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TOLERANCE IS THE ESSENCE OF FAITH


Tense interrelations among people of different faith are mainly within the space of religion they created on the basis of their visions, ideas and needs of time. However, to confuse faith with religion and to make a wrong conclusion is one of serious vices of societies where different religious structures have existed for centuries.

In contrast to this historical misunderstanding, there is the notion of ‘tolerance’, often related to the essence of one or another religion without evident proof. However, the roots of tolerance as well as God should not be sought for in religion itself. This business is useless and has never had good results and will hardly ever do. Strange and paradoxical as it may seem, this aspiration often works against religion. 

Faith practice indicates that the main seeds of religious tolerance are there where, in fact, neither nationalism nor ethnocentrism exists, where love to the Motherland and nation as well as deep faith in chosen one God are not conditional on the hatred to people of another nationality and religion. One can only join the divinity of existence in the realities where love and mutual respect are present. 

As to religious tolerance itself, it is a constituent of the system of interrelations in society, where nationalism, national vanity and religious extremism are absent. The main thing is whether public relations are kept equally from nationalism and religious extremism. This is the very difficult task for the politicians who have not been able to find and offer an acceptable universal option to society for quite objective practical reasons. Ineffective searches have been made since ancient times. 

The matter is that there is a great difference between nationalism and patriotism, religious extremism and tolerance, from which only double mediocrity can ‘come up’ in a pinch. It is mediocrity which most people are not pleased with and try to drive back. 

Then, both the variants – nationalism (religious extremism) and patriotism (tolerance) exist independently on each other. Such an unstable state of society, in which nationalism reigns and religious tolerance took shelter, is rather artificial exception than something positive which the majority of the population of one or another state would accept as universal co-existence rules. 

Beginning the matter about the essence of nationalism and patriotism as important determiners of religious tolerance or hatred, I think patriotism, as a phenomenon of true, independent love towards one’s people, does not have the image of the enemy. Any religion provides a dozen of statements about the superiority of one religion over another; this is not tolerance to followers of other religions. I am not talking about those who adhere to the Soviet idea, scientific interpretation of the world creation ruling out the role of the Almighty God. So, patriots are free from profound and great emotions, and they are not pressed by the ‘burden’ of nationalism, the image of imaginary enemy to be defeated by all means. 

As a matter of fact, a patriot cannot appear double, i.e. to be a patriot and nationalist or religious extremist simultaneously. The latter is nearly always thought to have an extremely negative meaning due to misunderstanding of the essence of the phenomenon. Lexically, “extremism” simply means unacceptance of another person’s faith, what is not quite the same as radicalism, terrorism and intolerance in religion. 

All religions, as basis for appearance of various religious structures as a whole system of regulations, rules, prohibitions, permits, are inter-tolerable and relatively acceptable for normal, non-hostile relations among their followers. They are meant for the organization of interrelations between believers and pious people.

It should be clarified here that a believer and a pious person are not the same. A pious person is a believer who builds his life and establishes relations with other people in accordance with religious rules, whereas a believer has no such necessity. The believer may not be pious. Most people are such. For them, faith is an inner state, purely personal business; figuratively, it is unexplainable personal interrelations with God. The pious person is the combination of faith and faith practice in life.

Under present conditions, when there are democratic secular systems directed at the settlement of all forms of relations in society, religious rules are additional means for organizing inter-human relations as personality factor.  

Faiths are not and cannot be opposed! Every faith, appearing, has existed and can exist independently, not preventing each other, inasmuch as God, the object of faith, is indivisible. Only ways to Him can be different, and this is described and reflected in most Holy Scriptures – in the Torah, Bible, Qur’an, and Buddha’s treatises. The endless process of searching for ways of approaching God is the dominant in the development and preservation of different religions. According to the history of appearance of religions, this process often leads to the division of religion into several trends, denominations, sects, churches. Strange as it may seem, this division is often one of the important factors of longevity of religion’s vital regulations, i.e. preservation of the foundation of basics of religion. Thus, the question of preservation of purity of religious canons and dogmata is constantly in believers’ view. Anyway, any sect serves to the fact that its roots are intertwined with the ‘root’ of a big branchy tree – the essence of religion, maybe, without knowing that. The explanation is simple: but for religion, sects would not have appeared. This is very important.   

