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The problem under scrutiny
Religious tolerance or intolerance arguably must have begun with an individual who subsequently 
influenced others to be similarly tolerant or intolerant, thereby forming a religiously tolerant or 
intolerant group. From then on, groups might have influenced, inspired, convinced or coerced 
other individuals to be either tolerant or intolerant of others, their thinking and behaviour. In this 
manner, religious tolerance or intolerance came to be perpetuated: groups or communities 
influencing individuals to be(come) tolerant or intolerant; conversely, individuals creating groups 
or communities characterised by attitudes of religious tolerance or intolerance. We today realise 
that religious tolerance and intolerance flow from individuals’ perceptions, thoughts and 
attitudes, from their ‘self-talk’ (cf. Thurman 1999:231 regarding ‘self-talk’). It is therefore easier to 
understand religious tolerance and intolerance from an individual and personal perspective than 
from a group perspective. Recent incidences associated with religious intolerance in many parts 
of the world (see below) demand that we gain an understanding of what religious tolerance and 
intolerance actually entails.

The word person denotes an individual human being (Sinclair 1999:1103), and is derived from the 
Latin persona, meaning a mask. According to Simpson (1968:442), persona originally referred to the 
mask worn by actors in Greek and Roman drama, particularly to the role, part, character or person 
played in the drama. It later acquired the figurative meaning of the part or role that someone 
plays in life (e.g. as a tolerant or intolerant individual), and later on to also mean an individual’s 
personality, individuality and character. The word personality was later used to refer to the sum 
total of all the behavioural and mental characteristics on the grounds of which a person is 
recognised as unique; also in terms of how the person displays tolerance or intolerance of others 
who are religiously different. Personality refers to the distinctive character of a person that makes 
him or her socially attractive or unattractive (Sinclair 1999:1104) – also in terms of being religiously 
tolerant or intolerant.

Two words have so far been used repeatedly in connection with person, namely individuality and 
character. Individuality denotes the distinctive or unique personality or character of a person, 
including the qualities that distinguish one person from another, also in terms of being religiously 
tolerant or intolerant (Sinclair 1999:733). Character, on the other hand, denotes the combination of 
traits and qualities that distinguish the individual nature of a person. The word is derived from 
the Latin ‘distinguishing mark’, from the Greek kharakter, an engraver’s tool or stamping tool. In 
the fourteenth century the word carecter was used for a symbol marked or branded on the body. 
Its later use came to mean ‘symbol or imprint on the soul’. The extended meaning by metaphor to 
‘a defining quality’ is particularly relevant in the context of religious tolerance or intolerance. 
Tolerance and intolerance can indeed be seen as a defining quality of someone in his or her 

The recent violent anti-social acts by individuals and groups who feel deeply committed to 
some or other religious ideal have underscored the importance of the inculcation of religious 
tolerance in young children for the sake of peaceful coexistence in increasingly diverse and 
pluralistic communities. The key to such inculcation is education in the most positive sense of 
the word, i.e. as nurturing, guiding and equipping. Research has shown that some young 
people are being subjected to a form of negative pedagogy or anti-pedagogy that shapes them 
to be religiously intolerant. The purpose of this article is to show how education in the most 
positive sense of the word could be employed to make such etchings on the souls (personalities) 
of young people that would shape them to become cultured and religiously tolerant persons. 
They could become people with integrity, equipped with life-maps helping them to live 
peacefully in increasingly diverse and pluralistic societies, able and willing to contribute to 
their own well-being and also to that of all other people.
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relationship with others with whom they do not see eye to 
eye. The meaning of character as the ‘sum of qualities that 
define a person’ is only from the 1640s (Online Etymological 
Dictionary 2015).

The question dealt with in the research leading to this article 
was: How does a person acquire the defining quality of being 
religiously tolerant or intolerant towards others of different 
religious persuasion? Put differently, how does a person’s 
soul become ‘engraved’ with the character of being religiously 
tolerant or intolerant?

Engravings on the soul
Character as engraving on the soul has the metaphorical 
meaning of a ‘symbol or an imprint on the soul’. According to 
Harper (2001–2015), the word soul denotes a substantial 
entity believed to be that in each person which lives, feels, 
perceives, thinks and wills. The Old English sawol referred to 
the spiritual and emotional part of a person, to animate 
existence, life, a living being, derived from the Proto-
Germanic saiwolo. Originally this word meant something like 
‘coming from or belonging to the sea’ because that was 
supposed to be the stopping place of the soul before birth and 
after death. A semantic connection between ‘person’ or 
‘individual’ and ‘soul’ was made after the fourteenth century 
when soul came to be used as a synonym for person, 
individual and human being (as in ‘every living soul’).

