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"Reformation and Tolerance" 

 

Salutation 

 

Tolerance and Reformation - isn't that a completely inappropriate combination? The 

whole history of the Reformation stands for intolerance. This already begins with 

Luther's weathering against the"Papists," against the"Antichrist," whom he sees in 

Rome and the declaration by Rome that he was a heretic, as the bull"Decet 

Romanum Pontificem," issued on January 3, 1521, did. This still has an impact today, 

for example when the question arose as to whether the 500-year anniversary of 

the"thesis attack" could be celebrated ecumenically. It continues with the division of 

the Reformation movement into its Reformed and Lutheran variants, with Müntzer's 

rejection of Luther and the mutual contempt that both men developed and also with 

the separation of the so-called"enthusiasts" or Anabaptists from the Reformation of 

the mainstream. With the Reformation movements and their defences began a cruel 

history of intolerance, in which wars were fought in the name of denominational truth 

from the Thirty Years' War to the Bartholomew's Night, with the murder of thousands 

of Huguenots to the bloody conflict in Northern Ireland in the 20th century. But a 

history of intolerance was also continued, in which Christians separated themselves 

from people of Jewish or Muslim faith. Violence, expulsion, flight and emigration are 

always the result of religious intolerance, even though their motives were certainly 

always combined with interests in power politics. The coexistence of denominations, 

churches and religions in tolerance and respect is a difficult legacy of the 

Reformation. This also applies to the coexistence of people with and without religion. 

http://www.deepl.com/
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When I and Dr. Schlensog thought about what a celebratory lecture by the 

Reformation ambassador for Professor Hans Küng on the occasion of his 90th 

birthday might be, the relationship between Reformation and tolerance seemed 

helpful to us. Because, Mr. Küng, few Roman Catholic theologians have been as 

committed as you to a consensual interpretation of the doctrine of justification and the 

rapprochement of the Christian churches, but also of religions. Already in your 

dissertation, which was published in 1957 - one year before my birth - you dealt with 

Karl Barth's doctrine of justification and came to the conclusion that a properly 

understood such doctrine must not have a separating effect. It was not until 1999 that 

the churches saw it that way. But more about that later.  

Dear Mr. Küng, I was very pleased to accept the invitation to this speech. As a young 

student here in Tübingen, I listened to you with admiration and fascination in 1977. 

As a "little student", I was able to follow from a distance what you described as the 

four worst months of your life (from December 18, 1979 to April 10, 1980), which, as 

you say, you would not wish even on your most fierce opponent. At the press 

conference on 10 April, together with University President Adolf Theis and Walter 

Jens, you stated: "Regardless of the intra-university solution, the fundamental 

questions remain and the arguments will not end: The question of their infallibility 

remains unanswered by Rome and the bishops. There remains the question of a 

credible Christian proclamation in church and school today. There remains the 

question of understanding between denominations and mutual recognition of 

ministries and Communion celebrations. The question remains about the urgent 

reform tasks: from birth control, mixed marriages and divorce to women's ordination, 

forced celibacy and the resulting catastrophic lack of priests. All this made perfect 

sense to me - and still does today! 

And when you received the Peace Prize of the City of Göttingen in 2002, I held the 

laudatory speech as Bishop of the largest Lutheran Church in the State of Göttingen 

and for this I dealt intensively with your Global Ethic project, which still seems to me 

to be groundbreaking today - even more so later. 

Five years later, you invited me to Swiss Television's"Sternstunde Religion" 

programme. For me, the hour of discussion we spent was definitely a great moment.  

In 2015, as a Reformation ambassador, you will have me a copy of the first volume of 

all your works - there will be 24 volumes in the end! - sent to you: The very book 

entitled"Justification". They wrote:"It is an inner concern for me that my lifelong efforts 

to deal with this fundamental question of the Reformation ecumenically should also 
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be taken note of in the Protestant Church. And finally we met again when I became 

honorary senator of the University of Tübingen. They invited me for breakfast the 

next morning and we had a cheerful discussion about dying over coffee and jam rolls. 

In this respect: I'll be 60 this year. You turned 90 on March 19th. As always, they are 

far ahead of me, but it is an honour for me to reflect on the relationship between 

Reformation and tolerance in honour of you as a Reformation ambassador, whom I 

still am until June. 

1 Intolerance of the Reformation 

Let me briefly outline three areas in which the Reformation was definitely intolerant. 

1.1 Questions of faith 

With regard to questions of faith, the Reformation was as intolerant as the other 

participants in the religious conflicts of the 16th century. When Martin Luther 

published his theses in 1517, his initial concern was primarily with the practice of 

selling indulgences. In the course of the discussion triggered in this way, it became 

clear to him that indulgence as a whole, whether against money or not, is 

incompatible with the convictions that Luther derived from the Bible. No one can buy 

his freedom from sin and transgression before God. And the Church cannot decide 

whether I am accepted by God. No,"the righteous will live by faith", the grace of God 

alone, sola gratia, is decisive and correspondingly only faith, sola fide. For Luther, the 

criterion of judgment is not dogma or spiritual experience, but only the Bible, sola 

scriptura. But the centre of Scripture is Christ, and in him everything is decided, solus 

christus". 

With these principles (as"the four solos" only so recorded over the centuries) Luther 

found the basis for his judgments and actions. He sharply criticized his own church, 

soon not only with regard to indulgence, but also with regard to the papacy, to the 

theological understanding of Mass and the way in which it is celebrated, and also to 

the grievances of the priesthood. In his book"Of the Babylonian imprisonment of the 

Church1"  of 1520, for example, he speaks of"godless abuse, through which it has 

come that today almost nothing is more widespread in the Church, is believed more 

firmly than that Mass is a good work and a sacrifice".2  Among many other points, he 

also describes the sacrament of priestly ordination as the"invention of the Church of 

the Pope3"  and declares that the Church in Rome also has no right to rule in matters 

                                                      
1 Cf. Martin Luther, of the Babylonian Captivity of the Church, Luther Deutsch, ed. by Kurt Aland, Volume II, 
Göttingen 1991, p. 171ff. 
2 Ibid. S. 183. 
3 Ibid. S. 227. 
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of faith. The word of the Bible as a yardstick is decisive for him. And that makes it 

impossible for him in any sense to be tolerant of decisions in Rome, even to accept 

them against his own reading of Scripture.  