Proceeding from the logic of the afore-said, one can say with certitude that in most cases only religions, i.e. structures of faith demonstration, can have many contradictions in their structure and relation to other religions. As a rule, religious worldview systems are seriously different. However, various motives of faith hidden in every person cannot be, objectively, an obstacle for another person with another faith, since the latter is the inner state of man, a matter of heart the door to which is closed, to all appearance. Figuratively, the path to God is straight and does not cross with other ways of millions of followers of world religions. The parallelism of ways of approaching Gog is the main factor of faith. 

Recently, much has been spoken truthfully about religious tolerance in Azerbaijan, relating it to many factors: our history, traditions, and even policy. I am sure of another thing without ruling out the role of these important factors. We, Azeris, are tolerant in the wide sense of the word because we are not nationalists, ethno-selfish people and ethnocentrists. Suffice it to say that there are over 20 national minorities with their own faiths, languages, material and spiritual cultures, living in our country for centuries. Along with mosques, there are orthodox and catholic churches and synagogues in Azerbaijan.

No matter it is good or bad, religious and national tolerance in the Azeri person’s character has not undergone changes for centuries. It is in the foundation of our mode of life, conduct, relationship with representatives of other nations, religions. This is the principal argument in favor of Azeris’ long and stable tolerance. It is in their blood and genes. The Azeris cannot demonstrate nationalism or religious intolerance even when it is necessary, or it is usually insufficient by definition. 

We cannot consider a nation our eternal enemy or ourselves to be somebody’s unappeasable adversary for a long time. We inherited this trait from our ancestry and are unable to change it cardinally. The history of autochthon nations, including the Azeris, living in the Caucasus primordially, proves that neither in remote nor nearest past they had enemies among Caucasian peoples; there were no problems with the Georgians, Russians, or other peoples in the Caucasia. The Azeris were pleased with mutual friendship and large-scale tolerance. In addition, it is generally known that, historically, the Azeris have a lot of heirs of mixed marriages. The Azeri men often could marry women of other nations and ethnoses and have children. The hearty “outburst” of the kind is observed even in present conditions unfavorable for long and substantial friendship. We have what we do, though most people believe such behavior to be our foible, impermissible forgetfulness, pliability. 

Let every person think as he/she likes, by virtue of his/her knowledge, civility and understanding. We cannot forbid anybody to think. Even almighty gods cannot make a rational person not think or think the way described in holy books. I think centuries-old religious and ethnic tolerance comes from one source – the absence of nationalism, the main condition of existence of which is the image of the enemy of other faith, other nationality. Patriots, i.e. non-nationalists, lack all these, I would say, obtrusive vices of life of most nations of the modern world. 

If we train the sense of nationalism in ourselves artificially, I am sure that, “biting”, it will smile awkwardly and we will be ashamed and think ‘what bad actors we are; we are not well experienced and self-disciplined to act our ideal!’ The ‘ideal’ should be inside a person and dictate his will from within and reach necessary results. 

Fortunately, we have not been empowered this and, mercifully, we are not fans of nationalism; we do not have hatred towards other peoples. 

This important attribute of our people has become a cornerstone of our religious tolerance, friendly interrelationship with followers of other religions. 

I could give a dozen of examples and compare our people with other nations and coreligionists.  However, my patriotism and consequently religious tolerance do not allow me doing this. The inner mood of my heart which overrode my mind cultivated new emotions – a stable sense of love to a person of another faith and nationality, the person created, like all of us, by one great nature. 

I prefer remaining who I am sincerely. This is our integral right and, what is very important, an enough substantial part of nation’s dignity. 

I am sure that, despite temporary impressive outbursts caused by circumstances, like nationalism and religious extremism, most of you think and act the way our ancestry did and the absolute majority of compatriots in Azerbaijan and outside it do, showing religious and national tolerance. This is what the intellects of other nations hold us up as an example worthy of imitation and true respect. 

P.S. The article was abridged and published in The Echo (No.128 (2569), July 19, 2011). Unfortunately, my prognoses reflected in it were confirmed nearly in full, during the terrifying events happened in Norway (July 22, 2011) where a big act of terror demonstrating the synthesis of extreme radical nationalism and the obsessive idea of religious hate. However, despite facts and the words of the terrorist, a young Norwegian Anders Behring Breivik, the world’s mass media and Norwegian authorities are deliberately trying to convince the public opinion of the fact that his atrocities are just the demonstration of Islamophobia. Shortsighted and awkward attempts to justify Breivik, actually, can lead astray European community, particularly in Norway. Moreover, there is a real menace that this may distract communities from increasing Ultranationalism, which, in Christian framing, may lead to more tragedies and shocks for many nations, first of all, in Europe itself, seeming to be happy. 
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