There is a connection between this last meaning of ‘soul’ and 
the biblical view of ‘soul’. The two most common renderings 
of the Hebrew nephesh in English are soul and life. Nephesh in 
the Old Testament refers to ‘the life principle’ or ‘living 
being’, never to ‘the immortal soul’ (cf. Gn 1:20, 21, 24; 2:7). 
Frequently nephesh also designates the individual (Lv 17:10; 
23:30). The Revised Standard Version of the Bible reflects 
nephesh as personal or reflexive pronoun with translations 
such as ‘being’, ‘self’ and ‘I or me’. Clearly, in the Old 
Testament a mortal is a living soul rather than having a soul. 
The term soul describes a human being from the perspective 
of the choices he or she makes in Deuteronomy 18:6, and as 
a thinking, inquiring being in Ecclesiastes 7:28 (Towner 
2015). Hebrew thought sees a soul as a unified human being, 
one that is profoundly complex, a psychosocial being 
(Schultz 2015).

The counterpart of nephesh in the New Testament is psyche. 
The meanings of psyche are similar to those of nephesh: it 
often designates life (Jh 13:37; Ac 15:26; Rm 16:4; Phlp 2:30). 
It can also designate person (Ac 2:41; 27:37). It also serves as 
the reflexive pronoun designating the self or myself (Lk 
12:19; 2 Cor 1:23; 1 Th 2:8). In some passages, psyche stands in 
contrast to the body, and there it seems to refer to an immortal 
part of man (Mt 10:28). Schultz (2015) correctly concludes: 
‘While Scripture generally addresses humans as unitary 
beings, there are passages that seem to allow divisibility 
within unity’.

Other words that come to mind in this context are heart and 
mind or reason. According to the Bible, the heart is the centre 
not only of spiritual activity but of all (Pr 4:23). Heart and soul 
are often used interchangeably (Dt 6:5; 26:16; Mt 22:37), but 
this is not generally the case. Generally speaking, the Bible 
sees the heart as the home of the personal life (cf. 1 Ki 3:12; 
Waltke 2015). In the Old Testament, the heart is sometimes 
understood as the mind. Heart, in a figurative sense, refers to 
the inner person (1 Ki 3:12; 2 Chr 12:14; Neh 4:6; Pr 16:23). 
Decisions of a moral nature take place in the heart (Gn 20:5; 
Job 11:13). Heart thus serves as a reference to the person as a 
thinking, perceiving and willing being, bringing together the 
ideas of knowledge, understanding and will. The meaning of 
heart ties in with soul which can also refer to the intellectual or 
mental dimension of life (Dt 6:5; 1 Chr 22:19; 28:9).

Based on the meanings and uses of the various words, it is 
not unreasonable to conclude that religious tolerance or 
intolerance can be regarded as engravings, symbols, characters 
made on the soul of individuals as human beings. Put 
differently, tolerance or intolerance as an attitude, a lifeview 
and behaviour is a trait that can be instilled to become a 
characteristic feature of a person. The question then becomes: 
Who makes such imprints on the souls of young people, and 
how is this done? We have in recent times observed many 
instances of religiously intolerant behaviour and also many 
instances of human beings bearing the engravings of religious 
intolerance on their souls. Mention need only be made of the 
Boston killings, the Norway attacks, Christian-right-wing 
attacks in South Africa (Potgieter 2014:68–71), the Paris 
attacks, the Cairo killings, the atrocities perpetrated by Boko 
Haram in Nigeria, Al Shabab in Somaliland, Al Qaeda in 
Afghanistan, the bombings in Tunisia and neighbouring 
countries. It is important to note that religious extremism can 
manifest in the adherents of all religions, and not only in 
Muslims, as is often thought. In its International Religious 
Freedom Report (2014), the United States’, Department of 
State, Bureau of Democracy, Human Rights and Labor 
(2014:1–13) enumerates a long list of religiously intolerant 
behaviour and perpetrations on the part of individuals, 
organisations and governments that have affected the lives of 
the adherents of a wide variety of religions. These religions 
range from Judaism or Zionism through Shia, Sunni, Sufi, 
Tataric and Uighur Islam, Buddhism, Ukrainian Orthodox, 
Protestant and Catholic Christianity, the Baha’i and Yarsani 
religions, to the Mennonite religion. According to Henderson 
(2013) some of the ‘worst terror attacks’ in the United States 
of America were perpetrated by Christians. The list of 
religiously intolerant perpetrations by individuals bearing 
the engravings, marks or character of religious intolerance on 
their souls is virtually endless. How and by whom have their 
souls been engraved with such a character of religious 
intolerance?

