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This paper seeks to introduce the new sub-discipline of ‘religious peacebuilding’ in the field of conflict
and peace studies, which is at the center of my own doctoral research. 1 Religious peacebuilding, as a field
of study and practice, has grown over the last decade out of the current interaction between peace efforts
and faith, primarily in relation to violent conflict and peacebuilding. It can be defined as a
“comprehensive, theoretically sophisticated, and systematic process performed by religious and secular
actors working in collaboration at different levels and at various proximities to conflict zones.” 2 As such,
it is a natural meeting point for religious and political actors because they seek a mutual goal: peace
between religious groups. From a political point of view, inter-religious peace is a good for the sake of
political relations and social solidarity whereas for religious actors, improved relations between
communities may have particular religious significance, like the achievement of social justice or
reconciliation. Furthermore, religious peacebuilding scholars and practitioners point out that the very
relevance and effectiveness of peacebuilding is at stake if religion is marginalized from this process,
particularly in conflict zones where religion is a factor. Religious peacebuilding therefore presumes the
interaction of religion and politics via contemporary conflicts. However, the variety of cooperative
potential for peacebuilding, which makes this a rich field of study and practice, has been underestimated
and insufficiently engaged. 3
Two ‘cultures’ of religion
Any talk of religion and peace today begs the question: but isn’t religion inherently violent? This is one
common oversimplification that may lead to the conclusion that less religion means more peace while
more religion means more violence. 4 In fact, religion has a much more complex relationship with both
these elements. Elise Boulding, a founder of peace research, suggests two ‘cultures’ of religion: the
culture of holy war and the culture of utopian peaceableness. 5 Every religion, according to her findings,
has both of these archetypes built into their interpretive frameworks of the world. The holy war archetype
refers to divinely legitimated violence, and is easily politicized, while the peaceable utopia refers to a
vision of “mystic oneness of humankind with the creator or cosmos,” such as might be sought in
intentional community or a monastery (EB 502). Boulding applies these two archetypes to two opposing
ways of responding to conflict, mapped along a continuum where total, violent destruction falls on one
end and absolute union (perfect peace) is on the other.
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based on self-reflection and acceptance of personal responsibility—have emerged from religious, not
secular, contexts.” 9 International relations specialists and political decision-makers are beginning to
recognize the limitations of traditional, rational–actor and state–centric methods of diplomacy and to seek
the unconventional approaches of religious peacebuilding. 10
Many assert that since religion is often an instigator of violence, it should be sidelined, rather than
engaged in the peacebuilding process. In a way, this is logical: it may seem easiest and best to (if
possible) remove the offending element of the conflict. However, ignoring or avoiding a difficult party in
a conflict often simplifies the immediate peace process, but in the long term, the unrecognized party’s
concerns will resurface because they have not been addressed. Conflict transformation necessitates deep,
often painful and unpleasant work that produces something new, changed. Only transformed relations
between parties in conflict have the potential for sustainable peace. As we are currently witnessing and as
the increasing rebuttals of the secularization thesis demonstrate, suppressing the needs of religious actors
seems to encourage so-called terrorist acts.
Therefore, what do religious peacebuilding experts recommend as the best response to such
violence? Religious peacebuilders—actors who are often themselves religious adherents who work in the
(secular) public sector—propose strengthening religion, with the condition that this include a focus on the
religious priority for peace as the most effective response, rather than eradicating religion or undermining
its influence. 11 If this recommendation is truly the most effective approach, it is a place where the
interests of political leaders and the religious faithful can overlap.
Religious peacebuilding leadership
Building ‘strong’ (SA) or ‘grounded’ 12 peace-focused religions as a shared political and religious goal
should be a key agenda for religious peacebuilding. According to Appleby of the Kroc Institute for
International Peace Studies, this can be done through (1) efforts to reverse religious ‘illiteracy’—a lack of
training in one’s religion’s “doctrinal and moral teaching and [un]practiced in its devotional, ritual and
spiritual traditions” (SA 77)—and (2) by expanding ‘folk religion’—a form of religion that can be so
disconnected from its broader faith community, its institutions and traditions, that adherents may mistake
cultural habits for religious ones. The religiously illiterate and members of folk religions may struggle to
separate the essence of their religious beliefs and practices from the ‘superstitions’ of their ancestors or
the exploitation of religion by political ideologues (e.g. nationalists). While all religions are internally
diverse and engage in discussions on the evolving contradictions between religious understandings and
contemporary culture as well as how to negotiate internal pluralism, adherents to folk religions and the
religiously illiterate commonly miss this debate and the development of religious conclusions. They may
be isolated from their own religious institutions worldwide and their shared beliefs and practices because
they are stuck in a context where religion and ethnic culture have become indistinguishable (SA 76-77).
