts within the history of ‘religions’ 

using the term as it is understood in general anthropology. There is a particular benefit to starting from 

this point.  

Briefly, in his study of the history of religions, he identifies the parallel phenomena of the mystical trend 

(in which the experience of the mystic is central), the monotheistic revolution (in which the figure of the 

prophet is key), and finally the enlightenment religions (in which knowledge is the prime focus).19 

Historical Christianity arises among these broad historical streams. The category of history is essential 

here because it begins to qualify something that is unique about the Judeo-Christian heritage in two 

ways.  

In fact, first of all, it is at the level of history that Christianity demonstrates that it is not merely a 

theoretical idea because “from the inmost depth of the question of being, . . . reaches out into practical 

living itself.”20 Or as he explains later in the same volume: “Christian faith is not a system. It cannot be 

portrayed as a complete, finished intellectual construction. It is a path, and it is characteristic of a path 

that it only becomes recognizable if you enter on it and start following it.”21 Here the ‘path’ of history is 

being construed as personal relationships and meanings over time. Thus historicity is an essential 

characteristic of human ontology and Christianity’s intrinsic recognition of historicity shows the close 

relation of Christianity and the metaphysics of being. Lastly, it should also be noted that when we refer 

to the streams of mysticism etc., we are actually referring to dynamic historical phenomena. In other 

words, there is no primitive sense of mysticism, for example, that can be simply restored in the present 
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 Introduction, 143ff. 
19

 “The Unity and Diversity of Religions”, T&T pp.15ff.  
20

 T&T, 49. 
21

 T&T, 145. 
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day.22 It is not as easy to make the same argument about Christianity, because of the way the ‘old’ 

remains in the ‘new’.23 

Then, secondly, reflecting on religions in history means considering where Christianity ‘lies’ in this 

overall expanse of religious experience. Within the vast stream of mankind’s religious history there can 

be found the unique Judeo-Christian history with its concept of a personal God, revelation and faith. This 

revelation, and the faith that corresponds to it, take place in history. So in Benedict’s words: God “is to 

be found in any place where man is and where man lets himself be found by him.”24 However, the very 

presence of Judeo-Christian history poses a series of challenges to the great ‘streams’ of religious 

experience that Benedict has sketched out. Christianity is, in turn, challenged by these ‘streams’. This 

latter challenge will be dealt with shortly, but let us first of all examine the challenge that Christian 

history poses as it faces the history of human religion in general.  

To start with mysticism: Christian history presents a constant modification of the generic notion of 

mysticism as a pure identity with the Divine.25 Christian mysticism is very differently understood because 

it involves a personal relationship to a personal God.26 It involves a more ‘asymptotic’ approach to the 

fullness of one’s own personhood as one approaches a fuller participation in God. In any theorizing 

about tolerance, it would be aiming for a fuller realization of one’s own personhood.27 This 

consideration would steer thought on policy as well. Then, looking at the stream of the ‘enlightenment’ 

religions: the presence of the Christian notion of the personal God ‘adjusts’ the conception of religion 

from one merely as enlightenment (one category of religion) to a religion of revelation and consequently 

of faith—and, of course, of hope and love (crudely related to the generic category of monotheistic 

religion and its potential personalism). Keeping in line with these considerations, any conception of 

tolerance would need to help people find the truth.  

It could be shown that the ontological mode of relationship is the foundation of Christianity, as we saw 

above, where Benedict explained the Prologue of John’s Gospel. Roughly then, Christianity is a religion 

of enlightenment and, a religion of monotheistic relationship in love, at the same time. It involves both 

truth and love.28 But these are not unrelated pursuits as a Gnostic―who would be a ‘pure’ 

representative of an enlightenment view of religion―might infer. Lastly, Christianity is a religion of a 

particular kind of mysticism.  

However, Christianity is not simply another religion, one among so many. It is not a variation on a theme 

or even a variation on several themes, which is the problematic perspective of modern anthropology. 
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 It is the plea for the restoration of pre-Mosaic religion that is made by Jan Assmann and responded to by 
Benedict in Truth and Tolerance, 210ff. 
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 I would just refer you to Benedict’s comments on Patristic theology in Principles of Catholic Theology: Building 
stones for a Fundamental Theology, (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1987). 
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 Introduction, 123. 
25

 Cf. for example, T&T, 39. 
26

 See his critique of other mysticisms in T&T, 121ff., for example. 
27

 This is not the same as developing individualism. 
28

 CF. Hans Urs von Balthasar’s argument that “genuine love . . . is incapable of any untruth.” Truth of the World, 
123. 
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The uniqueness of Christianity lies in the historical uniqueness of Jesus Christ himself. We have to take 

the historical facticity of Christianity seriously. Christianity is not just another idea or another myth. This 

is where the phenomenological approach shows its worth. It takes the phenomenon of Jesus Christ 

seriously. Turning to Benedict once again: “The Roman Canon teaches us . . .: the inward contact 

between religions and the necessity of making distinctions for which Christ―the Son of the most high 

God, the King of justice and of peace―is the criterion.”29 (This is a topic to which we shall return.)  

