
Should we tolerate the intolerance of religion? 
 
Since the dawn of faith itself, religious authorities have enjoyed a fruitful co-dependence with 

martyrdom. Unsurprisingly, the sacrificial theist has become a recipient of rhapsodic fetishism – 

from the idolisation of torture instruments upon which martyrs were killed, to the posthumous 

lionisation of slain Jihadis, the idea that human life is secondary to creed is one immortalised by 

religion. The world is now radically different from the world in which Muhammed conquered the 

Arabian Peninsula and the Catholic Church exterminated nations, but the cruel, pernicious whip of 

religious brutality, is by no means a matter of history.   

 

Religious apologists of the past could profess ignorance to the horrors committed in the names of 

their creeds abroad, but now such realities are inescapable, disseminated by a ubiquitous global 

media. Thus, the task of controlling the narrative of a faith is remarkably more difficult for religious 

leaders, than ever before in history. You can open a newspaper and see Syrian boys and girls, cast in 

blood and debris, hanging dead from the arms of their grieving fathers and mothers; infants, likely 

oblivious to the ideological contest, by which their lives would be forfeit. Of late, religious violence 

has undergone a societal rebranding, treated almost with reverence, for fear of offending 

individuals’ sensitivities. The more courageous of apologists have sought even to deny the existence 

of religious violence altogether. On the contrary, to excuse religion for the hysterical acts of cruelty 

perpetrated in its name, is not only incredulous, but an unforgivable insult to all the people whose 

lives it has torn apart.  

 

One need only open a newspaper to see the festering wounds of prior sectarian violence, and watch 

as their virulence pervades generations like a hereditary disease; every St Patrick’s Day in Belfast, 

the scars of Christian hatred are teased at, and segregated schooling in Northern Ireland galvanises 

division with each successive generation. Religiously motivated riots continue throughout India and 

the Shiv Sena Hindu nationalist movement has endured, riding a tidal wave of brutality from its 

initial infamy in the 1990s. In Myanmar, Buddhists continue to slay Muslims en masse and Muslims 

Buddhists. In Israel, Jewish Zionists continue to oppress Palestinian Muslims and the Levant 

continues to sink deeper into chaos beneath the whip of militant Islam.  

 

To elucidate upon religious dogma is necessary to understand the motivations of fanatics, because it 

is upon the beliefs of divine retribution and immutability that jihad, fatwa, crusade, milkhamet 

mitzvah and holy war are conceptually rooted. This begins with the deceptively conceited notion of 

divine immortality. Deceptive first, to mask itself as humility, using the threat of eternal punishment 



as a means of enforcing its superiority, behind a façade of vindication for the meek, and reckoning 

for the malevolent. In actuality, self-proclaimed infallibility is the epitome of arrogance, and ransom 

antithetical to benevolence. Subsequently, its conceitedness is self-evident, in its cruel tendency to 

necessitate sectarianism - the belief that one’s preferred brand of ‘faith’ is the only means to avert 

eternal condemnation. ‘Cruel how?’ the apologists ask; cruel to entail that the child raised in an 

atheist house deserves to burn in eternal flame because she does not believe what is contained 

within the Testaments, that the Muslim infant deserves to be condemned to an eternity of samsara 

because he does not believe the doctrine of Siddartha Gautama, that the liberal, the infidel, the 

homosexual and the feminist deserve everlasting torture because they displeased Allah. In these 

doctrines, there are dimensions of not merely epistemic, but moral, superiority that is contingent on 

religious allegiance, and this in turn cements a dogma that equivocates proselytisation with 

salvation. In short, when adherents are told that the only route to salvation is through their religion, 

this instantly, infallibly and irrevocably condemns and devalues the lives of all those who disagree.  

 

Yet it is within holy texts, that the chasm between beliefs of inferiority and the direct call to cruelty is 

traversed, with bloodthirsty declarations ranging from rape to infanticide, genocide and other 

assorted acts of vicious hatred.  

One (comparatively tame, yet irrespectively gratuitous) commandment of Jehovah to his chosen 

following wartime victory, in the Old Testament of the Bible, is especially relevant on this 

indictment:  

“kill every male among the little ones, and kill every woman who has known man intimately. But all 

the girls who have not known man intimately, spare for yourselves” (Numbers 31:17-18). 

The war commandment to not only commit mass-infanticide, but thereafter rape any virgin girls 

discovered, is possibly one of the most repulsive demands and practices in the course of human 

history. It is perpetually baffling to consider, how any reasonable individual can believe a God that 

orders rape and murder is all-loving, and that lifestyles based on books that condone this are 

anything less than unacceptable. Imagine, if you will, a political treatise or doctrine that posited the 

same demand from a leader believed infallible. Imagine that Stalin or Kim Jong-Un, in their almighty 

projections of demagogy, publicly ordained that their people in time of war should march across the 

enemy, slaughter their young and rape the virgins of their population. Would such an order be met 

with global tolerance and understanding? No.  

It is little wonder that wicked, zealous monsters of human beings use these systems of belief to 

explain their actions before strapping suicide bombs to their chests. Religion is exempt from the 



condemnation it would receive, were its treatises not tied to notions of divinity. Hence, the idea of 

‘radicalisation’ is unwarranted in the context of religion – misinformed journalists may do better to 

acknowledge the mere focalisation of an already radical doctrine. For further examples of this kind 

of cruelty in religious dogma, the An-Nisa (the harrowing Quranic treatment of women), Ephesians 

6:5 (that slavery used to justify their practice for centuries), Leviticus 20:13 (that calls for the 

execution of homosexuals) or the sickeningly relaxed approach to child marriage in the Yoga 

Vasistha and Baudhayana sutras.  

The usual objection to such a jarring exposition of divinely warranted cruelty is to cite the many 

mullahs, priests and rabbis who condemn such acts of religious violence in the world. Indeed these 

exist, yet by maintaining and propagating the beliefs from which such violence entails, they have and 

continue to endorse them. Every time they kneel towards Mecca, every time they profess their 

creed, every time they kiss their bible or recite their Torah they lionise the very acts they claim to 

condemn. It would be worthy of pity, if their ignorance were not paid for in the blood of innocent 

people.  

The history of man runs awash with the blood of holy wars past and present – ISIS believe they are 

fighting for their god, as the Tamil Kamikazes believed they were fighting for their god, when they 

armed themselves with the world’s first suicide belts. For the sake of humanity, we should strive to 

change the world into one in which compassion transcends creed, and that world begins with 

addressing the problem. Religious freedom is as important as its political equivalent, and in the same 

way that political freedom is curtailed with sedition, so too should that of faith be. All this takes is 

simply the admission that these books aren’t infallible, that they were written by people and like all 

historical documents, were subject to the arbitrary, twisted hatred of a less progressive time. Until 

then, the misery, the bloodshed and the utter devastation of this brutality should be unflinchingly 

laid at the door of religion.  


