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Religion and Peacebuilding

An Ambivalent yet Vital Relationship

by Heather Dubois

Religion, after all, is a powerful constituent of cultural norms and values, and because it addresses the most
profound existential issues of human life (e.g., freedom and inevitability, fear and faith, security and insecurity,
right and wrong, sacred and profane), religion is deeply implicated in individual and social conceptions of

0|
peace.

Scott Appleby explains that the ambivalence of religion lies in the interpretation of the sacred, in
imperfect human perception: “At any given moment any two religious actors, each possessed of
unimpeachable devotion and integrity, might reach diametrically opposed conclusions about the will of
God and the path to follow.” In other words, religion can underwrite both conflict and peace on its own
terms.2! It is an intervening variable that sometimes escalates, sometimes de-escalates conflict behavior.Bl
As Appleby notes, “Religious leaders and their followers make choices as to the meaning of the sacred
and the content of their faith. These choices, in turn, determine their attitudes toward conflict and
violence.”4l

The ambiguity of religion’s relationship to conflict is better understood when religion is recognized
as a type of living tradition, “an historically extended, socially embodied argument, and an argument
precisely in part about the goods which constitute the tradition.”l Even in cases where the mainstream
advocates bettering the world through nonviolent means, religions are not monolithic entities. This
deserves emphasis here because they are often presented as such, distorting or stalling debate that
genuinely engages questions surrounding religion’s role in violent conflict. Violent and nonviolent actors
alike claim monolithic authority to justify and advocate as well as to deflect criticism. For instance,
religious leaders who condemn violence often seek to distance their religion from co-religionists who have
committed acts of terror or provoked violent conflict.[!l While this is an understandable impulse, labeling a
religious actor or a religious movement unauthentic is ultimately misleading and unhelpful. As Marc Gopin
writes, “The fact is that while I agree that there are great untapped resources for peacemaking and
conflict resolution in the world’s religions, there is also a vast reservoir of texts and traditions ready and
waiting to be used to justify the most barbaric acts by modern standards of human rights.”

The heterogeneity of the world’s largest religions means that at any time or in any territory, these
living traditions might be a source of violence. Yet, it also means that within each of these religions there
is room for the normative tasks of conflict resolution. There are existing and developing spiritual practices
and theological and ethical resources for hermeneutics of peace.!l These can be harnessed for engaging
the vast majority of the world’s religious peoples—who are not, by the way, violent extremists—in
prevention and de-escalation of conflict. They can also play an important role in countering the violent
extremism of minority religious movements. In sum, religion can be a source of peace or violent conflict,
and its importance and potential strength lies in this ambiguity.

The Need for Reappraisal: Religion and Conflict Resolution:=

Western modernity, especially as understood through the Age of Reason and the Enlightenment, has
heavily influenced conflict resolution and international relations. As such, these academic disciplines and
their practical applications have incorporated elements of secularization theory!? and marginalized the
influence of religion in their analysis of world affairs.'! The roots of this tendency can be traced to the
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development of the modern western understanding of religion, which is markedly different from
pre-modern and some non-Western understandings.

Scott Thomas explains that in Europe during the Middle Ages the religious realm conflated with
the social and the moral, all of which were sourced from and sustained by community. The sacred and
spiritual were an indistinguishable part of a total way of life of social, political, economic, and moral
dimensions. In contrast, modernity brought the “invention of religion” as “a set of privately held doctrines
or beliefs.” This was a gradual process of three centuries that began with an identification of the spiritual
within community belief and practice and then developed such that the spiritual was privatized,
considered separate from community structure and authority.[2l

In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, religion becomes mobile, divorced from traditional
community life. Thomas writes, “Religio begins to shift from being one of various virtues, supported by
practices of an ecclesial community embedded in the Christian tradition, to a system of doctrines or
beliefs, which could exist apart from the ecclesial community.” It is this siphoning of sacred and moral
authority from its basis in community, necessary for the creation of the secular state,*! that led to the
eventual marginalization of religion in western institutions of politics and international affairs.[14l

While modernity has affected in some ways the entire globe, the privatization of religion has not
been a universal experience for the world’s communities. The process and effects of secularization have
been halting and mixed.[3! While 78 percent of the world’s states are secular,['%78.3 percent of the global
population adheres to one of the world’s five largest religions.'’”l As summarized by Swatos and
Christiano, the central claim of secularization theory is that “in the face of scientific rationality, religion’s
influence on all aspects of life—from personal habits to social institutions—is in dramatic decline.” '8 To
date, this assertion is problematic at best.

Even in the West where governments, academics, and policy institutes have, to various degrees,
minimized or ignored the effects of religion on international relations, religion itself has not disappeared.
According to a study by Assaf Moghadam, for example, the trend toward secularization in Western
Europe is “not entirely uniform.”!?l This statement refers to geographical distribution of religious
adherence and to indicators of religious behaviors and values.22l Observing the distinction between the
two, Grace Davis calls Europeans an “unchurched” people rather than secular. Analyzing data from the
European World Value Survey, she argues that the dramatic decrease in religious attendance since the
1980s has not been accompanied by a decrease in religious belief.2l

In addition to this differentiation between “believing” and “belonging,” Moghadam and others
note the rise of spirituality, as opposed to “organized religion.” While those who self-identify as spiritual
are sometimes anti-religious, spiritualism includes many behaviors, beliefs, and values similar to those of
religion, and thus its popularity contradicts the aspect of secularization theory that triumphs scientific
materialism. A preference for spirituality rather than religion has been seen, for example, in the United
States where, as Moghadam notes, citizens are likely to subscribe to a “more personal, individualized form
of faith.”22l Yet, in addition to this increase in spiritual concerns, the United States remains very religious
in the conventional sense.[2!