Finally and most emphatically, the historical mode of revelation and faith means that Christianity is a 

religion that has much to do with human history itself. In the speech at Regensburg, Benedict stated 

that:  

[The] inner rapprochement between Biblical faith and Greek philosophical inquiry was an event 

of decisive importance not only from the standpoint of the history of religions, but also from 

that of world history - it is an event which concerns us even today. Given this convergence, it is 

not surprising that Christianity, despite its origins and some significant developments in the 

East, finally took on its historically decisive character in Europe. We can also express this the 

other way around: this convergence, with the subsequent addition of the Roman heritage, 

created Europe and remains the foundation of what can rightly be called Europe. (Meeting with 

the Representatives of Science, Regensberg, 12 September 2006)  

From a theoretical point of view, the historical decisiveness of Christianity comes down to the fact that 

spiritual beings have both an intellect and a will so that, consequently, the advance of created spiritual 

being lies in doing. Thus: “Charity in truth, to which Jesus Christ bore witness by his earthly life and 

especially by his death and resurrection, is the principal driving force behind the authentic development 

of every person and of all humanity.” (Caritas in veritate, 1) This perspective on Christianity and on truth 

and love in embodied beings, brings us back to the ‘true humanism’ being sought by Benedict and shows 

us where its definite import lies. This point will arise again we study the relation between Benedict’s 

teaching on policy questions and his philosophical-theological perspective.  

(2) The Challenges of other Religions 

The challenge to Christianity that is posed by other religions was mentioned earlier. Benedict points to 

the fact that Christianity is challenged by religions as its encounters them in history. At the level of 

being, these challenges arise because “the Christian holds that the history of religions to be a genuine 

history, to be a path whose direction we call progress and whose attitude we call hope.”30 But allowing 

for the existence of progress in historical being is not merely to say that all religions are of the “same 

kind”.31 This is the core insight of Benedict. There are a number of reasons why it is true. For one thing, 

he says that: “There are in fact sick and degenerate forms of religion.”32 This is to say that they deny the 
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 T&T, 99. 
30

 T&T, 44. And since “omne ens est verum“, there is truth to be learned from all being. 
31

 T&T, 204. 
32

 T&T, 204. See also the Speech to the Representatives of Science where he spoke of “the disturbing pathologies of 
religion and reason which necessarily erupt when reason is so reduced that questions of religion and ethics no 
longer concern it.” (Regensburg, 12 September 2006) 
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nature of being. Such forms arise outside of Christianity and they also arise within Christianity. This is 

important because as Benedict reminds us, there is a problem with merely using reason: “human reason 

is not autonomous at all. It is always living in one historical context or another.”33 And in the same 

speech he went on to say: “Any historical context . . . distorts the vision of reason; that is why reason 

needs the help of history in order to overcome these historical limitations.”34 So if one is concerned with 

healthy religions then referring to the whole of being intrudes once again!  

But Christianity particularly has the advantage in terms of the whole of history: as Benedict describes it, 

in the history of Christianity “love . . . makes itself visible in the God who himself becomes a creature 

and thus unites the creature to the creator.”35 The factor of Jesus Christ as the criterion of meaning 

returns to our consideration and consequently, more generally, speaking about other religions, Benedict 

asked: “is it not the case that basically we all understand that love is the highest word, the truly last 

word to be said on anything at all?”36 Here is “the inner goal of history,” in fact of the history of finite 

created being, manifested in Jesus Christ.37 ‘Love’ is the word that grounds tolerance. It should be the 

word that guides policy. It is also the word that rules over the responses to the challenges posed to 

Christianity by other religions.38 

To illustrate this point: When he spoke to representatives of the Muslim community in Cameroon, 

Benedict reminded them that: “This insight prompts us to seek all that is right and just, to step outside 

the restricted sphere of our own self-interest and act for the good of others.” (Meeting with the 

Representatives of the Muslim Community, 19 March 2009) The insight to which he refers is the view 

that properly used reason has a lot to offer especially when it reflects on the nature of the world. The 

reference to love is contained in expression: ‘the putting aside of self-interest and acting for the good of 

others’. This formulation sounds remarkably like Thomas Aquinas’ explanation of what love is: “An act of 

love always tends towards two things; to the good that one wills, and to the person for whom one wills 

it: since to love a person is to wish that person good.” (ST I q.20 a.1) Since Benedict is working with the 

concept of spiritual being as having an intellect and a will, then knowing the truth and doing the good is 

the highest operation of the two highest powers of the human soul. The challenge being offered by 

Christianity to other religions (in this case, Islam) is to expect of them that they always appreciate the 

highest possibilities of human being. 

