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Many believe that a peaceful, tolerant and respectful coexistence among religions is not compatible 

with the conviction that only one of them is true. I argue that this ‘incompatibility problem’ (IP) is 

grounded in a ‘naturalistic assumption’ (NA), that is, the assumption that every subject, including 

religion, should be treated without taking into account that a super-natural being may exist and 

reveal to us an unexpected way to deal with our experience. I then argue that in matters of religion, 

NA is untenable and that its very opposite, which I call ‘super-naturalistic assumption’ (SA), should 

be adopted. My thesis is that, once SA is adopted, IP can be dismissed and that it is plausible to 

maintain that a peaceful, tolerant and respectful coexistence among religions is compatible with the 

conviction that only one of them is true.   

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

This paper discusses the belief that a peaceful, tolerant, and respectful coexistence 

among religions is incompatible with the conviction that only one of them is true. I 

call this axiom ‘incompatibility problem’ (IP). 
IP is widely held in Contemporary Western society. It traces back to the 

Enlightenment and it was probably the result of a reaction to the evil that sometimes 

characterized religious people and institutions. In his first Letter concerning 

Toleration (1689), Locke focused on the conflicts and wars that plagued Europe in 

his time, which were often the result of religious intolerance. Locke noted how this 

was obviously in contradiction with the basic message of peace conveyed by the 

Gospel. He identified tolerance with ‘the chief characteristic mark of the true 

Church’1 and Christianity with ‘the most modest and peaceable religion that ever 

was.’2 Some decades later, Hume concentrated upon the relationship between 

religions and peace. Unlike Locke, he criticised the conviction that only one religion 

is true. In his Natural History of Religion (1755), he argued that from that conviction 

(that only one religion is true) inevitably followed conflicts and violence:  

 

While one sole object of devotion is acknowledged, the worship of other 

deities is regarded as absurd and impious. Nay, this unity of object seems 

naturally to require the unity of faith and ceremonies, and furnishes designing 
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men with a pretence for representing their adversaries as profane, and the 

objects of divine as well as human vengeance.3 

 

Hume’s conviction has come down to the present times.4 Thinkers such as P. Quinn 

claim that, if believers don’t support the superiority of their religion over other 

religious perspectives, then they will be more tolerant toward those perspectives.5 

Similarly, R. McKim notes that, confronting religious diversity, one should be open 

to accepting the hypothesis ‘that the position one had thought to be correct may be 

wrong’, and that ‘one of the other positions may be right’.6 In other words, giving up 

the conviction that only one religion is true would solve IP. It would promote a more 

inclusive society, based on diversity of opinion. 

In this essay, I argue that IP is the result of what I call a ‘naturalistic 
assumption’ (NA). Starting from this assumption, religious beliefs and faiths are 

explored intellectually as if they did not involve any reference to a super-natural 

being and his revelation. This is confirmed by the fact that the methodology 

employed by those who hold IP apply indifferently to religious experience and other 

experience as well.7 My thesis is that, when it comes to religious matters, NA should 

be abandoned and replaced by a ‘super-naturalistic assumption’ (SA). Assuming the 
existence of a super-natural being who reveals himself to us and takes part in our 

religious experience may help us reconcile the two poles of IP. In other words, SA 

may promote respect and peace among religions and, at the same time, a firm belief 

that only one of them is true.  

 

 

1 IP IMPLIES NA 

 

In this section, I intend to argue that IP implies NA. If IP applies to the religious 

realm as well as to traditions, cultures, and philosophies, then IP implies NA or, put 

otherwise, it does not take into consideration SA. 

This can be demonstrated by taking into consideration the three reasons which 

J. Hick—one of the most famous proponents of IP8—brings forth in support of his 

famous theory of religious pluralism.9 The first reason is grounded in the idea that all 

of the world’s religions are ‘transformational,’ namely, they provide their followers 

with ‘transformation from self-centeredness to Reality-centeredness.’10 This 

transformation makes them morally better, because they are no longer interested in 

their individual salvation (as if religion dealt with acquiring a ‘ticket’ to eternal life), 

but aim to liberate themselves from their desires and to reorient their existence 

around the divine. The normative core of religion is to be transformational, and all 

major religions can equally be considered salvific. (I have just shifted my attention 

from religious truth to salvation and ultimate destiny. However, as Hick himself has 

persuasively stated, ‘the truth-claim and the salvation-claim cohere closely together 

and should be treated as a single package.’11) The second reason for supporting 

religious pluralism is that ‘in the great majority of cases—say 98 to 99 percent—the 

religion in which a person believes and to which he adheres depends upon where he 



