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Tengiz Iremadze

RELIGION - TOLERANCE - STATE

Discourse on Religious Tolerance
in the 17*" Century

Synopsis

The problem of religious tolerance is still a pres-
ent one today. Many political decisions are justified
by religious motives. Therefore, in the contempo-
rary world one can hardly find a problem which
requires a likewise elucidation. What relationship
should there be between state and religion? Or more
precisely, what relationship should there be between
the state and different religions? These questions are
very important nowadays, especially in a political
context. Thinkers of the past frequently considered
these questions and sought answers on them. In this
regard it is very interesting to consider the views on
religious tolerance of Theophil Lessing (1647-1735),
grandfather of famous German dramatist Gotthold
Ephraim Lessing. In his little work On Religious Tol-
erance (1669) Theophil Lessing argued that religious
tolerance is crucial for the establishment of peace in
the state.
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On Religious Tolerance contains four chapters.
In the first chapter Theophil Lessing defines the key
concepts (authority, religion, tolerance). In addition
to this, he advances the thesis that the issue is not
purely a theological one, but belongs mainly to the
sphere of practical philosophy. In the second chapter
Lessing formulates the issue proper, and in the third
chapter he formulates his main thesis. In the last
chapter Lessing rejects the contrary thesis.

In Lessing’s treatise it is possible to outline three
major aspects: theological, political, and philosophi-
cal. According to Lessing, his political argument is
the most convincing. If the state suppresses different
religions, the inevitable results of this suppression are
civil war and political turmoils. Therefore, the state
should tolerate different religions in order to avoid re-
sults which could damage the body politic. We should
take into consideration, however, that by “toleration”
Lessing did not understand “acknowledgement”. The
state should simply tolerate different religions to pre-
vent civil war, but this does not mean, that the state
fully acknowledges them in their essence. Therefore,
Lessing’s theory of religious tolerance does not imply
the full recognition of other religions. They are tol-
erated mainly due to the practical political reasons.
Nevertheless, his theory is still very important and
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offers us many interesting insights. Especially impor-
tant in this regard is the main aim of Lessing’s work
— the theoretical foundation of the principle of reli-
gious freedom as precondition of peaceful existence
in general. Theophil Lessing believed that a peaceful
coexistence of different religions is possible and that
this principle is in accordance with human nature.
This is the main contribution of Lessing’s work and
it deserves due recognition.
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