(3) The Implication of the Historicity of Religions 
                                                           
33

 T&T, 136. 
34

 T&T, 136. 
35

 T&T, 84. 
36

 T&T, 84. CF. Hans Urs von Balthasar’s analysis that the will to transparency that is the measure of love “would 
not be a will to love if it retained control of the measure of the unveiling . . .. It is rather the beloved who, in the 
end, decides what he does and does not want to see.” Truth of the World, 211. Or again: “Love is the true measure 
of all communication and of all reception.” Truth of the World, 123. 
37

 T&T, 84. 
38

 Note his concern over relations with Judaism, where he posed the question: “Is the conflict programmed in the 
heart of religion and only to be overcome through its repudiation?” Many Religions, One Covenant, 23. Christianity 
needs this constant challenge because of the nature of lived out existence itself. In von Balthasar’s words: “there is 
never a moment of its existence when the existing essence has realized the whole plenitude of its possibilities.” 
Truth of the World, 194. 
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Now the phenomenological study that we have been pursuing has another useful dimension. It 

introduces a significant dimension of the understanding of tolerance. In speaking of the global historical 

phenomenon of human religion, Benedict specifically points out that: “My view, after the years that I 

had devoted to the study of the history of religions, was that a phenomenological investigation, which 

would not straight away concern itself with the value of these religions for eternity—thus imposing 

upon itself the burden of a question that can in fact be decided only by him who shall judge the world—

needed to precede such theological judgments about other religions.”39 (Emphasis added.) This 

phenomenological approach works to carefully respect the truth of the actual history of religions itself, 

and the common nature of human beings participating in them, yet without simply equating religions as 

‘parallel’ phenomena in the stream of history, or alternatively ‘jumping’ to conclusions about their 

eternal validity. This is a practical implication of his earlier proposal that love be the highest word. 

So there can both be a study called the ‘History of Religions’ examining the phenomenon of religion in 

the whole history of mankind and, at the same time, of course, Christianity has to identify its place 

within this ‘larger’ history. The attempt by Karl Rahner S.J. to identify world religions as ‘anonymous’ 

Christianities (to various degrees) did confuse the issue.40 For reasons to do with the chronology of the 

phases of study, Benedict did not agree with his attempt, because it is in a sense too irenic a view, and 

so Benedict sought to establish that there should be a step prior to the consideration of the ‘salvific 

value’ in the history of religions itself.41 The purpose of this step is to motivate the development of some 

form of theoretical description of the ontological ‘interior’ of the history of religions with what the 

various religions do for the being of the individual and humanity at large. This is a move to focus on the 

truth of being itself in all of its historicity. 

However, once that has been done then might it be possible that the uniqueness of Judaism and 

Christianity can be studied in relation to this history? The answer is still ‘No,’ because Benedict even 

poses a corrective to this perhaps superficial line of thinking. The issue, he says, is that salvation is 

actually related to existence, the whole of human existence, and not simply to human religion.42 Once 

again we see the working of ontology at the foundation of his thinking! Now how does Benedict 

substantiate the involvement of the whole of existence in the reflection? We could perhaps hold this to 

be substantiated by the statement of Socrates (above), but there is a more biblical basis as well. 

Benedict turns to the being of the Jewish people.  

In his study, just to take one example, he notes that “in Judaism the [concept of the] ‘poor of Israel’ 

developed; in that way they would have to develop, again and again, within the Church; and in that way 

they can and they should develop in other religions: it is the dynamic of the conscience and of the silent 

presence of God in it that is leading religions toward one another and guiding people onto the path to 
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God.”43 By identifying the ontological feature of human existence that becomes apparent in the history 

of the Jewish people, he is pointing to a general ontological principle namely the sheer difference in 

being between God and man, and the consequences for those who come to recognize their poverty 

before God. The Judeo-Christian history establishes a higher principle for all reflection on human being 

because of the commonality of human nature properly understood.44 

The inner principle of the phenomenological study of religion is what Benedict calls “an inner attitude of 

moving forward,” that is intrinsic to human nature.45 This principle is accompanied and supported by his 

perspective on the intrinsic openness of human cultures namely that “the relationship between the 

Christian Faith and the respective other religion together with its living culture is not one of absolute 

foreignness, there is, rather, a certain inner openness, each to the other.”46 The openness of the human 

being (above) implies the intrinsic openness of cultures, at least ideally, and given the effects of sin that 

we referred to earlier. The implication is that “the same human nature is at work in all of them and that 

there is a common truth of humanity alive in that human nature that aims towards union.”47 He argues 

for this openness on the level of the individual and on the level of the cultural community from the 

nature of the human being. Then the individuals and cultures are potentially, when not being hindered 

by sin, moving towards the unity of mankind. This conclusion depends on the fact of love being the 

highest ‘word’ about existence.   