 

 

was born.’12 Evidently, the fact that one was born in a particular part of the world 

cannot be considered a plausible reason for identifying one’s religion with the only 
true religion. Third, Hick argues that in the present century we have become aware 

that there are substantially different patterns and not only one to interpret human 

experience. 13 In this new light, the attitude of those who believe that their own gospel 

is true ‘and that other gospels are false in so far as they differ from it’14 becomes 

simply untenable.   

Hick supports his view of religious pluralism with arguments that could be 

applied to any realm of human experience, from which follows that he adopts NA. 

This is especially evident in the case of the second reason. The fact that one’s beliefs 
may depend upon where one was born is not indicative of the truth of such beliefs—
whether or not they are religious. The same can be said of the third reason. Once we 

become convinced that various interpretations can be offered to understand our 

experience, we should adopt a pluralistic approach to all of our beliefs, and not only 

the religious ones. Things may seem different in the case of the first reason given by 

Hick, i.e., all of the world’s religions are transformational. This reason, in fact, relates 

to the existence of a super-natural being and the afterlife, which is why it may seem 

to be extraneous to NA. (This reference to a super-natural reality may appear not 

entirely plausible, as has been pointed out: ‘Even if we accept that our ultimate goal 

is or should be the overcoming of self-centeredness, why should anyone suppose that 

we need religion in order to achieve that goal?’.15 My interest, however, is not in the 

internal coherence of Hick’s argument; I am rather interested in establishing whether 

or not he adopts NA, however correct the argument he proposes may be.)  On closer 

inspection, however, it is clear that the line of reasoning proposed by Hick in support 

of ‘transformational parity’ among religions may apply to every human experience. If 

genuine religion is salvific and transformational, and if there are many 

transformational experiences, none of them can presume to be the only genuine 

religion. It is obvious, therefore, that this argument in support of ‘transformational 
parity’ among religions does not depend on the reference to a super-natural being and 

the influence he may exert on human experience.  

 

2 TWO ARGUMENTS AGAINST THE EMPLOYMENT OF NA  

IN RELIGIOUS MATTERS 

 

In this section, I intend to propose two arguments for the claim that NA, which IP 

presupposes, is not applicable to religious matters.  

The first argument is implicit in what I have argued in the previous section—
therefore, presenting this argument will take little time. I showed that IP applies 

indifferently to religious and non-religious subjects. This means that IP overlooks 

that which is specific to religion. As a result, IP may successfully apply to various 

experiences except the religious one. Not taking into consideration any possible 

aspect of a particular experience, in fact, is not the best possible viewpoint from 

which to achieve an understanding of it. The hypothesis that a super-natural being 

exists and participates in the religious experience of believers might later prove to be 



 

 

untrue. However, the decision to exclude from the outset this hypothesis seems to 

limit one’s understanding of how believers experience their faith and everything 
related to it, including how they view other religions.  

In addition to this rebutting argument, let me now propose an undercutting one. 

Let me start by noting that NA traces back to Locke’s view of faith and reason, 
according to which assent to propositions comes in degrees and we should proportion 

our degree of assent to the available evidence. For Locke, we should not entertain 

‘any proposition with greater assurance than the proofs it is built upon will warrant.’16 

These proofs are public and that which they prove to be true is accepted by 

everybody. The same cannot be said of that which is believed by those whom Locke 

calls ‘enthusiasts.’ They don’t offer any proof on the basis of which what they believe 
can be believed by everybody else: 

 

if they believe it to be true, because it is a revelation, and have no other 

reason for its being a revelation, but because they are fully persuaded without 

any other reason that it is true, they believe it to be a revelation only because 

they strongly believe it to be a revelation, which is a very unsafe ground to 

proceed on.17  

 

Locke’s view of faith and reason became the ‘dominant model’ in which 
philosophers and non-philosophers were trained in the course of the modern age.18 

This model increasingly came to imply that a complex of experiences and relevant 

beliefs, which only faithful may have,19 cannot be taken into account, which is 

precisely what I mean by NA. Like any other subject, religion can be investigated 

only by way of rational arguments that everyone believes.20 To put it formally, 

 

(1) Only statements that everyone believes (or follow from what everyone 

believes) can be employed to attain the truth about human experience, 

including religion and matters related to it. 