Therefore, anyone with authority can manipulate religion to legitimate exclusive attitudes and violent
behavior that might be rejected by co-religious adherents elsewhere. Conversely, religious peacebuilding
leadership can exert great influence for re-humanizing the ‘other,’ for forgiveness, and reconciliation. 13
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To address the problems of religious illiteracy and folk religion, religious peacebuilding leaders can
strengthen the connection of local religious communities with their global religious networks as one way
of building grounded religion. The peacebuilding religious leader can also provide religious education and
oversee spiritual formation, explaining the foundations of beliefs and the meaning behind morality in a
way that “reinforce[s] and contextualize[s] the priority given to peace and reconciliation” (SA 119).
(In)Formed, conscious religious communities are less susceptible to manipulated messages, ‘mob
thinking,’ and the overwhelming emotions of fear, resentment, etc., while they are more capable of
managing their religious grievances nonviolently. These peacebuilding activities ideally create a strong,
moderate civil society where dissenting opinions can be openly voiced and extremists questioned (SA
76).
To take the example of Bosnia-Herzegovina, many in the religious establishment joined the
nationalist movements during the recent war (1992–1995) and now have positions of political influence.
As a result, religious peacebuilding leaders in Bosnia-Herzegovina are scarce, often operating with very
poor funding or on a voluntary basis. Vahidin Omanović, a young imam and co-founder of the Center for
Peacebuilding, 14 is one of these inspiring leaders who trains other to be religious peacebuilders through
acknowledging personal trauma in order to face one’s neighbor of another religion and ethnicity and
establish relationships again. Evidence shows that such exceptional leaders can have a great impact
because they interpret and voice the religious tradition about how to deal with conflict, when it is
legitimate to pursue violence, and the religious priority of peace. Directly against the efforts of ‘violence
engineers,’ they “channel the militancy of religion in the direction of the disciplined pursuit of justice and
nonviolent resistance to extremism” (SA 183). These leaders, as compared with the military, external
‘experts,’ or others employed in peacemaking, are: indigenous and invested, legitimate and trusted,
uniquely insightful, persistent, diligent, and morally authoritative. 15 Consequently, they are “better
equipped than their political counterparts to deal with religious issues.” 16
However, since their efforts and views are often contrary to those in positions of power, which
decreases their visibility and the scope of their effectiveness, these leaders need support. Religious
peacebuilding leadership requires: a commitment to and training in nonviolence, a religious education and
spiritual formation, as well as a connection with the religious community beyond state borders that can
inspire and guide others down that path. External religious institutions and individuals can expand these
networks and support these leaders with finances, personnel, and training. The political establishment can
encourage religious peacebuilding by not hindering this work and by making policies that enhance
diversity, including a diversity of religious opinions. For Bosnia-Herzegovina, this latter element
continues to challenge religious voices for peace both at the level of laws promoting religious freedom
and at the level of religious leadership upholding nationalist agendas.
Concluding remarks
Like Douglas Johnston of the International Center for Religion and Diplomacy, I am convinced that
political decision-makers “will have to begin treating religion as a serious variable in the conduct of
international relations.” 17 They can no longer excuse their ignorance of and lack of engagement with
religious motivations in conflict. The emerging literature on religious peacebuilding can provide support
to this new endeavor by persistently addressing the issue of religion in violent conflict as valid and
necessary for peacebuilding. 18 The growing body of case studies helps peace and conflict scholars to
systematize the field of religious peacebuilding with the goal of developing theory and methods for future
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religious peacebuilding leaders. 19 Through continued attention to religions’s interactions with conflict, in
the directions of both violence and peace, the secular sphere of politics and international relations may be
enhanced and become more effective in the intricacies of conflicts involving religion. However, the test is
whether decision- and policy-makers choose to adopt strategies to better understand religious perspectives
and encourage their peacebuilding potential. This would mean a change from responding to the violence
of religious adherents to making political initiatives to “get to the ideas behind the guns.” 20
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