These several thoughts can bring us to a deeper understanding of Benedict’s understanding of 

tolerance. 

II Tolerance 

Quite simply, as Benedict XVI explains tolerance, it impels each religious group to continue its history of 

moving forward. When the issue is formulated in this way, it does, of course, imply a genuine moving 

forward―based on coming more and more to the realization of the sheer poverty of man before God, 

and at the same time, coming to the deepening understanding of the truth of human existence. All 

along, his argument has been based on a theological ontology that, involves philosophical reflections on 

the Judeo–Christian revelation that purifies and perfects the tools and conclusions of ontological 

reflection. His argument involves the implicit notion of human striving and specifically a striving for the 

deeper and deeper uncovering of the meaning of the proper ontological order, namely that man is 

breathtakingly poor before the all-powerful God. It is this truth that means that all men are in the same 

boat and consequently ought to stand alongside each other in love. As Benedict explained: “Truth and 

love are identical. This sentence―if the whole of its demand is understood―is the surest guarantee of 
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tolerance; of an association with truth, whose only weapon is itself and, thereby, love.”48 Not 

surprisingly, this concept is ultimately Christological. In Benedict’s words: “Charity in truth, to which 

Jesus Christ bore witness by his earthly life and especially by his death and resurrection, is the principal 

driving force behind the authentic development of every person and of all humanity.” (DCE, 1) 

Now let us return to the modern perspective on tolerance as it was framed by Benedict. Earlier we 

quoted Benedict’s words that: ““If tolerance is one of the foundations of the modern age, then is not 

the claim to have recognized the essential truth an obsolete piece of presumption that has to be 

rejected if the spiral of violence that runs through the history of religions is to be broken?” In the face of 

this perspective, Benedict has argued that there is actually an essential truth and it involves the meaning 

of being.49  

Then too, by going back to reasoning in terms of the ontology of the human being, as well as 

consistently staying with it, Benedict has developed a theory of the historicity of the human being that 

does justice to the full breadth of acting with tolerance. Broadly speaking, ‘acting with tolerance’ allows 

the historicity of the individuals involved, and the society, with all that that implies in terms of the 

search for truth, its full play. Individuals are created to seek truth within the historical context (society, 

culture) in which they find themselves. Perhaps Benedict states this principle in its most blunt form 

when he asks: “Can or must a man simply make the best of the religion that happens to fall to his share, 

in the form in which it is actually practiced around him? Or must he not, whatever happens, be the one 

who seeks, who strives to purify his conscience and, thus, move toward―at the very least―the purer 

forms of his own religion?”50  

Moreover, the search relies on both the freedom of the individual to actually do such a search, and it 

relies on the individual’s consciousness of what the search means, as well as having the motivation to do 

it. One is reminded of Aquinas’ concern at the beginning of the Summa Theologica: “Even as regards 

those truths about God which human reason could have discovered, it was necessary that man should 

be taught by a divine revelation; because the truth about God such as reason could discover, would only 

be known by a few, and that after a long time, and with the admixture of many errors.” (ST I q.1 a.1) So 

very probably, this project of a search is not a work for every single person, but the formulation that we 

have just seen does emphasize the individual’s responsibility to participate in religious groups that are 

genuinely searching. Then societies and cultures are to aid individuals in the search for truth. This is a 

vast perspective.  

His predecessor already had pointed the way: When Benedict discusses John Paul II’s encyclical Fides et 

Ratio, he says that it is “entirely directed towards the adventure of truth.”51 The perspective of 

adventure delineates the reason why Benedict has been pushing for the study of the chronological 

‘stage’ of study that lies before the comparison of ‘salvific’ interests. Consequently, in the same speech 

that we have just cited, he went on to explain that the feature of culture that John Paul II had identified 
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as well, was “a dynamic and communicative understanding of culture as against a static concept of 

culture that assumes set forms that merely stand side by side together and remain constant, being 

unable to transpose and merge into one another.”52 

Now Benedict is not naïve, so there are some qualifications to be made: notwithstanding the fact that 

each human being does have this responsibility “within the human history of ours the absolutely ideal 

situation will never exist, and a perfected ordering of freedom will never be able to be achieved,” there 

is nevertheless the ontological impetus within the human being to continue seeking for the truth. 53 This 

in itself is a major consideration that we must pursue further. But first of all, let me make one comment 

on the ‘ideal situation’. Although the ideal situation does not exist, or at least very rarely, the 

envisioning of such a structure does already indicate an oft-neglected area of public policy, the freedom 

to search for truth―or in other terms, policy makers should keep the ideal in mind. I have left the 

comments on public policy to the end so that it is first of all more clear what Benedict expects policy 

makers to have in mind when they are formulating policy. 