 

However, (1) is not believed by everyone. Religious believers may believe—no 

matter whether rightly or not—that reason alone is insufficient to achieve an 

understanding of that which pertains to God and religion. They may believe that a 

divine revelation, which does not coincide with that which everyone believes, is 

necessary for them to achieve an understanding of religion and, along with it, of 

matters such as the existence of only one God, the existence of only one true religion, 

and how to treat the followers of other religions. Again to put the point formally: 

 

(2)  Not everyone believes (1) 

(3)  From (2) follows that (1) is to be rejected. 

(4)  Given that (1) is equivalent to NA, NA is to be rejected, and SA is to be 

adopted. 

 



 

 

The fact that, once NA has been rejected, SA should replace it, can be explained as 

follows. Rejecting the conviction that every subject, including the religious one, can 

be treated without taking into consideration the existence of a super-natural being and 

his revelation is clearly equivalent to saying that a super-naturalistic assumption must 

be adopted. (Someone may object that God’s existence and the content of his 
revelation cannot be treated in the same way. This is especially true for Locke, who 

was convinced that God’s existence, unlike the divine revelation, was knowable by 

way of demonstration.21 Nevertheless, the belief that God exists has become more 

and more debatable in the course of the last centuries.22 Thus it is no longer seen as a 

statement that, at least in principle, everyone can know.23) 

In the next section I will argue that, once SA is adopted, IP may be dismissed 

as not constituting a problem. Before proceeding, however, two considerations need 

to be taken into account. 

First, alternative attempts may be made to oppose IP without adopting SA. 

They, however, don’t seem to dismiss IP as untrue, which is why the necessity of 

assuming SA is confirmed.  

Among those attempts is Plantinga’s exemplary argument aimed at rejecting a 

philosophical view that includes IP. According to this view, there is something wrong 

in claiming that, among the existing religions, one is true and the others are not. (As I 

said, this accusation, which I call SW (something wrong), includes IP: SW ⊃ IP. In 

fact, IP emphasizes that the claim that there is only one true religion is unacceptable 

because is incompatible with peace among religions, while SW more generally points 

out that there is something wrong with the claim in question.) Plantinga argues that, 

on the contrary, it is SW that is wrong. As he says, if one believes that one possesses 

knowledge that others do not, one cannot be blamed for being convinced that one’s 
own view is better than others’ views. As a result, one would not have any reason for 
modifying one’s conviction. Of course, this is the condition in which those who 

affirm the exclusive truth of their religion find themselves. What is more interesting, 

however, is that the detractors of religious exclusiveness find themselves in this 

condition as well. More precisely, everyone seems to reason in this way. Anyone who 

believes that they find themselves, even without any merit of their own, in a 

condition which is epistemically superior to that of others, would end up considering 

their position better than others’ positions and would consequently refuse to exchange 

it for any other. This regards also those, like Hick, who spoke of the need to put aside 

Christian exclusivism: ‘In the light of our accumulated knowledge of the other great 
world faiths, [Christian exclusivism] has become unacceptable to all except a 

minority of dogmatic diehards.’24 Plantinga's conclusion is therefore hard to reject: 

‘The abstemious pluralist who brings charges of intellectual arrogance against the 

believer is in a familiar but perilous dialectical situation; he shoots himself in the 

foot, is hoist with his own petard, holds a position that in a certain way is self-

referentially inconsistent in the circumstances.’25  

Plantinga’s argument shows that those who hold IP, and claim that it can be 

solved if religious exclusivism is given up, are exclusivists too. They are not ready to 

abandon their view either. (Plantinga’s position is to be numbered among the ones 



 

 

that, in the current debate on disagreement, can be defined ‘non-conformist’ or 
‘steadfast’26 and support the conviction that perseverance in the face of controversy is 

epistemologically plausible. In this, Plantinga is joined by P. Van Inwagen, for 

whom, if one has incommunicable evidence that other parties lack, then one is within 

one’s right to maintain one’s own belief.27)  

Let me now point out that the argument offered by Plantinga does not provide 

any reason to solve IP. It limits itself to show that, if SW is true, then the same may 

be said of any possible view, including SW’s negation. From this follows that 
Plantinga’s argument may even end up reinforcing intolerance and conflicts. If there 

is nothing wrong with the person who believes that s/he possesses knowledge that 

others do not, and accordingly prefers his/her view—and his/her religion—to others, 

then the person in question may reasonably consider himself/herself superior to 

others, and somewhat morally obliged to force them to accept his/her views.  