The purpose of this article is to show how, through education, 
significant persons in the lives of young people such as their 
parents, friends, older acquaintances, mentors and teachers 
are able to engrave the character of their wards with an 
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inclination to be either religiously tolerant or intolerant of 
others who are religiously (and otherwise) different from 
them. The focus in the discussion below is on education from 
a scriptural perspective.1 As a result of this focus, reference 
will be made only in passing to the psychological aspects 
involved in the inculcation of religious tolerance or 
intolerance in young people, and no attention can be paid to 
the views about religious tolerance or intolerance and 
education expressed in other religions.

Inappropriate engravings on the 
soul made by education gone wrong
There are indications that extremism and intolerance as 
engraving or marks on the soul are made in early youth (ed. 
Rieker 2004:6), especially in cases where the individual 
attributes and behavioural traits of a young person are 
susceptible to strong influences (Salaam 2013:50; also Sitzer 
& Heitmeyer 2003:170–173). Studies such as those reported 
below furthermore show that such engraving on the souls of 
young people comes from outside the individual, among 
others from influential people, as mentioned. An analysis of 
the narratives of young people reveals the multifarious 
nature of these influences.

Some young people become radicalised after being sensitised 
about what is represented to them as oppression of the weak 
by powerful and unjust forces; they then become driven by 
the cause of helping the oppressed to cast off the yoke (Nawaz 
2014; Potgieter 2014:29, 107–115, 122–123). Other young 
people succumb to the lure of influential people as a result of 
the normal values confusion in the minds of adolescents 
during the growing-up process (Kasun 2013:231–232; Nawaz 
2014:x, 3, 23, 35). Others follow the guidance of powerful and 
charismatic spiritual leaders (Davids & Nombembe 2015:14; 
Nussbaum 2012:35; Potgieter 2014:3, 5, 9, 14). The social 
media also play a significant role in converting young people 
to an attitude of extremism and intolerance (Blessing 2015:​
5–11; Ebrahim 2015:1; Modjadji 2015:3; Nissen 2014; 
Pennington 2012:285; Potgieter 2014:99).

Young people become convinced to be either religiously 
tolerant or intolerant due to the impact of an assemblage of 
influences, particularly as far as religion and culture are 
concerned. Their radicalisation, leading to religious 
intolerance, comes about through education gone wrong, 
that is through indoctrination. Indoctrination can be defined 
as a form of anti-pedagogy that deprives the young person of 

1.As educationist, I align myself with the views of co-educationist Harro van 
Brummelen (1994:25–26) who stated that the Bible is God’s authoritative Word for 
life. Scripture is God’s inspired self-disclosure that calls for obedience and response. 
Christian believers have been called to understand God’s Word of life and apply it in 
a responsible way. As God’s written Word, the Bible provides guidelines and wisdom 
for answers to basic questions about the kind of world we live in and our role in it 
(Ps 119:105; Rm 16:25–17). If the Bible is relevant for all of life, then it is also 
relevant for education. The Bible has a great deal to say about our view of persons 
and their relationship to God, to each other (also in pedagogical sense), and his 
creation. The Bible also gives norms for nurturing children. Yet the Bible is not a 
sourcebook for specific teaching methods and we should not use it as such (Van 
Brummelen 1988:ix). As Christian believers (and not professional theologians) we 
use the perspectives provided by the Bible for nurturing children. This explains why 
this article contains references to biblical perspectives without reference to the 
underlying hermeneutics or exegesis of such references. Space constraints also do 
not allow such excursions.  

free choice about life-issues, which closes the mind of the 
young person to other options in life, inculcates and reinforces 
a single obsessional view in the young person and resultantly 
makes dialoguing with him or her very difficult (Potgieter 
2014:176). Indoctrination takes many forms but always seems 
to parasitise on good, balanced and positive education.