Returning to the search for truth and its connection with tolerance, we saw earlier that Benedict insists 

on a much more serious reflection on the relation of Christianity to other religions. As we saw, 

historically, this is meant to occur before the reflection on the ‘salvific value’ of these religions. Such an 

approach took us more deeply into an appreciation of what I can only call the individual’s ownership of 

his/her historical context.  I think that Benedict is obliging us to recognize the graced existential 

structure of the historicity of Christian faith in a way that recognizes both the fides quae (the content of 

faith) and the fides qua (the act of faith).  Regarding the historicity of the act of faith, the theologian 

Adolf Darlap explains: “faith’s being history centered, as regards the historical free act, is only the 

supreme instance of this basic condition of human existence [namely historicity], in which man always 

finds himself as a dialogal-historical reality.”54 The act of faith is renewed each day within the context of 

real life, within the dialog of life.  

At the individual level, Benedict himself has said that for many moderns: “Faith becomes a passive 

acceptance that certain things “out there” are true, but without practical relevance for everyday life.” 

(Responses to the Questions posed by the American Bishops, 16 April 2008) The moderns are giving the 

context of faith short shrift where the daily drama of being a faithful person is not fully embraced. In the 

sixties, Benedict wrote the following about belief: “It is a human way of taking up a stand in the totality 

of reality, a way that cannot be reduced to knowledge and is incommensurable with knowledge; it is the 

bestowal of meaning without which the totality of man would remain homeless, on which man’s 

calculations and actions are based, and without which in the last resort he could not calculate and act, 

because he can only do this in the context of a meaning that bears him up.”55 In other words, as regards 

the human being, faith is transcendental, it engulfs the whole of the human being and the human being 

stands facing the totality of reality. If one does not accept the search then one is emphatically not facing 

the totality of reality and one cannot truly make the decisions that one needs to make. Once again a 
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comment on the consequences for public policy is in order: if policy is to serve the human, it should 

consider facilitating the real possibility of living this global nature of faith. 

As intimated above, the global nature of the act of faith is intrinsically connected with the global nature 

of being. Man/woman can only authentically and ultimately face reality in its totality. Thus religion is 

only a part of the human response to this reality even though religion is a physical expression of the 

human response to the totality of reality. 56 I mention the ‘totality of reality’ because it too is a phrase 

that has particular referential value in Benedict’s expression of his thought. From the conception of faith 

itself, that we saw above, to the explanation that he gave on the teaching of Saint Maximus the 

Confessor, where he said that: “St. Maximus demonstrates that man does not find his unity, the 

integration of himself or his totality within himself but by surpassing himself, by coming out of himself. 

Thus, also in Christ, by coming out of himself, man finds himself in God, in the Son of God,” (General 

Audience, 25 June 2008) Benedict is showing us the true epistemological ‘landscape’ that we need to 

have in mind when we consider what at first sight appear to be merely anthropological questions. The 

human being is not the totality of being but in fact the human exists in dependent relation on the being 

of the world and the being of God, the foundation of all existence. The human being will only experience 

the fullness of meaning in the fullness of meaning.  

(1) Tolerance and ‘Terminal’ concepts 

Now throughout this paper, we have been working with Benedict’s assumption that human beings seek 

truth. However another feature of tolerance, as Benedict conceives of it, is that in one sense this is not a 

never-ending search. For example, Benedict’s studies have shown that “personal and impersonal 

concepts of God are *not+ equal.”57 There can be a progress from the latter to the former. Hence 

although Benedict does not use the term, there appear to be such things as ‘terminal concepts’―if I may 

call them that. To illustrate what I mean (and what I think that he means), let us point to one such 

concept namely that of ‘person’. While one may always deepen the understanding of what it means to 

be a person, once one has the concept in one’s culture, there is no way to turn back to some lesser 

understanding of an individual human being, as an object, example.58 Now of course, historically 

returning to lesser concepts of the human can and does happen as cultures regress but someone in the 

culture will indeed know that the culture is regressing because they have seen what is possible.59  

Another such terminal concept is that of evil as “the destruction of being.”60 But perhaps the most 

‘spectacular’―if one may use that word―conception of this kind is that of God as―in Benedict’s words: 

“the truly divine God is the God who has revealed himself as logos and, as logos, has acted and 
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continues to act lovingly on our behalf.” (Meeting with the Representatives of Science, Regensberg, 12 

September 2006) The ‘highest’ conception of who God is, is that God is the expression of truth in love. 