The authorities of his church, on the other hand, could not tolerate one of their 

priests, even a professor of theology, radically questioning their understanding of the 

church, ministry and the Lord's Supper from Scripture. If she had accepted that, a 

radical change would have been inevitable. If the unity of the Western Church had 

remained, then only at the price of a complete restructuring and clear new theological 

approaches. 

After an independent Reformation movement had developed in Switzerland - 

especially influenced by Ulrich Zwingli - the Reformed and Lutherans tried to settle 

their differences. At the Marburg Religious Dialogue in 1529, this was not successful 

in the question of the Lord's Supper alone, and the Reformation was divided into its 

Reformed and Lutheran branches for a long time.  

Also in the understanding of baptism there were different accents:  

For Martin Luther, especially through his reading of the Church Father Augustine, it 

became increasingly clear that baptism is the central event and sacrament. Here God 

visibly assures a person of grace, love, affection, meaning of life and thus makes a 

covenant with him. All failure, all aberrations of life cannot reverse God's promise to 

live. We are redeemed, we have long since become children of God.  

"Baptizatus sum" - I was baptized. In the hardest hours of his life, Martin Luther said 

this to himself and found a hold on it. For him, baptism is not a one-off event that is 

concluded with the act itself. Spiritually the baptism is to be repeated. Thus he writes 

in the Great Catechism of 1529:"Repentance is nothing other than a return and 

entering into baptism, that one repeats and does what one has begun before and 

from which one has nevertheless given up".4  Repentance is therefore not a 

sacrament for him, but simply a return to baptism. 

Everyone who has crawled out of baptism is a priest, bishop, pope, Luther declared. 

That is why Luther has developed respect for women. They are baptized and 

therefore on the same level as men. That was an outrageous position in his time! 

However, it was to take another 450 years before this theological knowledge was 

implemented in the ordination of women - church history needs time... 

                                                      
4 Martin Luther: The Great Catechism (1529). Martin Luther: Collected Works, p. 1905 
(cf. Luther-W Vol. 3, p. 129) (c) Vandenhoeck and Ruprecht 
Sync by n17t01 http://www.digitale-bibliothek.de/band63.htm 
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For Zwingli and Calvin, baptism is also the second sacrament after the Lord's 

Supper. They see it as a sign, indeed a symbol, of God's covenant with man, 

as"rebirth from water and the Spirit," according to the Heidelberg Catechism. The 

representatives of the Upper German Reformation do not consider baptism to be 

necessary for salvation.  

The Anabaptist movement, which developed during the Reformation, understands 

baptism as man's consent to the covenant of God. Therefore, it can only be carried 

out after a conscious decision for faith as baptism of confession and thus adult 

baptism. For the Reformers, however, infant baptism is a sign that the grace of God 

is bestowed upon man without man being able to do anything for it himself.  

The theological disputes were also partly determined by non-theological factors. For 

example, from the affection of the princes or from protection by them or from fear of 

political actions. But purely human factors also played a role. It's amazing how former 

allies attack each other verbally. If Luther, for example, describes Müntzer as "Satan 

of Allstedt" and Müntzer again describes Luther as "Sanftleben zu Wittenberg", this is 

still one of the friendlier formulations. In the course of the argument the possibility of 

an understanding becomes ever smaller. Hans-Jürgen Goertz writes: "The exchange 

of blows between the opponents is conducted on different levels: the universal of the 

Last Days in Luther and the mystical and individual in Müntzer. This gives the 

contrariness its inexorable sharpness. "Basically, opponents are uncomprehending 

each other, they're talking at cross purposes.5  The execution of Münter after the 

Battle of Mühlhausen on 27 May 1525 is the sad conclusion of an unsuccessful 

attempt at understanding. The so-called"left wing" of the Reformation, however, 

remained in people's memory. Müntzer stylized the GDR as a hero, in the West he 

was seen with skepticism. So he too - like Luther - was ever interpreted for his own 

goals. Anyone who goes to the Museum of the German Peasant War in Mühlhausen 

today will get an impression of it. 

Another example: the theologian Michael Servet was cruelly executed on 27 October 

1553. It was the Reformed theologian Calvin who carried out this execution because 

Servet pleaded against child baptism and questioned the doctrine of the Trinity of 

God.6  All requests for forgiveness from Servet are ignored. Uwe Birnstein writes: 

"Calvin, who otherwise has a good reputation as a pastor, leaves the desperate 

Servet to his fate without consolation and in vain".7  So there are many things in our 

                                                      
5 Hans-Jürgen Goertz, Thomas Müntzer, Munich 1989, p. 130f.  
6 See Uwe Birnstein, Tolerance and the stake: The life of Michael Servet, Göttingen 2012. 
7 Ibid. S. 83. 
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common Reformation movement for which we have to ask forgiveness, many things 

that need to be reconciled. But overall also a visible way of learning, namely to 

understand, if not understand, the motives of the respective other and to regard them 

as thoroughly theologically, humanly and politically legitimate. 