Another attempt to dismiss IP as not representing a problem without having 

recourse to SA can be seen in P. Byrne’s reflection on tolerance and religious 
pluralism.28 Byrne convincingly argues that tolerance as a virtue implies that one 

holds strong convictions and it also justifies that which one tolerates, opening up the 

possibility for a re-examination of one’s own convictions. In other words, practising 

the virtue of tolerance, which Byrne also calls ‘full tolerance’, seemingly reconciles 

the two poles of IP. As far as I can see, however, the fully tolerant ‘sees value in the 
differing and opposing convictions of others’ only if the coexistence of such 

convictions with his/her own beliefs is part of his/her own beliefs. In other words, 

only at first sight is the fully tolerant welcoming the convictions of others; on closer 

inspection, s/he is putting into practice (and confirming) his or her own beliefs. As a 

consequence, the difference, i.e., one of the conditions that Byrne insightfully 

considers necessarily related to tolerance,29 is set aside. Also, Byrne says that the 

fully tolerant ‘will be prepared to go further and examine whether the different life 
styles and opinions they confront provide grounds for re-examining the worth of their 

own life-styles and opinions.’30 It is plausible to think, however, that the tolerant 

person in question will not be ready to revise every belief and opinion. A Christian 

believer may be ready to revise many of the views s/he usually holds. Nevertheless, 

the fact that there is only one God, that Jesus is the son of God, that he came into the 

world for our salvation, etc. are beliefs that even a fully tolerant Christian is not 

expected to revise.  

The second consideration to take into account is that rejecting (1) and adopting SA 

does not coincide with 

  

(5) Commonly accepted rational criteria, including the principle of non-

contradiction, must be abandoned when it comes to religion.  

 

In other words, my proposal should not be associated with the one advanced in the 

course of last decades by influential scholars such as J. Hick, W. Cantwell Smith, and 

P. Knitter. As is known, they have argued that the principle of non-contradiction 

should not apply to religious beliefs. According to Hick, it is the Aristotelian concept 



 

 

of truth, which is intrinsically related to the principle of non-contradiction, that must 

be abandoned: it is ‘a matter of either-or. It is either this or not this: it cannot be 

both.’31 For Cantwell Smith, ‘in all ultimate matters, truth lies not in an either-or but 

in a both-and.’32 Finally, Knitter denies the employment of the principle of non-

contradiction since ‘all religious experience and all religious language must be two-

eyed, dipolar, a union of opposites.’33  

Obviously, the employment of the principle of non-contradiction in any matter, 

including the religious ones, may seem to be due to NA. Consequently, its rejection 

may look similar to the rejection of NA and the adoption of SA. To put it otherwise, 

(4) and (5) would be equivalent to each other, and would both contradict (1).  

The similarity in question, however, holds only superficially. It is true that (1) 

and (5) are two opposite extremes. According to (1), religious statements can only be 

explored by way of commonly accepted beliefs, including the principle of non-

contradiction. According to (5), on the contrary, principles such as the one at stake 

should be abandoned, which is the view maintained by the scholars mentioned above. 

However, (4) does not equal (5), and should rather be situated between (1) and (5). In 

fact, (4) differs from (1) and resembles (5) on the ground that some religious beliefs, 

which are due to a divine revelation, may allow us to understand aspects of religion 

otherwise inconceivable. On the other hand, (4) resembles (1) and differs from (5) on 

the ground that a contradiction between common experience and religious experience 

should not arise. Thomas Aquinas’s doctrine of faith, to which I will appeal in the 
next section while proposing to adopt SA, includes the conviction that, if God is the 

author of both faith and reason, no contradiction is acceptable between them: ‘since 
both kinds of truth are from God. God would be the author of error, a thing which is 

impossible.’34  

 

3 IP CAN BE DISMISSED IF SA REPLACES NA 

 

It is now time to explore the hypothesis that the introduction of SA may dismiss IP as 

not representing a problem. If a super-natural person exists and grants believers a 

special relationship with him, they may believe that their religion is the only true one 

and, at the same time, that they should not consider themselves superior to others.  