Looking to the United States and parts of the non-Western world, scholars debate whether the
globe is experiencing a resurgence of religiosity. Moghadam concludes that change over time in religious
adherence, behavior, and values indicates a general trend of strengthening in a majority of countries,
certainly in the former Eastern Bloc and most likely in large parts of Latin America, Africa, East Asia,
South East Asia, and the Middle East.2*l Considering this alongside the decrease in religiosity in the
majority of the post-industrial world, some scholars are arguing for resurgence and secularization.23] Marc
Gopin states that the contemporary era is characterized by “an unprecedented level of paradoxical
religious movement.”[26

Whether or not people and nations are more religious today than in the past, religion is a socio-
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political force that affects local and international events. It can be traced backward through the roots of
some of the most intractable contemporary conflicts including conflicts in the Middle East, Northern
Ireland, the Balkans, Sri Lanka, Sudan, Tibet, and Kashmir. In new terms of terror, religion has been a
factor in events ranging from the bombing of abortion clinics in the early 1990s to the attacks of
September 11, 2001.27 In terms of peacebuilding, religion has been explicitly involved in transformations
such as the recovery of post-apartheid South Africal28l and the nonviolent transitions from
authoritarianism to democracy that took place in East Germany, Poland, and the Philippines.;20 More
recently, more than 1,000 representatives of transnational as well as indigenous religious traditions
gathered for the UN Millennium Summit of World Religious Leaders, which “heralded the world
community’s unprecedented recognition of religious peacebuilding.”3%

Jeffrey Haynes calls religion “a stubbornly persistent” actor.31 Regardless of whether religion is
considered a renewed or persisting global phenomenon, western policy-making and academia are growing
more aware of religion’s presence and salience. Lowering of the modernist’s lens—or the development of
postmodernism—has allowed for a more in-depth exploration of non-Western cultures generally, and
specifically allowed for greater flexibility in encountering religion, both outside the West and in the United
States.[32l This awareness needs to be accompanied by corresponding knowledge and skills to overcome
what Douglas Johnston calls a “deep-seated tendency to ignore the religious dimension.”33]

United States policy relating to Iraq highlights the urgent need for reappraisal of religion’s role in
international relations and conflict resolution. It also illustrates a significant distinction between religiosity
among domestic populations and religious literacy in international affairs. While high numbers of
Americans are religious and religious issues have been a part of domestic politics for at least the last fifty
years, U.S. foreign policy has been predominately modern and secular. Despite the Christian rhetoric with
which the Bush administration pursues its own policy, it has marginalized the validity and importance of
religious identity in the Arab world.

According to Michael Hirsch, the Bush administration dismissed veteran State Department
Arabists during the crucial months of 2002 and 2003, and instead consulted scholars like Bernard Lewis,
author of What Went Wrong? The Clash of Islam and Modernity in the Middle East. This evidenced a
determination to “fix” Islamic societies, whose religious behaviors and values are viewed as automatic
causes of conflict and obstacles to transitions to modernity. In Hirsch’s words, Lewis (and the Bush
administration) has envisioned a “secularized, Westernized Arab democracy that casts off the medieval
shackles of Islam and enters modernity at last.” In Lewis’ words, “The Islamic world is now at [the]
beginning of [the] 15th century” and “on the verge of its Reformation.”3

Secularization was one of the hallmarks of modernity in the West, but it does not follow that in
order to be modern, one must be secular. According to critics of Lewis like Richard Bulliet, author of The
Case for Islamo-Christian Civilization, U.S. foreign policy is operating from a fundamental misreading of
post-Ottoman Arab identity and history. Instead of the meta-narrative of secular democracy per Western
experience, Bulliet suggests a rediscovery of Islam’s traditional role as a constraint to tyranny. Bulliet
cautions against rejecting Islam as anti-modern and urges the West to remember its own struggle with the
role of religion in civil society, one that continues in America today.*3!

Tradition and Particularity: Foundations of Religious
Peacebuilding

Changes in the context of international relations and conflict resolution have been matched by changes
internal to many religious traditions. Positive responses to the human rights era, globalization, and
fundamentalism have included the growth of the Christian ecumenical movement, increased pursuit of
interfaith dialogue, and the development of coalitions across religious, secular, cultural, and geographic
boundaries.2% Within this current of change, some religious leaders and groups have an increased interest
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and capacity in conflict resolution. While this necessarily involves training in contemporary conflict
resolution techniques and approaches, religious actors can also draw upon their identities as participants in
a social and spiritual tradition.

Whatever becomes of the secularization debate, the privatization of religion has had as yet its
strongest influence only in the West, which represents less than one-sixth of the world’s population.BEZl In
many parts of the world, conceptions of personhood view the self as socially embedded in traditions at
least influenced by religion.38l Understanding the way identity and morality are formed in this context
gives foundation to the concept of religious peacebuilding. The social theory of Alasdair MacIntyre
provides a useful vehicle for beginning such an exploration. Grown from Aristotelian thought, it argues for
the importance of community in forming, continuing, and rejecting morality and tradition.BE

For MaclIntyre, human identity is forged in narrative-based histories and evolving cultures, and is,
thus, a relational concept. In this way, it resembles the African concept of ubuntu, which Desmond Tutu
describes this way: “A person is a person through other people.” % MaclIntyre’s understanding of
rationality is also relational in that it is dependent on tradition. Contrary to the dictates of the
Enlightenment, “What makes it ‘rational’ to act in one way and not another is the conception of the good

embodied in a particular social tradition or community.”[ﬂl Moral identity, then, is not based upon a set
of rules employed by rational actors; rather, it exists in social practices that have developed in community
and through tradition, including, of course, religious tradition. Put more simply, working toward moral
ideals is a way of life rather than a series of independent decisions.