1.2 Violence or war and peace 

Not only in the 16th century did the reformers and their opponents seem completely 

legitimate to fight out questions of faith by means of violence. For example, if Luther 

initially still showed understanding for the situation of the peasants, he wrote in 1525 

in his paper "Wider die Räuberischen und Mörderischen Rotten der Bauern"8: "So 

should the authorities here confidently continue and strike with a clear conscience as 

long as they can move an arm. For here is the advantage that the peasants have evil 

consciences and unjust causes, and that the peasant who is slain over them is lost 

with body and soul and is eternal of the devil. But the authorities have a good 

conscience and right causes and can say to God with all certainty of heart:"They, my 

God, you have made me prince or lord, of which I cannot doubt, and have 

commanded me the sword over the perpetrators of evil, Rom 13,4.9  At that time, it 

seemed quite obviously inconceivable to conduct a political confrontation in a 

democratic manner. 

Thus, as was later stated in the Augsburg Confession of 1530,"Christians can be 

without sin in authority, princes - and judges[active], pronounce judgements and law 

according to imperial and other applicable laws, punish offenders with the sword, 

wage war lawfully (iure bellare)....".10 .  

In 2016, historian Tilman Bendlikowski impressively described in his book "The 

German War of Faith" that the signs in German lands simply stood on war, the 

"Prague Window Lintel" of 1618 was only one occasion. He writes that most princes 

believed at that time"that the problems between the denominations and between the 

Reichsspitze with the Catholic emperor and the new-believing sovereigns could not 

be solved peacefully in the foreseeable future.11  But what then mercilessly harassed 

the people for thirty years was a war in which a mixed army ravaged entire regions 

and drove a defenceless population to despair. Once again Bendlikowski:"It was a 

colourful, but highly dangerous and violent people, who were then on the road in the 

                                                      
8 Martin Luther, Wider die robberischen und görderischen Rotten der Bauern, in: Luther Deutsch, ed. by Kurt 
Aland, Volume VII, Göttingen 1983 (3rd ed.), p. 191ff. 
9 Ibid. S. 195. 
10 The Augsburg Confession, in: Our Faith. The Confessions of the Protestant-Lutheran Church, Gütersloh 2000 
(4th edition), p. 53ff; p. 71. 
11 Tilmann Bendlikowski, The German War of Faith, Munich 2016, p. 78. 
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Reich: mercenaries from all over the world, Scottish and Croat regiments, Polish 

horsemen, Albanians, Finns, Livonians... They fought for the one who paid them - 

sometimes for the Catholic League, sometimes for the Protestant Union".12   

 

1.3 Other religions 

The Reformation also had consequences for the coexistence of religions, one of the 

great challenges of our time. Luther's writings against the Jews - as Thomas 

Kaufmann makes clear in his book on "Luther's Jews"13  not only shows a sign of old 

age  have from the very beginning given Lutheranism an anti-Judaism that reached 

its appalling climax in failure during the time of National Socialism. Kaufmann 

writes:"The more'evident' it was for the exegete Luther that Christ who came to Jesus 

of Nazareth in the Old Testament was manifold and conspicuously promised, the 

more evident became the'malice' of the Jews who denied this. In the recovery of 

this'wickedness' of Jewry, which could only lead to its expulsion, the aging Luther 

saw one of the most important services he could render to Christianity.14 

Luther deals with Islam less as a religion than as a phenomenon of the Last Days. In 

his 1529 treatise "On the war against the Turks" he sees "the danger of the Turks" as 

God's punishment. Even with such statements he has not shown the Church, which 

named itself after him, a way of tolerance. 

►Ein Struggling for the way into the future on the basis of tolerance seemed 

inconceivable in the time of the Reformation. The historian Schilling makes this clear 

in the person of Luther when he writes in his recently published Luther biography: 

"The fact that he could not compromise on the question of truth secured his teaching 

and thus the spiritual cultural differentiation of European Christianity. At the same 

time, however, this meant that mediation talks made no sense to him as long as his 

opponents insisted on their truth. Thus, with Luther's greatness and determination, 

the fundamental conflict over religious truth came into the world, which temporarily 

brought Christianity and Europe to the brink of chaos.15  This supposedly necessary 

intolerance for the freedom of faith and conscience, even for the sake of order, 

accompanied the Reformation and Counter-Reformation. It should take centuries, 

even the impulses of the Enlightenment, until it became clear: without tolerance no 

living together in peace. 

                                                      
12 Ibid. S. 85 
13 Cf. Thomas Kaufmann, Luther's "Judenschriften", Tübingen 2011. 
14 Ibid. S. 153. 
15 Heinz Schilling, Martin Luther. Rebell in a Time of Change, Munich 2012, p. 238 
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2 History of learning tolerance 

The experience of the fatal effects of religious intolerance was followed by a learning 

history of almost 500 years, which is also to be hinted at in three categories. 

 

2.1 Theological Foundations 

Schilling notes that the Reformer"neither in the early storm years of the Reformation 

nor ever later (wanted) that the Gospel should be fought for by violence and killing".16  

And he makes it clear that although Luther was"foreign to tolerance in the modern 

sense," he had always advocated"that faith was an inner, spiritual matter and not 

accessible to earthly powers.17 

In this respect, there are good theological-reformatory foundations for religious 

tolerance. It is precisely this freedom of faith and conscience that makes Luther 

clearly stand by his convictions, which provides a basis for granting that freedom to 

others as well. If every man is a creature of God and God's image, every man must 

be respected in his convictions as long as they do not reach the limit that denies 

others that respect. If we are not to argue"by force and killing", non-violent forms of 

dialogue must be sought. For the reformer Philip Melanchthon, peace education was 

part of the reformatory understanding of education. 

It is obvious that the churches of the Reformation, but also the Roman Catholic 

Church, are today in a respectful dialogue on the theological differences. There was 

definitely a learning story here. Since the beginning of the ecumenical movement at 

the beginning of the 20th century, a culture of discussion has developed, which has 

formed in countless commissions on topics such as baptism, the Church, the 

Eucharist and ministry, but also in the everyday life of local communities. 