Now much more could be said about each of these concepts, but my point here is simply that Benedict 

thinks that there are such things as terminal concepts, if we understand ‘terminal’ as referring to termini 

in the search for meaning itself. The nature of these concepts arises out of the nature of the reflection 

on being and Being communicating itself in revelation. So although human reflection may penetrate 

deeper, we will not then rationally arrive at a concept contrary to what has been discovered or revealed 

already.61 Thus the kind of tolerance that Benedict is advocating is one that allows people to journey on 

a search for truth that involves genuinely terminal concepts and does not stop before these are reached. 

This is the only way of conceiving the search to truly honor the fact that the human being is infinitely 

open before God. The anthropological ground of his argument is immediately apparent.  

(2) The Christological form of the ‘Terminal’ concepts 

Furthermore, for obvious reasons, the collective notion of such terminal concepts can be expressed in a 

Christological form. As we have stated repeatedly in this paper, in Benedict’s words: “the absolute value 

of the divine call . . . has been made audible in Christ.”62 By introducing the notion of the terminal 

concepts of the major existential realities of the human being, Benedict has worked an epistemological 

wonder in that he has opened out a ‘space’, an intellectual space, in which human beings can dialogue 

and converse about human being and not get trapped in assertions that ‘our religion is better than 

yours’ or ‘my concept is necessary for me to have power’. The intellectual and social implications are 

such that religions and Christianity can do what they are meant to do namely to serve humanity. 

There is also the further point that this sphere of tolerance relies on the fact that the concepts ought to 

relate to the things to which they refer. The whole project behind Benedict’s epistemology is to help 

people develop the terms that then give some kind of grasp of reality. The emphasis on ontology makes 

this demand. The reality is always the reference.  

(3) The unifying Power of Christianity 

In Benedict’s words: “it is the dynamic of conscience and the silent presence of God in it that is leading 

religions toward one another and guiding people onto the path to God, not the canonizing of what 

already exists, so that people are not excused from any deeper searching.”63 Since the concepts that we 

have been referring to do indeed arise in Christianity, Christianity then has the power to unify 

humanity.64  
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Although I am taking the following text from a slightly different context (Benedict’s analysis of the 

history of religions), there is enough overlap to make these words relevant in the present context of the 

discussion of Benedict’s view of tolerance. Looking back over the journey we have taken so far, we can 

allow Benedict to sum up one of the implications of the line of thought that we have been following: “All 

that we have said cannot and should not serve to fashion a handy rational justification of Christian faith 

in the controversy between religions. We have been far more concerned to determine more clearly (and 

this is still rather inexact) the place of Christian faith and practice in the history of religions as a whole, 

by looking at the others to see ourselves and our own way more clearly.”65 He is arguing for the 

understanding that Christianity is still very much immersed in the active religious history of mankind as a 

participant. Then as a practical manifestation of this continuing conversation, Benedict explains: 

“Christian mission will doubtless have to understand other religions far more profoundly and accept 

them at a deeper level than has been the case hitherto.”66 And then expressing this point in a far more 

fundamental way: “in a world that is moving with history, religions simply cannot stand still, just as they 

were or as they are now.”67 This dialog is indeed a fundamental way that religions repeatedly get 

purified and repeatedly identify sick elements and purge themselves of them. Indeed then, tolerance 

has a vast research dimension, one that Benedict as a long-time researcher apparently appreciates. In 

fact, he is humbly conscious that Christianity will have to learn to ‘see its own way more clearly’. 

Moreover, humility is not only a characteristic of the man but also of his intellectual posture and the 

posture that he advocates for Christians being faithful Christians in the world of today. 

III Public Policy 

(1) Introduction 

The consideration of some strands of the issue of public policy in the work of Benedict is a suitable way 

to bring these reflections to a conclusion. The foundations of the principles that he offers lie in the 

Good, the Beautiful and the True. Hence, speaking in Prague, Benedict said that: “Every generation has 

the task of engaging anew in the arduous search for the right way to order human affairs, seeking to 

understand the proper use of human freedom (cf. Spe Salvi, 25).  And while the duty to strengthen 

“structures of freedom” is vital, it is never enough: human aspirations soar beyond the self, beyond 

what any political or economic authority can provide, towards a radiant hope (cf. ibid., 35) that has its 

origin beyond ourselves yet is encountered within, as truth and beauty and goodness.” (Presidential 

Palace, 26 September 2009) His reference to the transcendentals of truth, beauty and goodness, points 

Benedict yet again to the whole of being as the referential structure for thought on policy questions. We 

might call this his first principle of the ordering of humanitarian thought. 