Understandings of identity and rationality like those put forth by Maclntyre are helpful in resolving
conflict in non-Western and some Western contexts in that it can validate parties’ conceptions of
themselves rather than ignoring or marginalizing their reasons for their behavior. This fulfills what Gopin
calls “the human need for uniqueness ... our need for some distinctive identity and meaning system in the
context of the mass of humanity and the indifferent character of the universe.”#2l An approach to
peacebuilding that can make room for tradition-dependent rationality and social understandings of
morality is able to consider parties’ desires to protect “a certain conception of who they are,” which is as
important as (and often more so than) a desire to defend what they have %3l

Acknowledging difference or uniqueness provides metaphoric room or safe space for conflict
parties to lower defenses and be introspective, exploring the inclusive and nonviolent resources of their
traditions or communities. It can create space for individuals and groups to build “a clear and confident
sense of identity”#4 and, thus, the capacity for challenging the exclusive and violent elements of those
same traditions. As no tradition is monolithic, whether it contains a religion, a guerilla movement, or a
government at war, would-be peacebuilders engage with a variety of moral choices in relationship with
members of their community. This transformative process is essential to broad and sustained adoption of
peacebuilding strategies and personas.

Grounded in a deep comprehension of their complex tradition, these peacebuilders may
consequently have confidence to interact inclusively with the “other,” even to discover common moral
paths. This is an essential part of peacebuilding and, as MacIntyre explains, the junction between the
particular and the universal:

the fact [that] the self has to find its moral identity in and through its membership in communities such as those of
the family, the neighborhood, the city, and the tribe does not entail that the self has to accept the moral limitations
of the particularity of those forms of community. Without those moral particularities to begin with there would
never be anywhere to begin; but it is in moving forward from such particularity that the search for the good, the

. . 4
universal, consists.[2

Social understandings of religious and other types of moral community begin by pointing out that people
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develop in context—that is place, time, environment, relationships. Yet the end of a process of engaging
with such understandings, especially in contexts of peacebuilding, may be much broader than the borders
of any one tradition.¢

Particular context is important in limiting or de-escalating mutual fear of extinction by providing
space for the unique self to exist and affirming that this self will not be consumed. Gopin explains that, in
addition to the need for uniqueness, human beings have a need for integration, “to merge with the larger
world” and to find “an overarching unity to existence.” Instead of being balanced by recognition of
others’ needs for uniqueness, this second need is sometimes pursued with violent means; individuals or
groups try to consume the whole world or remake it in their image.*” Even when this need is not manifest
violently, recognition of it can cause fear of loss of identity and so be an impediment to peacebuilding.

Maclntyre writes, “Particularity can never be simply left behind or obliterated. The notion of
escaping from it into a realm of entirely universal maxims which belong to man as such ... is an illusion
and an illusion with painful consequences.” 8l Modern understandings of identity must be infused with
social understandings if fears of extinction are to be taken seriously. Valuable attempts at discovering
shared standards have often been undermined by rhetoric and policies that ignore the importance of
particularity. Denial of the particularity of modernity is especially insidious in its correlation with myths of
universalism.[*’l Consequently, “[m]any people around the world—not just religious people—perceive
[universalism] as secular cultural imperialism or evangelism.”3% Given that totalitarianism has often
hidden under the guise of quests for the best possible world, it seems that it is better simply to find
improved ways to live in the world as it exists, with its multitude of complex and varying traditions.

The invention of the secular state through Westphalia was a peaceful solution for a region
suffering from the ravages of the “wars of religion” (1550-1650). Similarly, there are many reasons to
praise the development of international organizational structures and concepts such as universal human
rights that, though strongly influenced by religious thought,51 were actualized through the secular
nation-state model. Yet, as Alasdair MacIntyre, Hannah Arendt, and many others have argued, people live
and experience the world through particular communities. While some of these do display the bifurcation
of life into spiritual and secular spheres, many more have not fully separated behavior (ritual and daily
life) from belief (spiritual and moral values and metaphysical experiences). It is within this framework that
religious actors are often a more suitable proponent for peace than their secular peers to the extent that
the latter are versed exclusively in individualistic and scientific materialist understandings of international
relations and conflict resolution. It is because of this that religious actors can play a positive role in
conflicts with and without religious dimensions, not when they “moderate their religion or marginalize
their deeply held, vividly symbolized, and often highly particular beliefs,” but rather “when they remain
religious actors.”32l

Academic Policy Definitions of Peacebuilding

Peacebuilding is an enterprise that is more often described than defined. Perhaps this is because it is
undertaken by a wide variety of actors whose strengths and capacities enable them to build peace in
different ways. Michael Pugh traces peacebuilding practices back to the Cold War in the confidence
buildingl33l work of NGOs such as the Mennonite Central Committee, the Society of Friends, the
movement for European Nuclear Disarmament, and the UK-based Centre for International
Peacebuilding. 54 As early as the 1960°s, Johan Galtung began to describe peacebuilding as “the practical
implementation of peaceful social change through socio-economic reconstruction and development.”3
Since then, Galtung has promulgated the idea that peacebuilding involves radical change to overcome
contradictions that lie at the root of conflict.5¢

The emphasis on root causes and structural change has been a lasting aspect of discussions of

peacebuilding. However, Stephen Ryan has found that Galtung’s definition suffers from the lack of a
relational dimension. Ryan has emphasized the need to change negative conflict attitudes in society;
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particularly, he focuses on the grassroots level.5Zl Bringing together Galtung and Ryan’s analysis, John
Paul Lederach has characterized peacebuilding as “a comprehensive concept that encompasses,
generates, and sustains the full array of processes, approaches, and stages needed to transform conflict
toward more sustainable, peaceful relationships.”8! In doing so, he has made a strong place in the
discourse for peacebuilding that addresses the structural, relational, and cultural aspects and causes of
conflict.