2.2 Achieved tolerance 

Already in the age of the Reformation the struggle for a life together in peace begins. 

At the Augsburg Reichstag in 1555, the so-called Augsburg religious peace was 

negotiated. There it says: we order, "want and command that in the future no one... 

for no cause whatsoever... should fight, war, rob... the others..". And so that such 

land peace also with regard to the religious division... the more steadily... is erected 

and maintained, the imperial majesty,... also electors, princes and estates of the Holy 

Kingdom should not forcibly overlay any state of the realm of the Augsburg 

                                                      
16 Ibid., p. 209. 
17 Ibid. S. 627. 
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Confession... or otherwise against its... conscience, To push knowledge and will of 

this Augsburg confession, religion, faith, church customs, orders and ceremonies .... 

into other ways, but to let remain peaceful with such religion.....“18 

By setting out the faith in their territories, the princes are to ensure that the Lutheran 

and Old Believers' opponents are separated. However, the regulation leaves out the 

so-called Anabaptists and also the followers of Zwingli and Calvin. Initially, the Old 

Believer's confession must be equated with the Augsburg Confession of 1530. In 

1555, however, it is already clear that questions of faith cannot be resolved by force. 

In the Peace of Westphalia in 1648, after a horrific 30 years of experience of war and 

destruction, finally confirmed what was said in Augsburg.  

In other regions of the empire attempts were also made to pacify the religious 

opposites. On 13 April 1598, the Edict of Nantes was issued, which enshrined the 

tolerance of the Huguenots - but was revoked in 1685. And so the struggle continued 

with ever new efforts and appointments, for example with the edict of tolerance in 

Brandenburg in 1664, which imposed tolerance on the Protestant denominations up 

to the edict of Potsdam in 1685, which established the religious freedom of Reformed 

Huguenots in Lutheran Prussia.  

Overseas, too, tolerance became an issue, for example in the Maryland Act of 

Tolerance, which in 1649 respected denominations other than the Anglican one 

there. Anyone who looks at North American history will also see that the question of 

religious tolerance permeates it. Already at the beginning of the 17th century Roger 

Williams (circa 1603 - 1683), a Protestant theologian, propagated religious freedom 

and a separation of state and church due to his experience of the religious wars in 

Europe. He founded the colony of Rhode Island as a refuge for religious minorities - 

the Puritans saw the island as a thorn in their side. Williams, however, studied Indian 

languages and advocated fair relations with the indigenous people.  

All in all, these examples show: There was a struggle for structures of tolerance, for a 

non-violent coexistence, if not coexistence, of the various ecclesial expressions of the 

Christian faith. This is to be credited to the respective participants. It is not about 

cheap compromises, but about hard-won life with difference.  

2.3 Experienced tolerance 

                                                      
18 Heiko A. Oberman (Ed.), The Church in the Age of the Reformation. Neukirchen 1981, p. 233. 
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Certainly, the Reformation was marked by division and demarcation. But there is also 

a learning story that led to experienced tolerance. Two examples: The Leuenberg 

Agreement of 1973, the 40th anniversary of which we can celebrate this year, shows 

what such laborious coexistence can also bring about in the long term in terms of 

constructive cooperation. It is the result of years of discussion between the 

Reformed, United and Lutheran Churches of Europe. Observations regarding the 

doctrinal condemnations of the Reformation with regard to theological differences in 

fundamental questions are formulated. In the conclusions it says:"Where these 

statements are recognized, the rejections of the Reformation confessions to the 

Lord's Supper, to Christology and to predestination do not affect the state of 

teaching. Thus the distortions carried out by the Fathers are not described as 

improper, but they are no longer an obstacle to the ecclesial community.19  In this 

way, a tolerance arises which is active in enabling mutual recognition as a church, 

mutual recognition of ministries in spite of all differences, and therefore communion 

can be celebrated together.  

In 1999 the Joint Declaration of the Roman Catholic Church and the Lutheran World 

Federation was signed in Augsburg as justification - Hans Küng's book "Justification" 

was certainly a decisive preparatory work for this, which already had an effect at the 

famous Malta Conference in 1972. It was detained in 1999: Just as the two churches 

formulate their teachings today, they are not affected by the upheavals of the 16th 

century. The signing of the Joint Official Statement on the Joint Declaration in 

Augsburg on 31 October was a solemn event. It does not mean - and this was clear 

to all involved - that the doctrines of the different traditions are now based on the 

same understanding. But the signature was welcomed as a step on a necessary path 

of rapprochement. The fact that we have at least succeeded in finding common 

formulations on a theological question on which unity was once broken is an 

enormous step on the way to living community with lasting diversity.  

But especially with a view to the so-called "left wing of the Reformation" there is an 

experience of change. At its general assembly in Stuttgart on 22 July 2010, the 

Lutheran World Federation confessed its guilt to the Mennonites as the spiritual heirs 

of the Anabaptist movement brutally persecuted during the Reformation (see above). 

The declaration states:"In trusting God, who reconciled the world to Himself in Jesus 

Christ, we therefore ask God and our Mennonite sisters and brothers for forgiveness 

for the suffering our ancestors inflicted on the Anabaptists in the 16th century, for for 

                                                      
19 Sources of Church History, Modern Times Part 2, ed. by Hans-Walter Krumwiede et al. Neukirchen 1989 (3rd 
edition), p. 217. 
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forgetting or ignoring this persecution in the following centuries and for all inaccurate, 

misleading and hurtful representations of the Anabaptists and Mennonites that 

Lutheran authors have disseminated to this day in scientific or non-scientific form.20 

That was a big step! The Anabaptist movement was part of the Reformation, for it 

was not only Menno Simons who gave his name, but even before him Konrad Grebel 

and Felix Manz wanted a life in the following of Jesus, which referred entirely to the 

Bible as the source of faith. The criticism of the state of the church and the solidarity 

with the rebellious peasants show them partly in the Reformation movement. 