Among the various religious traditions, I will consider Christianity, especially 

Thomas Aquinas’s reflection on faith and its propagation. (Of course, the way I will 

use this reflection goes beyond Aquinas’s intentions and real claims. I will use 

thoughts of him that can apply to religious pluralism, although Aquinas did not do 

this. See below, footnotes 51ff.)  

The decision to delimit my choice is not only due to space constraints; it is also 

encouraged by the fact that Aquinas’s reflection on faith can appropriately be seen as 

‘the dominant Western tradition of thought on the subject,’ susceptible of being 

‘accepted today by many both Catholic and Protestant Christians, as well as by the 

agnostic and atheist critics of Christianity.’35 Furthermore, nothing prevents us from 

considering some of Aquinas’s thoughts as applicable to other religious traditions. 

God’s omnipotence and love, for example, is shared by at least the major world’s 



 

 

religions. Consequently, at least some of the responses to IP that emerge from 

Aquinas’s thought can apply to other religions as well.  

Some may still object to the adoption of SA from the viewpoint offered by 

only one religion. In other words, some may claim that, even if the choice I have just 

made is temporarily acceptable, our final aim should be to adopt SA from the 

viewpoint of all of the existing religions.  

In reply, let me note that this objection follows either from (1) or from 

religious traditions. In the former case, the objection should be rejected with (1), 

since I have shown so far that (1) is to be rejected. In the latter case, the objection at 

hand can only emerge from some of those traditions, because at least the outstanding 

branches of Christianity, Judaism and Islam would not accept the idea that truth in 

religion can only be achieved from a viewpoint that is common to them. As a 

consequence, the objection ends up confirming my choice and the related thesis that 

it is from some religious traditions and not from all of them that we may adopt SA. 

Let me now start my investigation of how such adoption may dismiss IP. I 

begin by taking into account Aquinas’s reflection on how religious faith should be 

held, cultivated and propagated. 

According to Thomas, faith is ‘an act of the intellect assenting to the Divine 

Truth at the command of the will moved by the grace of God.’36 It is by way of will 

moved by divine grace that believers take as true various statements that, for them, 

are divinely revealed. God is, therefore, ‘the chief and proper cause of faith.’37 By 

faith, believers become aware of things that ‘surpass human reason. Hence, they [the 
things in question] do not come to man’s knowledge unless God reveals them.’38  

It may seem, at least at first sight, that for Aquinas believers are passively 

involved in the act of faith. An objection raised against Aquinas’s view of faith is 

precisely that, according to Augustine, ‘faith depends on the believer’s will.’ Aquinas 

responds that 

 

To believe does indeed depend on the will of the believer; but man’s will 

needs to be prepared by God with grace, in order that he may be raised to 

things which are above his nature.39  

 

Only the intervention of God can justify the certainty that for Aquinas characterizes 

the Christian faith in things that are above nature. Aquinas holds that the certainty at 

issue—at least in its paradigmatic instantiations—is even superior to that of 

demonstrative knowledge.40 

From these considerations emerges that, if the certainty of faith is caused by 

the omnipotent and omniscient God, who neither errs nor deceives, the believers who 

find themselves with such certainty will not have any reason to abandon their faith. 

As Plantinga and van Inwagen argue (see above, footnotes 25 ff.), the faithful may 

consider themselves gifted with knowledge, which others did not receive, and may 

consequently find that they are right not to want to give it up in the face of 

controversy and religious pluralism.  



 

 

Once individuated good reasons for sticking to one’s faith and keeping to 
believe that only one’s religion is true, no matter how many other religious traditions 
exist, what can be said about the need of peaceful coexistence with them? Will this 

coexistence be at risk, once affirmed the truth of one’s faith and the (even relative 
and partial) falseness of the others?  