At about the same time that Lederach was broadly defining peacebuilding, UN Secretary-General
Boutros Boutros-Ghali narrowed the term in his 1992 Agenda for Peace. Bringing the weight of
international attention to peacebuilding, Boutros-Ghali associated it with post-war reconstruction. He
defined post-conflict peacebuilding as “actions to identify and support structures which will tend to
strengthen and solidify peace in order to avoid a relapse into conflict.”32 These goals were initially
aligned with military demobilization and political transition to participatory electoral democracy, still core
components of UN peacebuilding.[¢%

In subsequent years, Boutros-Ghali expanded his peacebuilding concept to include a development
approach. In the wake of this expansion, Pugh wrote in 1995:

In the context of UN-authorized peace support measures, peacebuilding can be defined as a policy of external
international help for developing countries designed to support indigenous social, cultural and economic

development and self-reliance, by aiding recovery from war and reducing or eliminating resort to future

violence 21

Over ten years later, this definition still stands as a good synopsis of peacebuilding at the level of
the United Nations. On June 23, 2006, the United Nations held the inaugural meeting of its Peacebuilding
Commission. On its website, the commission states that it will focus on “the link between immediate
post-conflict efforts on the one hand and long-term recovery and development efforts on the other.”[62

Most academics and policy-makers agree that peacebuilding entails a multi-layered approach
involving many sectors and including local, national, regional, and international actors.[l Given this
scope, it seems logical that peacebuilding will be defined in subtly, if not largely, different ways by its
different actors. While both Lederach and Boutros-Ghali acknowledge the breadth of the concept, they
each present a narrow description of practice that focuses on their respective spheres of influence.

Lederach’s pyramid of peacebuilding actors includes three levels—top, middle-level and
grassroots leaders—yet, he is known for emphasizing “middle-out” and “bottom-up” approaches.[®4l In a
recent work, entitled A Handbook of International Peacebuilding, Lederach lauds the expansion of
conflict resolution (since the 1970’s) to include “alternative dispute resolution, mediation, conciliation,
violence prevention, early warning systems, community reconciliation, nonviolent peacekeeping, trauma
healing, second-track diplomacy, [and] problem-solving workshops.” He concludes the description by
saying that he has mentioned “only a few of the many arenas of today’s range of peacebuilding
activities,” yet it is significant that his handbook focuses on largely community-oriented processes.[%l

On the other hand, the UN Peacebuilding Commission has been designed to work with UN
peacekeeping operations and “the international network of assistance and donor mobilization including
the World Bank.”’l From this perspective, peacebuilding is more heavily involved in issues of security,
governance, and economic recovery.[®Zl Such activities do not necessarily exclude community or
grassroots input; in fact, their sustainability relies in part on multi-level participation.%s] Nonetheless, the
UN and its partners do not build peace in the same way as conflict resolution practitioners such as
Lederach. Both are involved in peacebuilding, and they can work together, but as actors with different
access, resources and capacities, they have different emphases.
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Galtung associates peacebuilding with “positive” peace, meaning the cessation of structural and
cultural violence or the creation of a “self-sustaining peace.”[®l Yet, in its task of consolidating the gains
of peacemaking and peacekeeping, for instance as part of UN missions, peacebuilding must be concerned
as well with the “negative” task of preventing relapse into conflict. In seeking the maximum goal of
positive peace, actors must be wary of how their efforts will affect the negative peace. Elizabeth Cousens
writes, “Perhaps the greatest challenge for the international community in trying to assist war-torn
societies is to be ruthlessly modest about its ambitions.” She specifically mentions the goals of economic
liberalization and democratization, stating that the volatile processes they entail make it imperative that
international actors consider carefully the form and timing of such efforts.”2l In Peacebuilding as Politics,
Cousens and Chetan Kumar argue that international peacebuilding “should focus on those factors that
allow stable political processes to emerge and flourish.”[711

Considering limited material and political resources for peacebuilding efforts, Cousens and Kumar
stress the need for the international community to set priorities. They argue that conflict resolution should
be privileged as a means for sustaining negative peace and enabling capacity to manage current and future
conflict without recourse to violence. While peacebuilding as defined by Galtung tends to focus on
redressing specific causes of violence, Cousens and Kumar explain the importance of focusing principally
“on a society’s political capacity to manage tensions arising from these causes.”22l They suggest focusing
on what I. William Zartman and others characterize as the “reinstitution of political life.”[”2

Cousens and Kumar advocate peacebuilding that is more limited in scope and less rigid in
outcome. Kumar writes, “International peacebuilders should not focus primarily on prescribing or
operating specific political structures but on facilitating or enforcing the conditions that constitute an
appropriate context for these structures to emerge.”” In other words, peacebuilding should be process-
oriented. A key element of political process is healthy, legitimate political relations. Here, Kumar cites
Lederach’s concept of vertical capacity, an emphasis on “responsive and coordinated relationships up and
down the levels of leadership in a society.”[Z3l He argues that the international peacebuilding role is to
promote the enabling of relational factors (dialogue, public security, and participation) through which
appropriate political structures can be built.

As a final note on academic and policy definitions of peacebuilding, it is useful to consider stages
of conflict and length of engagement. The United Nations has limited peacebuilding to post-conflict
situations. Referring to the importance of prevention and to Galtung’s emphasis on structural change,
Pugh points out that peacebuilding can occur at any time,[”%! and this is how Lederach, Cousens, Kumar
and others understand the concept.[”Zl As for the duration of peacebuilding, all concerned agree that it
should address long-term concerns. In theoretical terms, this can imply an open-ended commitment and
indeterminate timescale. However, as Cousens and Kumar have explained, this perhaps cannot be the
case with international involvement.”81 The UN and other major donors or agencies should be tasked with
specifically targeted, short- to medium-term objectives that will establish conditions in which internal
actors can build long-term peace.