However, in view of the biblical testimony, they argued for an adult baptism, a 

baptism exclusively of those who (can) consciously choose faith, but Luther and 

Zwingli always adhered to infant baptism.  

In 1527, Southwest Germans and Swiss Anabaptists jointly decided on the 

Schleitheim Articles, which highlighted decisive principles such as non-violence or 

the model of a free church outside state structures. I envy the Anabaptist movement 

and its heirs for this: That was clear and consistent action. The"mainline churches" of 

the Reformation, on the other hand, had to struggle for a long time with the question 

of what it means to be subject to the authorities. Luther's teaching of the two empires 

and two regiments remains a challenge, even if we have"arrived" in democracy 

today. And with a view to his military service, his paper of 1526 "with the title: 

"Whether warriors can also be in a blissful state" remains the subject of discussion. 

Often it was"the clearer sign" for the Church and the world to refuse military service 

in principle. 

Yet, in the 25 years I have been active in ecumenical movement bodies, the closer I 

got to other denominations, the more consciously I have become of Lutheranism. The 

experience of the other has strengthened the awareness of one's own. This does not 

mean that I deny being Christians to a Russian Orthodox believer or a Roman 

Catholic. The ecumenical movement has repeatedly made visible a kind of"theology 

of respect and friendship" that grows through personal encounter with one another, 

which can see the different positively. Lived tolerance can be experienced without 

ignoring all differences, where encounter becomes possible without violence. 

"Reconciled Diversity", a term that describes the goal of unity for the Lutheran 

churches in ecumenical conversation, could also be appropriate for the search for a 

theological conception of religious tolerance: to love and live one's own, to respect 

the different and to reconcile both in such a way that common life is possible without 

                                                      
20 http://www.lwb-vollversammlung.org/experience/mennonite-action. 
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covering up differences. This could also be expanded with a view to people without 

faith, by respecting them as"different" and not being described as deficient from the 

outset. In a secular society this is an increasingly important aspect. In return, it goes 

without saying that religious people must also find respect.  

►In, the five hundred years since the Reformation, a learning history has emerged 

that has sought a constructive dialogue on the theological differences and created 

structures of peaceful coexistence. These include breakthroughs that have overcome 

divisions. 

 

3 Necessary tolerance and intolerance in our time 

Intolerance, which destroys the foundations for a coexistence of different religious 

convictions and political options, is a highly topical experience. I am thinking of 

conflicts between Sunnis and Shiites, the persecution of Muslim Rohingya by 

Bhuddists in Myanmar, the persecution of Christians in Indonesia - unfortunately the 

list could be extended in many ways. In Germany, too, the ceiling of religious 

tolerance is thin. This is shown by emotional debates about the circumcision of boys 

as religious ritual or denominational religious instruction, for example, but also the 

debate about building mosques or wearing headscarves in state institutions or the 

acceptance of a cross on the wall of a courtroom. Obviously, even in the age of the 

separation of religion and state, the necessary balance must always be found anew.  

 

3.1 Confessional differences 

In lectures on the anniversary of the Reformation, I always try to strike a balance 

between the evangelical heritage of the Reformation and ecumenical openness. On 

the one hand, I want to make it clear that Martin Luther's questions to his church with 

regard to indulgences, church understanding, understanding of the Lord's Supper, 

priesthood, celibacy and the papacy are lasting questions for the churches that 

emerged from the Reformation. At the same time I stress again and again that it is 

clear to us today that"more unites us than separates us" with a view to the Roman 

Catholic Church. 

A Swiss colleague recently asked me whether the latter sentence was actually 

correct. Whether we in Germany would be afraid to clearly state what separates us 

from the Protestant side. And that is indeed a balancing act. Ecumenical 

togetherness and confessional self-confidence can become tense. But does it make 

sense to conceal the difference for the sake of peace, or can we only find 

cooperation if we also clearly state the differences? This applies, for example, to the 
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question of church understanding. If, despite all ecumenical developments, the 

Roman Catholic Church sees itself alone as the one, true, holy church, the only 

church, the true church of Jesus Christ, but the other churches as"ecclesial 

communities... not churches in the true sense", then the churches of the Reformation 

must clearly say: this is not our understanding of the Church, as the Augsburg 

Confession has formulated it. We will not be defined from the outside. 

 

3.2 Interreligious dialogue 

At a meal I was invited to on Shabbat in the USA with Orthodox Jews, the Rabbi 

present said to me:"Why should I be interested in your faith? You are welcome to 

believe that Jesus was God's Son, but for me he is by no means the Messiah and I 

am not interested in a dialogue about what goal should that have?"  

Quite differently a taxi driver who recently said to me in Berlin: "Mrs. Käßmann, I am 

a colleague of yours, I am Imam in Wedding". And we had a lively conversation from 

Tegel to my apartment about faith in secular Berlin, pastoral care and social needs. 

There was a stated commonality of faith despite different religions.  

I am of course aware of the objections to religious coexistence on the Christian side. 

For one thing: What about the Great Commission? To go into all the world and 

preach the Gospel means exactly this: to show that I live my faith with joy, find life 

force and support here. Where this has a rousing, convincing, contagious effect, 

others will ask themselves whether it can also be their way to God. Where the other 

seems contemptuous, arrogant, attentive to demarcation, it will appear less inviting.  