Another way of formulating this principle is simply to say that the ontological conception of humanity is 

to be the referential standard for any decision-making process. The Second Vatican Council explained in 

its teaching on the Church in the modern world: “For the human person deserves to be preserved; 
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human society deserves to be renewed. Hence the focal point of our total presentation will be man 

himself, whole and entire, body and soul, heart and conscience, mind and will.”(Gaudium et spes, 3) So 

following the lead of the council, Benedict said, for example, to the contestants at the World Swimming 

Championships: “sports, practiced with enthusiasm and an acute ethical sense, especially for youth 

become a training ground for healthy competition and physical improvement, a school of formation in 

the human and spiritual values, a privileged means for personal growth and contact with society.” 

(Address to participants in the World Swimming Championships, 1 August 2009). This is a conception of 

sport from a humanitarian point of view. Sports embrace the physical and the spiritual in a complex 

whole that describes the full palette of human existence. So the ontological perspective points, for 

example, to a respectful approach to sports policy.  

However, it is essential to note right at the outset that the ordering of human affairs through public 

policy initiative never exhausts the true span of human existence, because public policy only touches 

certain areas of human life.68 Hence, Benedict has a serious opposition, for example, to totalitarian 

conceptions of public policy. Such conceptions work from the conviction that they grasp the total good 

of the citizens but in fact the ‘knowledge’ of the ‘total good’ only resides in the minds of the leaders. 

Totalitarianism inescapably violates the total good of mankind by claiming to know what it cannot know 

and this has horrendous consequences. In Benedict’s words: “Each time a totalitarian ideology crushes 

man, humanity as a whole is seriously threatened. With the passing of time, memories do not have to 

fade; rather, they must be a stern lesson for this and future generations. We have the responsibility of 

reminding especially youth of the forms of unprecedented violence that can lead to contempt for men 

and women and the violation of their rights.” (Address on viewing a Film on the Life of John Paul II, 19 

May 2005) This little mind-experiment recalls something about truth (the knowledge of the leaders?) 

and the human good―they are intimately related so of course they will not reside in the mind of a 

particular dictator. The preceding description of the true and the good as transcendentals already 

indicated this. Benedict either formulates the relationship directly (Caritas in veritate) or indirectly in 

terms of truth and freedom. 

In Benedict’s terms, “a law of freedom, can . . . only be the good of the whole, good itself.”69 Such a law 

consists in respecting goods and their relation to each other. But one has to know what such goods are 

and thus we are back at the essential human need for truth or from the policy perspective, the need for 

access to good education. In addition, the striving for truth that we argued for earlier involves “a 

constant purification in the direction of truth”.70 In fact, this is the foundation for the only valid 

conception of human progress because it is progress guided by love. 

(2) Authentic Progress 
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Benedict XVI has a very specific notion of human progress, to distinguish it from the more secular 

conceptions that are closely allied with the advancement of an ideology and particularly with 

capitulation to the progressivism of the age.71 In his New Year’s greetings to the diplomats accredited to 

the Holy See, Benedict said: “My thoughts also go to all the other nations of the earth: the Successor of 

Peter keeps his door open to everyone in the hope of maintaining relations which can contribute to the 

progress of the human family.”(Address of his Holiness to the Diplomatic Corps, 11 January 2010) He is 

aware of the need for the whole of humanity to be communicating with itself. The earlier principles 

regarding truth and the good only achieve their dynamic ‘forward’ direction within the context of the 

whole with all that that means in terms of aiding and guiding the search for the true and the good. The 

whole of humanity also has a positive contribution to make because of the ways different parts can 

challenge each other toward the truth.  

The foundation of policy formulation is of course man himself: So Benedict can assert that: “Fidelity to 

man requires fidelity to the truth, which alone is the guarantee of freedom (cf. Jn 8:32) and of the 

possibility of integral human development.” (CIV, 9) Within this statement, he has asserted the 

interrelationship of truth, freedom that we are already aware of, and what he calls ‘integral human 

development’. The phrase ‘integral human development’ comes from Paul VI. (In fact the encyclical just 

cited was issued to recognize the fortieth anniversary of Paul VI’s Populorum progressio (1967).) Paul VI 

said: “True humanism points the way toward God and acknowledges the task to which we are called, the 

task which offers us the real meaning of human life. Man is not the ultimate measure of man. Man 

becomes truly man only by passing beyond himself. In the words of Pascal: ‘Man infinitely surpasses 

man.’” (PP, 42) This ‘surpassing’, this infinite openness of man is what needs to be safeguarded by public 

policy.72 The policy issue that best encapsulates the theory of the protection of this openness lies in the 

protection of religious freedom. 