Defining Religious Peacebuilding

Religious peacebuilding is typically of the type associated with Lederach,”?! namely community-oriented
processes that are relationship-centered and participatory. In some ways, peacebuilding is “a relatively
new label put on an old idea”;% community-based work to build healthy and peaceful societies has long
been essential to many religious traditions. Still, religious peacebuilding is a developing concept. Most of
the literature regarding religion and peacebuilding is in the form of case studies, that is stories of specific
events, groups, and individuals. There is much work to be done before there is an adequate academic
understanding of what a religious approach to peacebuilding might entail. Similarly, the field of peace
studies awaits cumulative studies of the contributions of religious actors, communities, and institutions—a
way of assessing the “value-added” of religion to conflict resolution. While efforts have begun, this is
difficult, in part, because of the sheer number and diversity of actors often involved,8! and also because
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social scientists are in need of better tools for holistically engaging religion and its effects.[32l

On the one hand, religious peacebuilding is simply peacebuilding done by religious actors. This has
a variety of social and political implications but does not involve a distinct set of activities. On the other
hand, religious peacebuilding is an endeavor to work within religious traditions and religious contexts
through unique activities, such as intrafaith and interfaith dialogue and education.l Peacebuilding as a
process internal to and across religious traditions is vital, especially when contemporary conflict and
violence involves religious actors.

While acknowledging the importance of both types of religious peacebuilding, this essay focuses
on that which religious actors, often working with secular partners, engage in with religious and secular
groups in contexts of religious and non-religious conflict.34 Religious peacebuilding will be defined here
as peacebuilding 1) motivated and strengthened by religious and spiritual resources, and 2) with access to
religious communities and institutions. The first part of the definition is a subjective description that is
difficult to quantify or evaluate, but which is significant nonetheless. Its presence may be manifest in
many different ways, some more or less discernible. Peacebuilding with the benefit of access to religious
communities and institutions is significant, according to the particular relationship of a religious tradition
with its host society. Appleby explains that the “historical record and reputation, size, resources, ethnic
composition, and public and political presences of the religious body in question [affect] its
representatives’ chances for success in conflict resolution.”®! Some religious individuals and groups work
as “independent contractors,” but most are embedded in various levels of community and
institutionalization.

As explained previously, the identity of religious actors is integral to the character of religious
peacebuilding. However, it is important for categorical explorations to focus on peacebuilding as a
process, rather than focusing on the religious peacebuilders themselves. A limited typology of religious
peacebuilding includes methodology, motivation, legitimacy, and connection to context; the category of
methodology is further divided into philosophy, tools, level of engagement, and length of engagement.

Methodology

What philosophical underpinnings distinguish religious peacebuilding? It can be said that religious
peacebuilding works within, rather than adjacent to or opposed to, spiritual elements of culture. According
to Gopin, conflict resolution theories, such as human needs theory and social
psychological/psychoanalytic approaches, are alone inadequate, especially in certain contexts.[8¢
Religious peacebuilding can build on these philosophical approaches, adding existential dimensions
through spiritual language and activity. A more subtle philosophical aspect of religious peacebuilding
might be humility, in recognition of the difficulty and complexity of peacebuilding vis-a-vis human
capacity.®7 Generalizing, the anthropology of religion states that humans cannot have all of the answers
and that human action is often insufficient.l®8 In other words, religion is based on the perception or belief
that humans need god/s. Taken to the extreme, this can lead to fatalism and paralysis. Taken in measured
doses, it leads to an understanding of the importance of determined, small steps and the futility of the
grandiose.3? In the words of Archbishop Oscar Romero, humility is an appropriate reminder that “we are
workers, not master builders, ministers not messiahs.”?2 In the words of Pope Benedict XVI, “We are
helped by the knowledge that, in the end, we are only instruments in the Lord’s hands; and this knowledge
frees us from the presumption of thinking that we alone are personally responsible for building a better
world. In all humility we will do what we can, and in all humility we will entrust the rest to the Lord.”21

Tools. Religious peacebuilding operates with different tools than does secular peacebuilding
because of its inclusion of spiritual issues. Overall, peacebuilding activities are the same in religious and
secular organizations; but as Julia Berger writes, “Spiritual guidance, prayer, and modeling are a unique
feature of RNGO [religious non-governmental organization] operations.”®2 Religious peacebuilding
entails focus on interiority or “the inner life of the individual,”®1 which might be manifest in the use of
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tools such as ritual®! and myth.23l These tools are not exclusively religious, but to the extent that secular
peacebuilding is related to belief in scientific materialism, it may be incompatible with their use. Similarly,
religious peacebuilding may be more likely to employ tools of imagination in envisioning new possibilities

and facilitating empathy.[%1 Scholars such as Lederach and Walter Brueggemann write that the “moral
imagination” and the “prophetic imagination” are essential to peacebuilding.Zl Religious peacebuilding
might also emphasize the importance of prayer, silence, or meditation. A Clingendael Institute/Salam
Institute study accredited a large part of the success of a meeting between Muslim and Christian leaders in
Sudan to the inclusion of prayer and readings from the Koran and the Bible. It highlighted the presence of
a prayer team, whose “sole purpose was to pray and fast during the four days of the meeting, praying for
the success of the deliberations.”®81 Lastly, concepts such as forgiveness and restorative justice are often
more resonant when employed in combination with theological and/or spiritual understandings of their
application. Of course, there is no formula for using spiritual tools, and each case must include “local
cultural analysis wedded to political insight.”®2

Level of Engagement. In terms of levels of engagement, religious peacebuilding can be located in
the grassroots, middle-level, and elite levels of organization. Potentially, it can involve all of these levels,
which are likely to be linked through religious networks. In the world’s largest religions, religious
peacebuilding can occur at local, inter-communal, national, regional, and international levels, which can
network and exchange support and information horizontally and vertically. On the local level, it is often
part of the “small-scale and usually unpublicized initiatives” praised by Judith Large. Religious
peacebuilding can be compatible with or the same as indigenous peacebuilding. Because of this, it has the
capacity to challenge cultures of violence through what Betts Fetherston calls the “anti-hegemonic,
counter-hegemonic and post-hegemonic.”1%l