On the other hand:"Those", usually Muslims, are intolerant, violent, rushing and 

persecuting Christians. In fact, persecution of Christians is a highly explosive issue 

and our brothers and sisters in faith around the world need our solidarity. But it is 

absurd to equate all Muslims with a small percentage of fundamentalist, violent, 

ideologically driven perpetrators of violence. Fundamentalism is misleading in any 

religion. With many statements made in the name of the Christian faith, I do not want 

to be identified as a Christian. Fomenting hatred and fear is and remains an 

aberration in every religion. There are not"we" and"they", but people of different faiths 

and non-religious people who have to implement their deep convictions of freedom, 

tolerance and responsibility in such a way that a life in peace and justice becomes 

possible for all people in this world. Reason is a much better advisor than seduction, 

ideology and fear. 

In all this I like to have an intense"argument about the truth". It is a dispute of interest. 

I cannot understand the understanding of the Roman Catholic Church, the Russian 
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Orthodoxy seems to me to be frozen, I try to understand Judaism, Islam irritates me 

in many ways, Buddhism remains foreign to me. But I am interested in the beliefs of 

others and I think it is crucial that religions are in conversation with each other. All too 

often, their intolerance has fuelled political and ethnic conflicts. It is time for them to 

become a factor in defusing conflicts, because they know a tolerance that does not 

want to destroy differences by force, but see them as a creative force that can shape 

the world and future in a people-friendly way. This seems to me to be a consequence 

of the Reformation heritage. 

In view of the life-destroying, inhuman experiences of intolerance of the past 

centuries, the question must be asked: Is faith not obscured by intolerance? Is the 

Gospel preached fairly, as the Augsburg Confession demands, when charity falls by 

the wayside, war is started instead of peace, the stranger is not protected? What is it 

that"Christ is doing" when we seek ways to confess our own faith and at the same 

time respect people who have a different faith or live without it?  

When I think about my faith and Luther's thesis of a Christian's freedom, which is 

equally subordinate to no one and everyone, I come to the conclusion that I can 

tolerate the faith of others precisely because I am at home in my faith. I am 

oppressed, as in discussions again and again is violently rained with Koran verses 

against people of Muslim faith. I am not a Koran expert, but as a Christian I am aware 

that Muslims could also quote violent verses from the Bible. The question is: Do I rest 

with certainty in my own religion? I am convinced that whoever can and practices this 

in life also has the inner openness to respect that others believe differently and 

differently or not in the religious sense. Certainly, for me Jesus Christ is"the way, the 

truth and the life". But that doesn't mean that I can't respect that for another person 

Muhammad is God's prophet. That doesn't upset my faith. An attitude of faith that 

cannot stand other beliefs - and once again: tolerance means bearing - is rather 

weak because it is afraid of what a question of one's own doubt could trigger. Anyone 

who threatens others with words, violence and weapons cannot be tolerated. Any 

basis for dialogue would then be removed. 

For me personally, Jesus Christ remains the way, the truth and the life. This is my 

certainty of faith, which I like to live in the community of my brothers and sisters in 

faith, to practice in the world, to celebrate in worship. It is my freedom, in which I am 

not subject to anyone. And that's why I can respect other people believing or not 

believing differently. This is my freedom, in which I am subject to everyone. And in 

the end I can leave to God how this mystery of the different religions will one day be 
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revealed after this time and world. This has nothing to do with religious confusion or 

tolerance of fundamentalism. 

3.3 Social conflicts and ethical decisions 

Again and again religion can be seduced into pouring oil into the fire of social 

conflicts. When I was in Oxford recently, there was a discussion about the recent 

disputes over the raising of the British flag in Belfast. I said that it was definitely not a 

religious course, but a political course, namely a pro-British or pro-Irish course. An 

Irishman explained that I knew the Irish badly and that it was a profoundly religious 

conflict. I asked what religious, theological or ecclesiastical question was at issue. 

Thereupon he said: the difference between Protestants and Catholics in the doctrine 

could not really be mentioned. Now understand, who can..... 

It is important to me that religions defuse conflicts and no longer exacerbate them. 

There are good and successful examples of this. Also in Northern Ireland, where both 

churches have long been calling for peaceful coexistence. Freedom of religion was 

fought for a long time and is a great good. They must be defended. That is why the 

Protestant Church in Germany, for example, has repeatedly advocated that Muslims 

may build mosques in Germany. Certainly, it also advocates that Christian 

communities in Turkey, Indonesia and Pakistan can build churches in complete 

freedom. But restricting religious freedom here does not serve freedom in other 

countries. 

Immigration as a threat to the tolerant society is often built up. Anyone who explains 

this, however, deliberately overlooks the fact that the absolute and vast majority of 

immigrants value the freedom and tolerance of Western society. How many women 

are happy and grateful to live without the constraints of a patriarchal society! We 

need a postmigrant definition of Germany on the common willingness to fight 

undermining the freedoms that have been achieved. It is not a question of biological 

origin, but of how we want to make this country peaceful and sustainable. 

And the ethical questions? In a long conversation with a leading theologian, we once 

considered at what point a mutual rejection on ethical issues would actually be 

decisive. Let us take the question of preimplantation diagnostics: should we not 

argue against this in the sense of the image of God of every human being and for the 

sense of avoiding unnecessary suffering? Or the question of homosexuality, which 

drives many Christians in such a way: Some see it as a sin, others as a variant of 

creation. But isn't there a limit here? For example, when African or Russian Orthodox 

church leaders sharply condemn people of a homosexual character and compare 

them with animals? Must not then the biblical commandment of charity be enforced? 
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Pope Francis made this clear when he said:"Who am I to judge?" Or: On the other 

hand, what about the death penalty? There are supporters who argue supposedly 

Christian, especially in the USA. But what about the commandment that forbids killing 

or murder? 

We all very quickly reach the limits of our personal tolerance on such ethical issues. 

At a talk earlier this year on the potential of religions for conflict resolution, I tried to 

explain from Küng's Global Ethic Project that all religions, if they do not allow 

themselves to be seduced by ideology or fundamentalism, have a potential for 

peace. Then a woman came to me and said: "Mrs. Käßmann, you have no idea! 