Indoctrination is sometimes used to root the young person in 
the collective narrative of a fundamentalist and extreme 
approach to his or her religion (Kupermintz & Salomon 
2005:294; Sitzer & Heitmeyer 2003:172; Von Hippel 2002:34). 
Indoctrination causes the ‘miniaturisation’ of the young 
person, i.e. it changes him or her into just a small cog in a 
large ideological community (Armstrong 2014:28; Davies 
2006:188; Wahl 2004:17). Miniaturisation, in turn, can lead to 
epistemic rigidity in the young person (Nissen 2014). It also 
reinforces a sense of injustice about the asymmetries of power 
between what is perceived as the powerful and the oppressed 
in society (Armstrong 2014:28; Kupermintz & Salomon 
2005:298). As a result of indoctrination, the young person 
begins perceiving the adherents of other religions as a threat 
(Kupermintz & Salomon 200:298). Indoctrinators tend to use 
stereotyping (Nawaz 2014:170), stigmatisation (Rieker 
2004:6) and irrational fear of those who adhere to other 
religions (Govender 2015:14; Nawaz 2014:xx; Nussbaum 
2012:236). In all of these processes, the indoctrinator exploits 
the normal confusion about values in the mind of the 
adolescent to guide the young person into forming the 
identity of a religious extremist, fundamentalist, a person 
prone to religious intolerance (Davies 2006:188–189; Nawaz 
2014:xx). It can be concluded that the religious identity that 
the young person develops as a result of indoctrination bears 
the marks, engravings, encryptions or characteristics of 
religious intolerance. This insight is important with respect 
to what will be remarked below about personal integrity.

The fact that fear of others and the unknown might be the key 
to whether a person becomes religiously intolerant and hence 
runs the risk of becoming a religious extremist, fundamentalist 
and even a terrorist, places a heavy burden on educators 
involved in the shaping of young people since education 
covers every conceivable aspect of young people’s lives. This 
can be demonstrated by contrasting the results of normal, 
successful education with the upshot of a fear- and threat-
driven education (indoctrination) (see Table 1).

Although the table does not cover all the effects that education 
might have on the souls of young people, and unavoidably 
generalises and overemphasises some of the effects of 
education or indoctrination, it answers the question why 
some people acquire the defining quality or characteristic of 
intolerance with respect to adherents of other religions, while 
others do not. When the various educational processes of 
education go wrong (deteriorate into indoctrination), they 
seem to etch religious intolerance on a person’s being, 
personality, or soul. As the mirror image of positive education, 
indoctrinators avail themselves of interventions typical of 
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education such as guidance, teaching, leading, equipping, 
forming and enabling young people, though in a negative 
sense, i.e. towards a destructive and anti-social attitude, 
behaviour and acts. The table shows that destructive and 
anti-social attitudes, behaviour and acts not only affect the 
religious aspect of young persons but also all their other 
functions as human beings. The education of a young person, 
hence also of the groups with which they affiliate tends to 
cover all the facets of being human – positively in the case of 
religious tolerance, and negatively in the case of religious 
intolerance.

Parents, teachers, spiritual leaders and other educators who 
have the interests of children and young people at heart 
cannot reconcile themselves with negative engraving of the 
souls of the young people in their care. As will be argued 
below, true educators do their utmost to engrave the souls of 

the young with positive influences that will shape them into 
good citizens, members of society that have their community’s 
well-being and quality of life at heart.

The rest of the argument about the positive engraving on the 
souls of children and young people to become balanced, 
mature grown-ups, responsible citizens and valuable 
members of their societies, who eschew all forms of religious 
intolerance, will now unfold as follows. The following section 
outlines what education entails that leads to positive 
engravings on the souls of the young. The section thereafter 
explains the need for young people to form a life-map that 
can guide them through an increasingly religiously and 
culturally pluralistic social setup. It explains how persons’ 
life-maps are rooted in their basic religious commitment and 
how those life-maps form part of their cultural equipment. 
The penultimate section explains how everything outlined in 

TABLE 1: Contrasting education that leads to security and tolerant behaviour with education that leads to insecurity and intolerance of others.
Facet of the young person’s life 
shaped through education

Education that leads to security, safety, personal integrity Education that leads to insecurity, perceptions of others 
and their religions as a threat, lack of personal integrity

Religious commitment Religiously deeply committed; accepts and respects the fact that other 
people might be as deeply committed to their respective religions.