Length of Engagement. In terms of length of engagement, religious peacebuilding is markedly
different from the efforts of many secular NGOs and of the international community, as described by
Cousens and Kumar. Religious peacebuilding has the capacity to function long-term because it can
potentially operate from the base of and integrate into a permanent presence within a community. Berger
writes, “In some cases, religious networks and infrastructures are more stable than local or national
governments—providing channels of information and resource distribution in the absence of state-
sponsored alternatives.”lll Secondly, religious peacebuilding is a potentially long-term process because it
can be based on different funding mechanisms. Some local peacebuilding programs are directly and

exclusively funded by local churches, mosques, and temples. National and international RNGOs are more

susceptible to the attention span and priorities of international donors,[m1 yet even they can be partially

or completely funded by national and international religious networks. This is significant because religious
leaders have different time horizons than donor governments. Bishops, for example, retain their office for
life, whereas politicians must be responsive to electoral constituencies and annual budget cycles. In
addition, the fraternal and structural ties of religious networks raise the probability of interaction, which
can increase mutuality and consistency of priorities and expectations.

Motivation

The second category in this typology is motivation. From a survey of seventy religious peacebuilding
actors, the Clingendael and Salam Institutes found that “religious values and principles seem to provide a
mandate” for building peace and preventing conflict.[!'3l Like many such suggestions in literature on the
subject, this begs the question, are religious mandates stronger than secular mandates? For instance, how
is the Mennonite mandate for peacebuilding different, in effect, from the Marxist mandate? This is a
question that demands further research, yet one might begin by considering the practice of religious
martyrdom. Mark Juergensmeyer writes, “In most cases martyrdom is regarded not only as a testimony to
the degree of one’s commitment, but also as a performance of a religious act, specifically an act of
self-sacrifice.”ll%l Contemporary reference to martyrdom conjures images of suicide bombings, a form
that inflicts as well as absorbs violence. However, one could also refer to the hunger strikes of Mahatma
Gandhi or the self-immolation of Buddhist monks in protest of the Vietnam War.
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For this typology, it may be more useful to consider, instead of the strength of motivation, the
ways in which motivation is transmitted and renewed. In this respect, religious peacebuilding is distinct
because of its relationship to myth and ritual. Archbishop Oscar Romero’s death, often considered a
“witness for peace,” is a case in point.['%l Before his 1980 assassination, Romero said, “I have frequently
been threatened with death. As a Christian, I do not believe in death without resurrection. If they kill me, I
will be resurrected in the Salvadoran people.”1%l This statement is evidence of a tradition-specific belief
in the power of myth as a motivating force. It came true in that Romero’s martyrdom inspired others to
strengthen and continue their struggle against oppression. The image of a priest shot at the altar while
celebrating Mass, the primary sacred ritual of the Catholic tradition, galvanized not only local but also
international outcry regarding human rights abuses in El Salvador. Romero has become a mythical figure
who remains a source of motivation for Catholic and non-Catholic activists worldwide. In the methods of
Catholic tradition, he is the unofficial patron saint of the region and official canonization processes are
moving forward.

Legitimacy

The third category of this typology, legitimacy, depends on many cultural and historical circumstances;
yet, some generalizations can be made. To the extent that spirituality is accepted and deemed important,
communities and conflict parties may perceive religious peacebuilding as legitimate because it addresses
spiritual elements of conflict. This may be compounded if peacebuilding actors are perceived to have
purely social and spiritual—and not political—intentions. In addition, religious traditions claim moral
authority. If this claim has currency, it can facilitate an embrace of peacebuilding processes. The tendency
to invest legitimacy in religious actors is often exhibited not only by those within a specific tradition, but
also by the larger community, especially when leaders are charismatic and institutions are competent.[1%71
This is increasingly probable if religious peacebuilding builds on a long record of social service activity
and/or relief and development work, as it often does.H1%l

Context

Finally, the last category in this typology of religious peacebuilding is connection to context. Obviously,
when peacebuilders are working within their own communities or with communities of the same religious
tradition, they will benefit from pre-existing knowledge of at least some aspects of the religious and
cultural context. The same may be true to a lesser extent when actors adhere to different religions but
share a religious worldview. Communicating using religious texts and traditions can make it easier to
introduce or strengthen concepts of peace.ll?l This does not necessarily exclude secular actors. It does
mean that all actors must overcome varying degrees of unfamiliarity and be willing to facilitate
peacebuilding within the context they are working. Gopin writes, “Religious adherents must see that their
way of looking at reality is being directly addressed by the content and method of conflict resolution.”H1%

In addition to connection to philosophical and cultural context, religious peacebuilding benefits
from a connection to personal, communal, and institutional networks. This is especially true of indigenous
religious peacebuilding, but also true for interventionist religious peacebuilding. Berger observes, for
example, that “unlike secular NGOs, which must build their networks from the ground up, RNGOs often
attach to existing infrastructures from which to recruit human and financial resources.”'!1 Through their
existing connections, religious actors may be well situated to draft volunteers, challenge religious and
secular traditional structures, and communicate with governments.['2l However, the quality and type of
access to religious communities and institutions is dependent on many factors. Relevant matters include:
the availability, quality and content of religious education and spiritual formation; the diversity and
positive engagement of actors such as local leaders, high-level clergy, NGOs, organized movements, and
high-level councils; the powers and responsibilities of leaders and the degree of communication they have
with their constituencies and any existing hierarchies; and the range and engagement of organizational
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levels (local, subnational, national, regional, and/or international).[113]