Aquinas’s reflection offers a reasonable response. Although faith is an 

intellectual act, its perfection can be achieved only by way of charity, i.e., love for 

God which God himself grants to believers. This is explained by the conviction that 

‘the act of faith is directed to the object of the will, i.e. the good, as to its end: and 

this good … is the end of faith, viz. the Divine good.’ The divine good ‘is the proper 
object of charity. Therefore charity is called the form of faith in so far as the act of 

faith is perfected and formed by charity.’41  

Thus, the commandment of love is the very center of the Christian belief.42 

Based on it, believers must make a commitment to increase their love for God and 

their neighbour.43 Given the fact that this love perfects faith, we may also say that 

increasing such a love is matched by a parallel increase of faith, which is precisely 

that which Christians are expected to desire: ‘The apostles said to the Lord, “increase 

our faith.”’44 This presupposes that believers experience both faith and love for God 

at different levels of intensity. Saint Paul openly says that ‘the righteousness of God 
is revealed from faith to faith;’45 in the same vein, Aquinas wonders—and responds 

positively—‘whether faith can be greater in one man than in another.’46   

For Aquinas, it is by way of this inextricable connection between faith and 

charity that God grants faith to believers. Given this connection, claiming the truth of 

one’s religion does not exclude, actually implies a peaceful attitude toward other 
religions. Believers who are guided by love for God and the neighbour should be the 

best possible candidates to promote the attitude in question.  

At least four decisive considerations follow, which can decisively help us 

move away from IP.  

First, if assent to divine revelation is granted by God and is not due to personal 

efforts, those who have been graciously received it should not feel superior over 

those who were not equally gifted. While focusing on the pre-Christian era, Aquinas 

argues that salvation might also have been possible for people who had not received 

any divine revelation. Some Gentiles—so he says—might have accessed eternal 

salvation because ‘though they did not believe in Him explicitly, they did, 
nevertheless, have implicit faith through believing in Divine providence, since they 

believed that God would deliver mankind in whatever way was pleasing to Him.’47 In 

other words, they believed the divine revelation ‘implicitly,’48 which means that they 

were ‘prepared to believe whatever is contained in the Divine Scriptures.’49 In this 

connection, a famous verse of the Gospel reads: ‘Tax collectors and prostitutes are 

entering the kingdom of God before you.’50 This warning, which is addressed by 

Jesus to his disciples, points out that those who have been granted familiarity with 

him, who the Gospel says is the truth, should not consider themselves better than 

others. 



 

 

Second, if it is charity that perfects faith, then those who firmly believe that 

their religion is true, do so because they love God as well as their neighbour. They 

are committed to making progress in their spiritual perfection, which includes 

proportionate high levels of moral attitude, given the fact that charity consists in love 

for God and the neighbour as well. They should, therefore, be committed to the 

dismissal of IP by promoting a peaceful relationship with other people, including 

adherents to different religious traditions. Obviously, such a commitment will be 

seriously taken only by those who equally seriously intend to perfect themselves 

spiritually and morally. It follows that, even if some dismiss IP, IP remains true for 

all the remaining believers, or more precisely, remains true in proportion to the lack 

of believers' spiritual and moral progress. 

Third, Aquinas may be numbered among those believers who lack the progress 

in question. What he thinks of all of the other religious faiths seemingly aligns with 

IP, because neither a peaceful nor a respectful attitude toward adherents of other 

religions emerge from his conviction that his religion is the only true one. For him, 

heretics, Saracens, Moors, Jews and Pagans commit a grave sin such as the sin of 

unbelief, which ‘is greater than any sin that occurs in the perversion of morals.’51  It 

is true that Aquinas suggests that those who engage in false worship can be 

tolerated.52 He also says, however,  that heretics deserve ‘to be severed from the 
world by death.’53 They ‘corrupt the faith which weakens the soul,’ which—so 

Aquinas’s argument goes on—is ‘a much graver matter…than to forge money;’ 
consequently, ‘if forgers of money and other evil-doers are forthwith condemned to 

death by the secular authority, much more reason is there for heretics.’54 

On closer inspection, however, this seeming lack of peaceful disposition 

toward those who believe in ‘false gods’ is not relatable to IP. IP regards the 

relationship between peace and religious doctrines, while Aquinas’s view regards the 

ability of religions to meet social and political needs. In Aquinas’s time, lack of 
distinction between politics and religion was customary; as a result, every religious 

doctrine and/or practice other than Christianity was automatically seen as politically 

and socially dangerous. This called for any remedy that appeared to be appropriate, 

however unacceptable it may seem from Contemporary Western society’s viewpoint. 
This is why, if we move from Aquinas’s political and social perspective and go back 

to the merely religious doctrinal concern, which is typical of IP, it is possible to 

confirm the thesis that Aquinas’s account of faith and charity helps to reject IP. IP 

implies that those who firmly believe that their religion is the only true one should 

force the adherents to other religions to convert. This, however, is at odds with 