Religiously deeply committed, even to the extent of an 
unhealthy and unbalanced commitment; suspicious of other 
people and their religions; respect only for the own religion.

Faith and belief aspect Educated to believe in what is regarded as the deity and other key aspects 
of religion; belief leads to security and integrity of personality; accepts the 
right of others to believe and have faith in their deity and other aspects of 
their religion; prepared to allow adherents of all religions to erect faith 
structures and places of worship.

Educated to believe in what is regarded as the deity and 
other key aspects of religion; deeply suspicious of the truth 
value of other faiths, beliefs and religions; reluctant to allow 
adherents of other religions to erect faith structures and 
places of worship.

Ethical aspect Educated to be caring, loving, nurturing, to look after the interests of all 
others, even those not belonging to the same religion; prepared to trust 
the bona fides of others and their religions; curious about the unknown.

Educated to be caring, loving, nurturing, to look after the 
interests of members of the own religion; prepared to act to 
the detriment of members of other religions; shows a deep 
distrust and fear of others and their religions; rejection of 
the unknown.

Moral aspect Educated to form a personal value, norm and principle system; respect for 
the fact that others might entertain different value systems based on their 
religious and faith commitment; applies moral imagination.

Educated to form a personal value, norm and principle 
system; suspicious of the value and norm systems of others 
and their truth bases; unable or unwilling to apply moral 
imagination.

Justice aspect Educated to act and think justly about others and their uniqueness; respect 
for the dignity of others; understands the various facets of social justice; 
attempts to restore power imbalances in society by peaceful means.

Educated to respect only their own interests; willing to act to 
the detriment of others; understands the various aspects of 
justice though only with respect to their self and own 
community; justice not necessarily meted out towards 
others; lack of respect of the dignity of other individuals and 
their religious affiliations; attempts to redress power 
imbalances and asymmetries by force, if necessary.

Harmony aspect Educated to live in harmony with others however different they might be 
in religious terms; understands the notion of modus vivendi [peaceful 
coexistence].

Educated to live in harmony with members of only the own 
group; prepared to disrupt existent social harmony through 
terroristic deeds; understands the notion of modus vivendi 
only in so far as it means peaceful coexistence with 
members of the own group; other groups are seen as 
threats and to be feared.

Economic and commercial activity Educated to live in a well-defined social and economic space, and to respect 
the right of members of other religious groups to have similar spaces in 
which to express themselves; taught to engage with all people for the sake of 
a free economy, commerce and trade.

Educated to live in a well-defined social and economic space; 
unwilling to accord the same type of space to others; 
prepared to destroy the economic structures of dissenters; 
tend to avoid trade and commerce with religious dissenters.

Social interactivity Educated to interact socially with all other people, irrespective of religion 
or faith commitment; willing to dispense social justice in all its forms to all 
other people and groups; trained to peacefully engage with all people.

Educated to interact socially only with particular or selected 
individuals or groups; trained to be highly suspicious of 
other groups; tends to shun interaction with persons of 
different religious persuasion; willing to use force to the 
detriment of others and to the advantage of the own group.

Symbolic and historical aspect Educated to respect the history, monuments and symbols of own religious 
group; accords the same respect to the history, monuments and symbols 
of other religious groups.

Educated to respect history, monuments and symbols of the 
own religious group only; willing to destroy history, 
monuments and symbols of other groups (as recently 
occurred in the Ukraine and in South Africa).

Language aspect Educated to speak of others in a language that speaks of respect for religious 
differences.

Educated to speak of the believers of other religions in 
derogatory and insulting terms.

Perceptions and thoughts aspect Educated to perceive and to think of all people, irrespective of religious 
affiliation, in respectful and positive terms. 

Educated to perceive and to think of members of other 
religious groups in negative terms; educated to use language 
that expresses fear and displays a lack of information or 
knowledge about others.

Psychological aspect Educated to be open to all kinds of influences; to be discerning; to 
become a psychologically balanced person, as far as possible; positive 
thoughts and perceptions about others and their religious affiliations.

Educated to be fearful, suspicious, hateful and aggressive 
towards members of other religious groups; having thoughts 
of hate, retribution and aggression regarding others and 
their religious affiliations.

Physical aspect Educated to avoid physical force against others, for whatever reason. Educated to grow up with the notion that physical force 
might be necessary against members of other religious 
groups.