Muslims are not capable of tolerance"..... 

Tolerance in ethical disputes certainly involves respect for the other position, instead 

of all the emotion that quickly emerges, for example in the debate about circumcision. 

This is obviously a conflict between religious freedom and inviolability that is not so 

easy to resolve. It is also important not to dismiss a different position as apostasy or 

betrayal of tradition. The accusation of the Orthodox churches to the churches of the 

Reformation that the admission of women to all ministries is an ingratiation into the 

Western zeitgeist simply wants to overlook the fact that this is about decisions on a 

theological basis, above all about consequences from Reformation baptismal 

theology. Intolerance begins where I declare my position to be the sole possession of 

truth and where no struggle for truth is conceivable anymore. 

The imperative of tolerance is to allow ethical discourses to take up different positions 

without condemning the other position in an abysmal, even hateful manner with a will 

to destroy. It ends where people are attacked in their self-esteem, where their dignity 

is questioned.  

► Tolerance must ever be struggled for anew in the denominational conflicts of our 

time, in the dialogue of religions, in the face of social challenges and ethical 

decisions. Respect for the other position remains their core business. 

 

4 The Global Ethic Project 

It has developed over long years and the perseverance in the struggles of the late 

seventies and early eighties, which is truly needed in this project. Good thing you 

rehearsed it! As early as 1964, at a national congress of Christian theologians in 

Bombay, Hans Küng stated: the truth of the Gospel and the truth of world religions 

can be dialectically related to one another. According to Küng, Christian identity 

building does not exclude but includes ecumenical consensus building, and the 
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practical consequence for Christians is therefore for him: understanding, solidarity, 

commitment of the church as the minority towards the members of the world religions 

as the majority of humanity. The book"Christ sein" from 1974 is obviously a milestone 

for the subsequent dialogue concept in Tübingen with its public dialogues with 

scientific representatives of Islam, Hinduism, Buddhism, Chinese religion and 

Judaism and then also with religious representatives on all continents of the world. 

The main questions were: What is the Christian man, what is the Church, who is the 

Christ and finally, who is God? Hans Küng's historically systematic work in the 1970s 

was further preparatory work for the"Global Ethic" project. At that time he stated that 

the alternative to nihilism was for him a reasonable basic or God trust that is possible 

for Christians or unbelievers, theists or atheists. Such a basic trust, which does not 

have to be faith in God, as an indispensable condition for a truly human, human, 

moral life, as it is possible for every human being, even atheists. An autonomous 

ethos, in the sense of self-determination and self-responsibility of man, a basic trust 

as a basis for a basic ethic.  

In his studies and experiences Hans Küng came to the conclusion that, despite all 

not to be underestimated differences in faith, doctrine and rite, similarities, 

convergences and agreements between the world religions can also be found: All 

men are faced with the same great questions, the original questions about where and 

where the world and man come from, about coping with suffering and guilt, about the 

standards of life and action, the meaning of life and death. All religions are both a 

message of salvation and a path of salvation, all religions convey a religious view of 

life, attitude to life and way of life, and yet they convey some common ethical 

standards for all dogmatic differences. These observations became Küng's guiding 

question of the 1990s: What is this common basic ethic?  

As early as 1988 Küng wrote:"    the very bond of ethos could become a unifying 

peacemaking bond of the international community, could contribute to a freer, fairer, 

more peaceful coexistence in our increasingly uninhabitable world". (from: Epilogue 

to the 1988 book on the Chinese religion). Starting from here and in analogy to world 

politics, world economy, world financial system, Küng coined the term "global ethic". 

It should not be understood in a binding Christian sense, but in a new interreligious-

intercultural sense. Believers of all religions and non-believers in all cultures should 

find their common ground here. It is about basic ethical standards that can be 

accepted by all. Two basic principles for a humane ethos are named: Every person 

should be treated humanely and not inhuman, and the so-called golden rule, what 
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you do not want to be done to you, do not do to others either. Four unalterable 

directives on which the great religious and philosophical traditions agree are named: 

1. Have awe of life. The ancient directive: Thou shalt not kill, understood in this day 

and age as a commitment to a culture of non-violence and respect for all life. 

2. Act fairly and fairly. The ancient directive: Thou shalt not steal, understood 

today as a commitment to a culture of solidarity and a just economic order. 

3. Speak and act truthfully. The ancient directive: You shall not lie, understood 

today as a commitment to a culture of tolerance and a life of truthfulness. 

4. Respect and love one another. The ancient directive: You should not abuse 

sexuality, understood today as an obligation to a culture of equality and the 

partnership of man and woman. 

For Hans Küng, with all due respect and admiration for the other religions, there was 

no real temptation to convert to another religion, which can sometimes be observed 

in those engaged in interreligious dialogue. In following Jesus Christ, man can truly 

live, act, suffer and die humanely in today's world: "In happiness and misfortune, life 

and death, held by God and helpful to men. This is probably a kind of declaration of 

love to one's own religion... 

The project "Global Ethic" is at the service of a worldwide understanding between 

religions with the goal of a common ethos of humanity, which, however, is not 

intended to replace religion. Ethos is and remains, you say, only one dimension 

within the individual religions and between the religions. They do not want a single 

religion, a religious cocktail or a substitute for religion through an 

 ethos. This is important to me, because I don't think anything of "religious 

mishmash". Rather, it is an effort to achieve the urgently needed peace between the 

people of the various religions of this world. Hans Küng has summarised his vision in 

four sentences: 

"No peace among nations without peace among religions, 

 no peace among religions without dialogue between religions, 

 no dialogue between religions without global ethical standards, 

 no survival of our globe without a global ethic, a global ethic. 