Listing this multitude of factors begins to illustrate the complexities that determine the impact of
religious peacebuilding. The cumulative effect may be one in which religion plays a significant role in
portions but not all of society, or, as can be the case with large, transnational traditions, religion may
permeate every level of society—institutionally, socially and culturally. In that case, the significant
elements of authority, ideology, spirituality and fraternity are all at the disposal of religious peacebuilding.
Yet, impact is still determined not only by the degree of religious presence, but also by the degree of
experienced peacebuilding capacity. To delineate the possible environments that might shape
peacebuilding, Appleby describes three modes of action: crisis mobilization, saturation, and external
intervention. In the first instance, existing religious presence is inexperienced but spontaneously adapts to
peacebuilding necessities. In the second, an indigenous peacebuilding community of offices, programs,
and professionals has emerged and persisted over time. Part of the institutional and social landscape, this
peacebuilding is shaped by prevailing political and social conditions and external actors, but not wholly
dependent on them. In the last mode, external actors intervene in conflict situations, usually at the
invitation of one or more of the conflict parties, to work with existing capacity in the service of present
needs and the sometimes distant goal of eliciting and enabling an indigenous peacebuilding community.[114]

Strengths of Religious Peacebuilding

Religious peacebuilding has at least four strengths. First, religious peacebuilding is a vehicle for addressing
the spiritual aspects of conflict experience. This strength lies in the perception of spiritual need on the part
of those affected.l'!3! Prior, during, and after conflict, people struggle with existential questions and suffer
spiritual as well as physical and psychological trauma.[l¢ Religious traditions, through their philosophies
and spiritual tools, offer language and other means with which people can interpret their experiences.[17
According to MaclIntyre’s understanding of human identity as narrative-based, the myth and storytelling
intrinsic to religion can be especially important.[!'8] As Gopin writes, “Narrative is the path into the
individual psyche and the collective memory of human beings.”1

Second, religious peacebuilding can counter violence that is rooted in religious and/or communal
identity by virtue of its foundation in tradition-dependent rationality and morality. As discussed earlier,
this worldview can result in inclusive processes that create safe spaces for peacebuilding, enabling a
willingness to relate to the “other.” Religious peacebuilding can also encourage participation in
peacebuilding by virtue of its non-secular worldview. People who feel marginalized by peacebuilding that
is sometimes ‘“hard secular” or scientific materialist can perhaps better relate to processes that include
religious or spiritual dimensions.

Third, religious peacebuilding offers a moral alternative during times of state collapse and times of
war, especially when the peacebuilders are from a religious tradition that has a large and stable presence
in a society. This was the case, for example, when the Roman Catholic Church joined in the advocacy for
democracy and human rights reform in Brazil, Chile, Central America, the Philippines, South Korea, and
elsewhere.l2% This was the case when U.S. churches opposed the start of the war in Iraq. Massaro notes
that the official leadership of many American denominations—including President Bush’s own United
Methodist Church—vocalized opposition.[21 This is not an example of effective religious peacebuilding in
terms of preventing war; however, the presence of these Christian actors has strengthened the U.S. peace
movement, especially in countering perceptions of the Iraq War as a “Christian war.”H22l As explained by
Chris Hedges, a voice of moral alternative can be especially important in the context of modern, secular
nation-states. He writes:

Because we in modern society have walked away from institutions that stand outside the state to find moral
guidance and spiritual direction, we turn to the state in times of war. The state and the institutions of state become,

for many, the center of worship in wartime. To expose the holes in the myth is to court excommunication. 12!
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Of course, religious traditions are often a more or less willing accomplice in the justification of war.
Nonetheless, when they find it necessary and are able to oppose a nation-state heading to war, religious
peacebuilding can offer people the power of an alternative, often combined with the comfort of affiliation
with a long-standing authority.

Fourth, because of their numerical significance and multi-level presence, religious traditions offer
vehicles for internationalizing peacebuilding and conflict resolution. This is possible through the
networking and sharing of best practices among peacebuildersi24 and through religious education, which
takes daily form in preaching and school teaching. The ambivalence of religion, among other factors,
dictates that the latter may be problematic; however, to the extent that local manifestations of religion
accept and teach the peaceful doctrines of their traditions, they can contribute to the development of
indigenous peacebuilding, or what Appleby calls the saturation mode of peacebuilding. Herein, perhaps,
lies the greatest potential of religious peacebuilding: the capacity to transcend the boundary of
peacebuilding as a field of external expertise.

Challenges of Religious Peacebuilding

The greatest challenge to religious peacebuilding is the ambivalence of religion. Ambivalence undermines
the perception of the enterprise and enables intra-religious sabotage of its progress. The challenges of
religious violence not withstanding, however, there are many points of criticism within the developing
processes of religious peacebuilding.

Literature on the subject commonly refers to four obvious challenges. First, some religious
peacebuilding situations require additional skills and knowledge of contemporary peacebuilding theory
and practice. Like others in the peacebuilding and NGO sectors, religious actors would do well to advance
professionally,l23! increase accountability to people on the ground,2land continue to limit the potential
to do harm."*4 In some locations, religious leaders are the only leaders in the community, or are perceived
as such by members of the community. To the extent that local groups are more likely to approach such
leadership to facilitate peacebuilding, religious actors may join the field more often without the benefit of
professional training and experience.[!28l