Source: Authors own work
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the preceding sections culminates in shaping an integrated 
personality, a person with an identity equipped with the 
‘right’ characteristics or engravings of the soul, and hence a 
person with a positive history, culture and biography. A 
general conclusion is then drawn.

Education as positive engraving on 
the souls of the young
In contrast to indoctrination, true education has only one 
function and that is to form a mature person with religiously 
and socially acceptable characteristic or engravings on the 
soul. All right-minded parents and religious groupings wish 
for their children to grow up to become mature individuals 
that would fulfil their calling in life, be useful citizens, well 
socialised and able to lead a sensible life that contributes not 
only to their own well-being but also to that of society in 
general (Van Crombrugge 2006:11). Education is a process of 
nurturing, guiding, leading, forming, equipping, enabling, 
unfolding, developing, shaping and training of the innate 
potential of the young person so that this ideal can be realised 
(Nussbaum 2011:23; Van Dyk 1993:157ff.).

Successful education shapes the young persons to possess as 
adults integrated or organic personalities (Nolan 2009:63), to 
become persons who have developed life-maps that would 
guide them through a world of increasing religious and 
cultural plurality and diversity. A person with an integrated 
or organic personality is one who has made a conscious 
ideological or religious choice. Such people are able to have a 
careful look at themselves, their motives, their egos, their 
self-interests, their inner voice, and they show a need for 
unselfish commitment to the common good, for honesty, 
humility and for a spirit of unselfish service (Nolan 2009:66). 
Notshulwana (2011:16) concludes that integrity embodies 
three steps: discerning what is right and what is wrong; 
acting on what one has so discerned even at personal cost, 
and saying openly that you are acting on your understanding 
of right and wrong. The first criterion captures the idea of 
integrity as requiring a degree of moral reflectiveness. The 
second brings in the ideal of an integral person as steadfast, 
which includes the sense of keeping commitments. The third 
says that a person of integrity is unashamed of doing the 
right thing. The development of an integrated personality 
and hence a view of right and wrong depends to a significant 
extent on one’s education, and on how – through education – 
one has integrated the educational influences, including 
one’s sense of right and wrong, as etchings on one’s soul. The 
etchings, engravings on, the character of your soul resulting 
from your upbringing and education find concrete expression 
in your life-map (lifeview or worldview).

While a person’s life-map shows the way through a world 
and a reality that is increasingly becoming more complex, 
diverse and pluralistic (Van der Walt 1999:58), it also acts as a 
two-way bridge between one’s views and convictions about 
the world and reality, and the world and reality as it reveals 
itself to the observer. We tend to see the world in a particular 
way on the basis of our life-map, while on the other hand the 

changing world and reality around us causes us to 
occasionally change our views about the world and reality 
(Van der Walt 1999:56; Peck 2006:33). Through education and 
other extraneous influences (such as the social media) we 
receive a number of imprints or engravings in or on our souls, 
in the shape of routes through the world and reality printed 
on our life-maps. One of the engravings that have to be made 
on the soul of a young person, one of the routes that have to 
be mapped out on a person’s life-map is the need to be 
tolerant of others of different religious persuasion, of those 
who differ in terms of religion, spirituality or ideology. 
Christians are compelled to have such tolerance engravinged 
on their souls, to have life-maps based on the Great 
Commandment in Matthew 22:37–39. The bridge metaphor 
furthermore suggests that it would be possible, in principle, 
for persons who have been educated (indoctrinated) to 
be religious fundamentalists, extremists or fanatics to become 
converted in later life to a more ‘normal’ and tolerant lifeview 
and attitude based on their observations about how ‘ordinary’ 
people actually behave in their dealings with others of 
different religious persuasion.

Persons with all the ‘correct’ socially sanctioned engravings, 
markings or etchings on their souls, including the engraving 
(characteristic) of being tolerant of adherents to other 
religions, can be regarded as truly cultured or refined persons. 
Such persons have through education been ‘cultivated’ to 
bear all the marks or engravings of socially well-adapted 
individuals, able to meet all the demands of modern life in a 
pluralistic and diverse society, and therefore also willing and 
able to be tolerant of those who are religiously different.