Aquinas’s conviction that no one should force others to deviate from their 

conscience, even if there are good reasons for believing that the conscience in 

question is erroneous. Aquinas very clearly claims that ‘every will at variance with 

reason, whether right or erring, is always evil;’ 55 consequently,  

 

in like manner, to believe in Christ is good in itself, and necessary for 

salvation: but the will does not tend thereto, except inasmuch as it is 

proposed by the reason. Consequently, if it be proposed by the reason as 



 

 

something evil, the will tends to it as to something evil; not as if it were 

evil in itself, but because it is evil accidentally, through the apprehension of 

the reason.56 

 

Fourth, if those who are considered to be guided by erroneous conscience in their 

religious faith cannot be forced to convert, then the only action that should be taken 

toward them is the ‘fraternal correction,’ which is an act of charity because ‘is 
directed to the amendment of the sinner.’57 This correction implies the employment 

of reason, which Aquinas trusts. If faith is perfected by charity, then those who firmly 

believe that their religion is true, are expected to love God and any of his creatures, 

including human reason. For Aquinas, reason is fully reliable and consistent with the 

Christian faith. He claims that ‘the contrary of a truth cannot be demonstrated,’ and 

‘arguments brought against faith cannot be demonstrations.’58 Of course, Aquinas is 

aware that ‘abuse’ and ‘insufficiency of reason’ can occur, but ‘it is possible from the 
principles of philosophy to refute an error of this kind, either by showing it to be 

altogether impossible, or not to be necessary.’59 This implies that reason is expected 

to be valued and used to the best of human abilities. Given this high level of trust, no 

limits should be imposed on its employment. Not surprisingly, Aquinas relies on the 

employment of reason when it comes to dialogue among traditions, cultures and 

religions that do not have anything else in common.60 After all, he believes that ‘no 
doctrine is so false as not to have some truth mingled with error.’61 If so, it is by way 

of a patient, optimistic and open-minded employment of our cognitive faculties that 

the truth mingled with error can be found. In this connection, Aquinas seems to be in 

the best possible condition to employ reason in such an open-minded way, given his 

conviction that no demonstrations can be found against that which he cares most 

about, i.e., his faith.   

What I have said so far shows that IP may be solved when it comes to religious 

beliefs that are grounded in the conviction that charity and firmness of faith are 

inextricably connected with one another. The conviction that faith and charity can be 

experienced at different levels of intensity and that believers are expected to want to 

increase them shows that IP remains true in proportion to the lack of this wish as well 

as the lack of commitment to becoming more and more faithful and charitable. In 

other words, one dismisses IP in proportion to one's attempt to perfect oneself 

spiritually and morally.  

 

CONCLUSION 

 

In this essay, I have addressed IP, which is widely accepted in Contemporary 

Western society and constitutes a problem that many propose to solve by replacing 

religious exclusivism with various forms of religious pluralism. If one is ready to 

doubt the truth of one’s religious belief and accept the idea that other faiths and 
beliefs may be true—so it is often argued—one paves the way for mutual respect and 

more tolerance among religions.  



 

 

I have argued first that IP, as well as the pluralist solution to it, implies NA, 

which consists in overlooking SA, i.e., the assumption that a super-natural being 

exists and plays a role in our religious experience. I have then shown that, when it 

comes to religion, there are at least two convincing arguments that lead to rejecting 

NA and adopting SA. Finally, I have argued that adopting SA may successfully 

dismiss IP. If a super-natural person, omnipotent, omniscient and perfectly loving 

exists and takes part in our experience, then it is plausible to reconcile the two poles 

of IP, i.e., religious exclusivism and, on the other hand, a peaceful coexistence among 

religious beliefs. Once involved in a love-relationship with a super-natural person, in 

fact, a believer may plausibly be led, on the one hand, to firmly hold the truth of his 

or her religious experience and, on the other hand, to love other people and to respect 

their conscience, however erroneous it may be. Especially relevant to this perspective 

is the fact that, if the relationship with a super-natural being is a personal one, its 

outcomes depend on the intensity with which believers experience it. In other words, 

from the fact that a religious view potentially offers a dismissal of IP by no means 

follows that all of the adherents to that view are able to dismiss IP. This dismissal is 

instead possible in proportion to the attempt that believers make to perfect themselves 

spiritually and morally. 
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