Second, some individuals and groups will be hesitant or averse to working with actors of a
different religion or categorically opposed to the intersection of religion and peacebuilding. The
Community Sant’Egidio, an organization of Catholic laity, has mediated conflict in Guatemala, Kosovo,
Democratic Republic of the Congo, and Mozambique. It is often cited as an example of an explicitly
religious organization that is adept at using non-religious discourse, or second-order language, in creating a
space where religious affiliation is not a factor in partnering with secular actors. However, the success of
such models not withstanding, at times religious actors will simply be unwelcome or inappropriate. In
conflicts where religion plays a major part, religious peacebuilders may have an advantage in
understanding the context, yet be unable to gain sufficient confidence from conflict parties. Not all
conflicts are amenable to “insider-partial” mediation.'2! An IPRO report finds, “It is paradoxical that
when the need for religious peacemaking may be the greatest, the challenges also seem to be the
largest.”3% In addition, sometimes religious actors will find it difficult to work with their
co-religionists.[31 It should not be assumed that the ties of religion are necessarily stronger than, for
example, the ties of nationalism or ethnicity.[!32l

A third challenge is the potential perception that religious peace actors are proselytizing, actively
seeking to attract religious membership or to induce conversion. While there are times when it is
appropriate to use religious and spiritual tools, they are only beneficial and effective when applied with
acute sensitivity to context. It is difficult to generalize about the ways religious actors negotiate this
challenge. Appleby compares World Vision and Catholic Relief Services (CRS), two U.S.-based
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organizations that evolved into large “sophisticated relief and development operations” during the 1970s
and 1980s. During this evolution, World Vision retained its evangelical character, while CRS minimized its
religious identity. This is illustrated by the fact that World Vision requires acceptance of a statement of
faith as a condition of employment,!33! while CRS generally lacks such a requirement.*4 According to
Appleby, World Vision devotes resources and programs to the topic of “evangelism and leadership” and
trains Protestant church members to work in relief operations. In contrast, he notes that CRS favors
“ecumenical, interreligious, and cross-cultural dialogue” above work designed to increase capacity within
Catholic communities.[133]

The CRS model of religious peacebuilding makes it easier to dismiss accusations of proselytizing.
However, it is not clear that World Vision’s understanding of its role and mission is inherently
problematic. Human resource practices and capacity building within a religious tradition are not
necessarily indications of proselytizing. Indeed, even as World Vision understands its work as evangelizing
(preaching the gospel) through service to the poor “as a demonstration of God’s unconditional love,” it
explicitly asserts that it does not proselytize.3¢l Nonetheless, World Vision may face difficulties when
working with non-evangelical communities because of the NGO’s confessional nature. One of the
inherent challenges of being a religious organization in this field is that both unwarranted and valid
accusations of proselytizing raise challenges to peacebuilding.

Fourth, according to the standards set by Western liberal institutions, some religious peacebuilding
organizations are arguably incoherent voices for human rights insofar as they exclude women and
homosexuals from full participation in society and/or religious institutions. Again, it is difficult to
generalize, but many of the world’s religions have poor records in this regard, and these issues are subject
to oversight, obstinacy and confusion. Stances on women and homosexuals may make it difficult for
religious actors to partner with other peacebuilding agencies, especially on matters related to women’s
participation and AIDS prevention.[37l However, the corollary of this might be that religious actors share
views with local actors and thus make good partners for them. One can note that academics and policy
experts continue to debate the potential and form of universal application of western liberal norms of
gender equality, especially because attempting to force culture change can have unintentional negative

effects on relationships and peacebuilding efforts. 1381

Conclusion

Religious peacebuilding is a relatively new focus for scholarly research and reflection. Nevertheless,
numerous authors from the conflict resolution field note the considerable spiritual and theological
resources for peacebuilding that can be drawn from the major religions.'3% Correspondingly, each of these
traditions has its own examples of religious peacebuilding.l“?! One might consider Quaker conciliation

during the Nigerian Civil Warlll or the Buddhist dhammayietra movement in Cambodia."*2! Some of the
most creative and effective religious peacebuilding is done by inter-religious groups, which are
surprisingly great in number.l4! For example, Muslim and Christian leaders of the Inter-Religious Council
of Sierra Leone brokered negotiations between the Armed Forces Revolutionary Council and the ousted
president Ahmed Tajan Kabbah and then played a key mediating role in the summer 1999 peace
negotiations.!#4 In Bosnia, local Catholic and Muslim clerics enabled their communities to pursue and
sustain local cease-fires.'3l In the Middle East, an organization of Israeli and Palestinian women works on
dialogue, education, and advocacy through ongoing community projects and large programs such as the
five-day event “Sharing Jerusalem: Two Capitals for Two States.”’[146]

Despite numerous success stories, religious peacebuilding is still asserting its validity amidst
religious violence and in a largely secular culture of academia and policymaking. The task of this essay is
to acknowledge the ambivalence of religion while asserting, nonetheless, its socio-political importance.
The process and effects of secularization have been halting and mixed, yet the persisting relevance of
religion has not been matched by sufficient religious literacy in Western international relations and
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conflict resolution. Current academic and policy definitions of peacebuilding emphasize a determination
to be non-prescriptive and long-term oriented. As defined here, religious peacebuilding is well suited to
enact such designs—in its capacity for multi-layered, long-term work based in permanent and
semi-permanent relationships with people in conflict zones.

Though there are substantial challenges that must be addressed, religion can offer considerable
contributions to peacebuilding efforts. At least, religion should be included in matters of conflict and
peace because its adherents represent numerically significant portions of society. At most, its inclusion
increases the possibility of further contextualizing and internationalizing peacebuilding and conflict
resolution. Religious traditions are vehicles for this in their existing networks, through which
peacebuilders can share best practices,!4l and in religious education, which takes daily form in preaching
and school teaching.l'#8] The ambivalence of religion, among other factors, dictates that the latter may
problematic. However, to the extent that local manifestations of religion accept and teach the peaceful
doctrines of their traditions, they can contribute to the development of indigenous peacebuilding or what
Appleby calls the saturation mode of peacebuilding. Herein lies the greatest potential of religious
peacebuilding: the capacity to transcend the boundary of peacebuilding as a field of external expertise.
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