The latest book "Global Ethic for Global Politics and the World Economy", a draft for 

the future based on a common ethic of humanity, provides concrete impulses for the 

application of the "Global Ethic" project to reality in politics and business. It is about a 

new sense of responsibility, about a policy of responsibility that seeks to achieve the 
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difficult balance between ideals and realities that has to be found again and again, 

and about an economy of responsibility that knows how to combine economic 

strategies with ethical convictions.  

It will be about how these approaches have an impact on people's everyday lives and 

contribute to the coexistence of religions and humanity. They must be grounded with 

those who struggle for justice, peace and the integrity of creation. 

Perseverance, even strength and staying power for visions are needed to bring the 

Global Ethic project to life. And we need visions for the future of the world, of 

humanity, of religions, of churches. We hope that religions will finally no longer be a 

factor in aggravating conflicts, but will make a genuine contribution to conflict 

mitigation, to reconciliation. But there is also a glimmer of hope. I am thinking of 

Markus Weingardt's study in the context of the Global Ethic Project on the topic "The 

Peace Potential of Religions"21. In several case studies he has shown that religiously 

motivated actors contribute to the reduction of violence in political conflicts. I consider 

the more than 40 (!) examples from all over the world as tremendous 

encouragement. We can do something; there are stories of hope. It becomes clear 

that they need staying power, trust and contacts with all parties to the conflict must 

be built up in order to mediate in conflicts. This also includes "emotional conflict 

management competence"22. I find this term exciting. It is often not just a matter of 

the hard facts, but of deeper conflict dimensions. And they can't be handled with 

weapons. But I am also thinking of the "House of One" that is to be built in Berlin, of a 

planned interreligious day care centre there and of many small steps that many 

people in the world are taking to ensure that tolerance emanates from religions. 

Last:  

So what is tolerance? On the one hand, she does not mean indifference according to 

the motto that every person may be blessed according to his own façon.  

- Tolerance means interest in the other, in the other person, in the other religion or 

in non-belief, in the other political or ethical option. This requires meeting and time 

for discussions, willingness to listen. 

- It is a matter of enduring the difference for the sake of peaceful coexistence. This 

requires respect for the other position, even if it is sometimes difficult for me to 

bear. 

- But tolerance does not mean boundlessness. True tolerance will find its limit in 

intolerance and will do everything to regulate it clearly in law.  

                                                      
21 Markus Weingardt, The Peace Potential of Religions, unpublished manuscript, June 2006. 
22 Ibid. S. 415. 
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- Respect includes respect for the integrity of others. Where it is violated by racism, 

sexism, humiliation, violence or threat of violence, the limit of tolerance is crossed. 

Or, as the Göttingen church lawyer Michael Heinig put it:"Tolerance in the Protestant 

perspective does not mean ignoring or denying the differences between 

denominations, religions and world views. But it shapes the way we deal with 

difference." 

In other words, tolerance does not mean a static attitude, but a dynamic process of 

reciprocity. This was already the case with Konstantin and Licinius 1700 years ago 

with the first great edict of tolerance in Milan 313: He was concerned with the"benefit 

of the majority". In other words, a viable coexistence of different religious convictions, 

not a levelling of differences. And this also currently applies to religions and society. It 

is not a question of timidity or fear of conflict, but of combative tolerance that 

encourages one's own position, but is capable of dialogue, even open to learning 

experiences and the broadening of horizons.  

Dear Mr. Küng, in the letter with which you sent me a copy of your book 

"Justification", you also wrote on the subject of justification: "It was close to my heart 

not only to Karl Barth and Martin Luther to work through the problem of justification, 

but also to make clear the relevance of this question for today's people and society. 

Now I have not spoken here about the theological question of justification. But about 

the relevance of theology and church for man and for the question of peace among 

men. On this subject we were close to each other. As early as 1957 you wrote in your 

book: "Luther remains a man of faith despite his enormous political explosive 

effect"23. This had to be emphasized again and again 500 years later in 2017, as 

Luther was used for all kinds of things. But you have also made clear what 

justification currently means:"Christian message of justification does not provide the 

justification for doing nothing of one's own. Good deeds are important. But the basis 

of Christian existence and criterion for existence before God cannot be the reference 

to any achievements: no self-assertion, no self-justification of man. But only the 

unconditional adherence to God through Jesus in a believing trust. An immensely 

encouraging message is proclaimed here, which gives human life a solid basis, even 

through all unavoidable failures, errors and despairs, and which at the same time is 

able to free it from religious or secular pressure to perform to a freedom which is able 

to carry through even the worst and worst situations".24  Perhaps we should have 

printed this short summary on beer coasters or business cards in the Reformation 

                                                      
23 Hans Küng, justification, p. 479. 
24 Ibid. S. 510. 
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anniversary year, because it is so clear and convincing and understandable, even 50 

years later. 

It is not for me to adequately express the gratitude we owe you. This has been and 

will be done officially. But I can say that you have always encouraged me in my 

theological thinking. That it has influenced me from the beginning to deal 

ecumenically with theological questions. And that theology never finds its relevance 

on the sidelines, in chairs or doctrines, but in the lives of people and society. That 

you have tirelessly communicated this to me and to many others, whether Catholic or 

Protestant, whether religious or not, was and remains a blessing. Thank you, Hans 

Küng! 

Thank you for your attention    .     ---  

Käsmann 

 

Alternative degree..... 

Dear listener and friends of Prof Küng's work 
 
Thank you for making Global Ethic friends - like Mr. Küng    
The Global Ethic Foundation needs sponsors - it is not a state organisation but lives 
from the fruits of your hearts. 
 
 

Right down to the goal that enriches you> 
 

"He who can love is happy" said Hermann 

Hesse  
to the highest Christian virtue LOVE.  

To truly love something enriches oneself. 