Religious tolerance as appropriate 
engraving on the soul
While much can be said about education in general, about the 
need to develop an integrated and integral personality, a life-
map and to be truly cultured, we must now restrict our 
attention to the matter of engraving in the souls of young 
people with the notion of religious tolerance. This specific 
facet of shaping the soul of the young pertains to a person’s 
religious or spiritual aspect as it expresses itself in terms of a 
person’s faith, belief, religious practice, and also in terms of 
one’s ethical relationship with others of other religious 
persuasions. All of these attributes of the soul (that flow from 
the heart – Prov 4:23) have to be formed and shaped 
(engraved) into an attitude of religious tolerance. The 
following are the key perspectives of religious tolerance that 
have to be developed and shaped through education.

Every young person should be educated (engraved in or on 
their soul) to understand that others of different religious 
persuasion are entitled to the freedom to follow their 
conscience and to act according to their own firmly held 
religious beliefs (Furedi 2012:30–31, 37; Nussbaum 2012:241). 
Everyone possesses the right to express oneself freely (Joe 
2011:6) in one’s particular circumstances. The differences that 
emerge as a result of this recognition should be respected 
(Potgieter, Van der Walt & Wolhuter 2014:3). Nussbaum 
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(2012:97) and Potgieter (2015:55) liken the attitude of a 
religiously tolerant person with that of a gracious hostess: 
she sees others as her equals, respects them and does 
everything in her power to accommodate them. She remains 
interested in them (Nussbaum 2012:241) and shows positive 
appreciation of the differences among people, even of 
conflicting views (Furedi 2012:37).

While displaying this attitude of tolerance, educators should 
demonstrate that they understand the difference between 
‘acceptable tolerance’ and ‘unacceptable tolerance’. The 
former is exemplified in the life and work of Christ (Mt 
19:13–14; Mk 10:13–16; Lk 18:15–17) and of Paul (Phlp 1:17–18). 
The latter refers to tolerance of evil and wrong (Hab 1:13), 
wickedness (Rv 2:2), serious doctrinal error (Gl 2:4; 2 Th 
2:1–3; 1 Tm 6:3–5, 20–21; 2 Tm 4:3–4; 2 Pt 2:1), sexual sin 
(1 Cor 5:1–5; 6:18–20; Rv 2:14) and idolatry (1 Cor 10:7; 1 Jn 
5:21; Manser 2009).

Young people have to be educated to understand that 
religious tolerance makes sense only in a context of religious 
or ideological differences (Saulius 2013:50). Recognition of 
difference is tantamount to recognition of others as full, equal 
and equivalent members of society (Galeotti 2014:9). This 
does not mean that people have total freedom to behave as 
they wish (Boersma 2012); everyone remains bound to the 
basic rules and norms of society. Everyone also has the 
freedom to be critical of other peoples’ views, attitudes and 
behaviour, and to discriminate between what is right and 
wrong in the behaviour of others (Furedi 2012:31–37). While 
one might question or reject the behaviour of another person, 
that person may never be rejected as a person. All people 
form part of a community and have to be accepted as such. 
Understanding of others also depends on understanding the 
contextual factors that seem to determine or influence the 
other’s behaviour. Such understanding is necessary for 
friendly coexistence (Nussbaum 2012:174, 210).

Young people should furthermore be educated to grasp the 
idea that religious tolerance also presupposes respect for 
others and their religious peculiarities, practices and beliefs, 
and for their rights and dignity as human beings (Galeotti 
2014:8). They are entitled to this respect not only because 
they are members of a modern liberal and democratic society 
but because they are people, created with human dignity. 
They are entitled to equal treatment, fairness and social 
justice. Without this recognition, peaceful coexistence with 
others will be impossible (Furedi 2012:30–31, 37). Peaceful 
coexistence is also not possible if it depended on the likes and 
dislikes of individuals; the necessary contextual factors 
promoting coexistence should be present (Potgieter 2015:55). 
Peaceful coexistence is furthermore not possible if society is 
being dominated by the whims of a majority (Galeotti 2014:6). 
In the final analysis, religious tolerance is the recognition of 
the freedom and right of others to follow their conscience and 
to search for the truth as they see it. Tolerance also presupposes 
a process of engagement with the moral or ethical choices 
that one is confronted with in the attitudes and behaviours of 
others (Furedi 2012:32). This engagement has become more 

of a challenge in recent years because of ever increasing 
social, religious and cultural pluralism (Galeotti 2014:10).