(3) Religious Freedom 

When Benedict made his trip to Turkey, he spoke to the Diplomatic Representatives accredited to 

Ankara. Among other things he said that: “The civil authorities of every democratic country are duty 

bound to guarantee the effective freedom of all believers and to permit them to organize freely the life 

of their religious communities.” (Meeting with the Diplomatic Corps of the Republic of Turkey, 28 

November 2006) This concept of religious freedom echoes the teaching of Vatican II which 

authoritatively says things such as, for example, the council “declares that the human person has a right 

to religious freedom.” (Dignitatis humanae, 2) 73 But the council also offered a theoretical foundation, in 

fact an ontological foundation, for this authoritative teaching, namely that: “the right to religious 

freedom has its foundation in the very dignity of the human person as this dignity is known through the 

revealed word of God and by reason itself.” (DH, 2) We saw one of Benedict’s arguments for religious 
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freedom, based on divine revelation, in the first half of this paper. But another argument for religious 

freedom lies in the role that religion plays in culture. 

(4) Culture 

For Benedict XVI, a concept that embodies and promotes the true humanism is ‘culture’. This concept 

really serves as a point of convergence of the several concepts that we have considered so far and so a 

few comments on his very detailed theory of culture can serve as conclusion to this paper.   

For him, culture is a global concept that at its best embraces many of the concrete and spiritual 

elements of human existence. He favorably cites the words of John Paul II that point to the 

anthropological foundation of culture when he explains that “man is the prime and fundamental fact of 

culture.”(Letter on the Occasion of the Colloquium on ‘Culture, Reason and Freedom,’ 24 May 2005.)74 

This statement also echoes Gaudium et spes: “Man comes to a true and full humanity only through 

culture, that is through the cultivation of the goods and values of nature. Wherever human life is 

involved, therefore, nature and culture are quite intimately connected one with the other.” (GS, 43) 

Even these brief hints indicate that the concept of culture that he is using recognizes human ontology as 

the foundation of his thinking about culture. This connection implies that culture and truth are 

inescapably related. The truth of being human is discovered or suppressed by the various features of the 

structure of the prevailing culture. 

Public policy has to do with some aspects of culture, or at least as far as providing the necessary 

environment for the free participation and building of a culture. The Second Vatican Council had already 

determined that “for the first time in human history all people are convinced that the benefits of culture 

ought to be and actually can be extended to everyone.” (GS, 8) And furthermore, the council said: “Man 

comes to a true and full humanity only through culture, that is through the cultivation of the goods and 

values of nature.” (GS, 53) Their reference to ‘nature’ takes us right back to the ontological base of the 

thinking we have seen from Benedict. Now Benedict has laid out the principles by which a culture can 

aid human beings. As we have seen, the most fundamental one is that the fullness of humanity is found 

in Jesus Christ.75 Hence Christianity can definitely further cultural development.76 

But setting the primacy of Christ in its historical context―which I think is Benedict’s real 

contribution―means stepping back to consider religions and cultures in general―religions are always 

lived within cultures.77 Historically, Benedict says: “religion is an essential element of culture, is indeed 

its determinative center.”78 As we saw in our reflection on tolerance, Benedict’s hope is that religions 

would get involved in the historical communication with each other at a deep level and also with the 

cultures in which they find themselves, as part of being religions. Their conversations both aid each 

other in their search for truth and also to help the cultures to develop their ability to help human beings 
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develop the truth of their existence. This perspective on culture forms the general framework for his 

reflections on more specific aspects of human culture.  

Just to take one aspect: when speaking about education, at the audience for the presentation of his 

Letter to the Diocese of Rome on the Urgent Task of Education, Benedict stated that “It is up to you, 

therefore, to freely accept in your hearts, your minds and your lives, the patrimony of truth, goodness 

and beauty which has taken shape in the course of centuries and whose cornerstone is Jesus Christ.” (23 

February 2008) The transcendental qualities of being, that can be found in the cultural patrimony, 

besides pointing us back a final time to the bedrock principle of his analysis, the reflection on being itself 

sharpen and purify the understanding of what exactly a theological view of tolerance is. To build the 

view, Benedict recognizes the actual historical being of individuals and religions in a way that takes their 

historicity seriously and so is an exercise of the supreme Christian virtue of love. Benedict has offered us 

a challenging analysis of religious existence as conversation. And finally, his conception of tolerance 

demonstrates the links between authentic religion, humane culture, and true humanism. 


