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Introduction
Reviewing the literature on religious violence, one is struck by the frequency of references to education. It is generally agreed that religious violence and the communities which nurture it thrive upon ignorance and prejudice. There are, however, disturbing exceptions to this rule. It is sometimes the case that violent religious groups are led by persons whose scholarship and piety is unquestionable. Moreover, while political, economic, psychological and other factors no doubt contribute to the emergence of a culture of violence, religious believers seldom seem to attribute their violent acts to such secular provocations. Rather, they regard themselves as called in obedience to the absolute demands of faith itself. Religious violence takes place in the name of God.
The educational problem
This suggests that although the social sciences and psychology may contribute to emancipation from fanaticism, their role is likely to be supplementary rather than fundamental. The reason for this lies in the fact that the religious believer does not acknowledge the legitimacy of any point of view outside religion as a source of critique over religion. Let God be God! Even reason itself is subordinate to the divine revelation, and fanatical belief fastens upon a select aspect of faith, relativising everything else in the faith to the supreme demand of a particular item within it.
A theological approach
The problem of religious fanaticism is thus essentially theological. This is understood in at least some of the literature where it is recommended that believers should be educated concerning the teachings of their own tradition on peace. It is frequently pointed out that the major religions all teach peace. However, it seems unlikely that selecting this apparently relative content will succeed in diverting the fanatical mind from its purpose, for under certain conditions the peaceful purpose of religion may be suspended in the interests of the survival of the faith itself. A more radical theological approach is necessary. Faith makes an absolute claim upon the believer, and the absolute character of this cannot be challenged. The believer will then describe the process as compromising or diluting the faith. It is therefore within absoluteness itself that we must find the way forward. But how can this be done?
Relative absoluteness and absolute relativity?
In religious faith the absolute can only be qualified by itself. Absoluteness when qualified by its own character becomes relative to itself. Religion responds to the transcendent, but the transcendent transcends itself. This principle of continual self-relativisation takes distinct forms within each religious tradition. Within Christian faith, the character of this self-surpassing faith has been developed in different ways by two leading philosophical theologians of the later middle twentieth century: Charles Hartshorne and Paul Tillich.
Continued . . .
Charles Hartshorne
Hartshorne argues that the concept of God as being unsurpassable means that while God cannot be surpassed by anything else, God can surpass God. God is the unsurpassable self-surpasser. For example, God's knowledge expands as the increasing novelty in the universe means that there is always more to know, and God's mercy abounds more and more as more and more people become objects of divine mercy. God is not static being but dynamic becoming.
Paul Tillich
Tillich regards the central principle of Protestantism as consisting of continual self-criticism in the light of continual reinterpretation of scripture, in contrast with Catholicism where (he suggests) the Church itself partakes in the divine authority and is thus less available for criticism. However, Tillich expands his theory into a philosophical distinction between the encounter between the Unconditioned and human finitude. This means that we never fully grasp the truth which has grasped us because the finite cannot fully comprehend the infinite. Implications for faithful spirituality These principles lead us to the view that whatever the contemporary interpretation of the Bible might be, or whatever our understanding of the divine will might be, it is always subject to continual revision. The fanatical mind believes that it has absolute possession of the divine but when faith is better understood it is seen that faith is called to continual self-criticism. This has two results: the fanatical narrowing upon a particular thought is prevented by the knowledge that that point may not be as ultimate as one thinks, and the confidence of extremism is blunted by the thought that God is greater. The hand of Abraham stretched out to slay his son was arrested. Islamic self-transcendence Within Islam a similar role may be played by the concept of the unity and greatness of God. Whatever the present attainments of Islam, God is always greater, and however profound our appreciation of God's unity may be, it is always greater than we thought. In Islam we also have the commands of the Qu'ran toward continual scrutiny and a discussion. This also calls the believer on from unrelieved obedience to a single absolute point toward a more humble and developing discipleship.
Conclusions
The implications of this theological method will be applied:
1) to the conception of the religion itself becoming instrumental to its wider mission;
and:
2) the religion not belonging to the community that accepts it. Applications of this kind will further lead away from fanaticism. Various other educational strategies may be suggested but we are left with the question whether we can educate the believer who is already fanatical, or whether we can only educate those believers whose faith has not yet been fanaticised.