Finally, young people have to be formed to understand that 
religious tolerance presupposes compassion with others and 
their religious differences. This is in line with the biblical 
injunction of Matthew 22:37–39. As mentioned, religious 
tolerance seems to have an ethical or moral aspect: one is 
constantly faced with the issue of whether one is prepared to 
treat the other and their views and attitudes as one would 
treat one’s own. The only way to effectively deal with this 
challenge is to place oneself in the shoes of the other through 
the process of moral imagination or ‘critical interpathy’. Only 
after having done this can one understand the motives 
behind another person’s attitude and behaviour (Nussbaum 
2012:21, 28) and decide about the most appropriate response 
to them (Bucher & Manning 2010:160–163; Skiba & Peterson 
1999:9–10). Moral imagination will help to understand what 
the burden of other’s religion is to them and how they look at 
reality (their life-maps). It also helps one to refrain from 
summary rejection or condemnation of others and their 
views and attitudes (Nussbaum 2012:96). Refusal to interact 
or engage with others with different religious views can be 
construed as a lack of understanding and empathy, and 
hence as intolerant behaviour (Nussbaum 2001:417). 
Religious tolerance depends on the creation of an equivalent 
space for all to meet the demands of their consciences in 
equal measure, irrespective of whether consensus exists 
about what is being thought and done in that space. 
Recognition of such equivalent space results in a pluralistic 
society in which every member reflects in participatory 
manner about all the others and their uniqueness, without 
condemnation or placing obstacles in their way (Nussbaum 
2012:144).

Religiously tolerant versus 
intolerant individuals: Differences in 
identity, culture, history and 
biography
It can be concluded on the basis of the argument so far that 
persons whose education has somehow gone wrong and 
have resultantly been coerced or deceived into following a 
religiously radical, extremist, fundamentalist, even terroristic, 
religiously intolerant course in life cannot be regarded as 
persons with integrated, balanced personalities, and 
approach to life and to people with other religious 
persuasions. While the persons with religiously extremist or 
fundamentalist views of reality and of other people and their 
religious idiosyncrasies might be said to have been educated 
(more precisely, indoctrinated) and to have life-maps, their 
basic orientation to the world and to others who differ from 
them on religious grounds cause them to be religiously 
intolerant. They do not display any of the characteristics (i.e. 
engravings on the soul) of people who are truly tolerant of 
others and their religious differences. In brief, they bear the 
identity, culture, history and biography of religiously 
intolerant people.
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In contrast, individuals who received a balanced education 
that kept open their options to choose life-altering 
alternatives, that provided the freedom to choose according 
to their conscience, and have been guided, trained, formed 
and equipped (educated) to become integrated personalities 
can be said to possess the identity, culture, history and 
biography of truly tolerant individuals. They tend to display 
the unique identifying characteristics (engravings, markings 
on their soul) of persons who are tolerant of others and their 
religious orientations. They have a history of being tolerant: 
the record of their past actions and engagement with others 
attests to their religious tolerance. They furthermore display 
the cultural background of tolerant persons, i.e. the total of 
their inherited ideas, beliefs, values and knowledge which 
constitute the shared basis of their tolerant social action, 
attest to the fact that they are religiously tolerant of others in 
a pluralistic society and culture. Finally, their biographies, 
i.e. the accounts of their lives, attest to the same effect.

The biographies of people are important to researchers 
interested in the state of religious tolerance in a society. A 
questionnaire to establish the extent to which a person is 
religiously tolerant of others of different religious persuasion 
in a pluralistic society will necessarily contain a number of 
biographical items, that is items about the identity, history, 
culture and life-story or narrative of the respondents. 
Evaluation of responses to such items in the questionnaire 
will enable the researcher to establish whether a respondent’s 
religious upbringing has been of a kind that will promote 
religious tolerance or whether it has somehow gone wrong 
and hence led to religiously intolerant behaviour in a 
respondent.

Conclusion
Modern, increasingly pluralistic and religiously diverse 
societies require individuals and groups to demonstrate 
religiously tolerant attitudes and behaviour for the sake of 
peaceful coexistence. Unfortunately many young people are 
being led astray by influential people in their lives through 
indoctrination and the resourceful use of social media. The 
key to peaceful coexistence among individuals and groups of 
widely different religious persuasion is religious tolerance. 
This comprises a characteristic or ‘engraving on the soul’ that 
does not come naturally but has to be brought home to a 
young person through education in the most positive sense 
of the word, i.e. education that allows young persons the 
freedom of conscience to decide for themselves which options 
to follow for the future, which life-maps to develop, and 
hence which type of identity, history, culture and biography 
to develop.
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