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Introduction

The unprecedented rise in religious hostility in the Middle East (PEW center, 2015)(1) raises serious 

concerns that many political, social and ethnic rivalries engaging in wars and fueling violent conflicts in 

the region can further instrument religion as an incitement tool to prolong the wars and grant legitimacy 

to the use of violence and destruction in conflicts.  There is clear consensus amongst analysts studying 

terrorist organizations involved in regional conflicts like Al-Qaeda, Taliban, Boko-Haram and ISIL that 

religious scriptures and fatwas have been instrumented by these organizations in granting themselves 

religious authorization to the acts of killings, abduction, rape, destruction of historical sites and other acts 

of inhumanity. However, there is no clear consensus in the Middle East that religion can be instrumented 

in reaching peaceful resolutions in conflicts. Religion, without any doubt, has direct impact on some of 

the major conflicts in the region. However, we should also realize that religion also has a direct impact on 

the dynamics of conflicts and possible resolutions. Appleby (2000) believes that the” spiritual formation of 

community is the most important aspect to determining responses to violence”(2) (p. 284). Furthermore,  

Abu-Nimr (2001) finds that “Since the end of the Cold War, many scholars have argued that most conflicts 

are driven from clashes of communal identity, based on race, ethnicity, or religious affiliations” (p. 685). 

He also states that “a large number of studies focus on the role of religion in conflict, many of them 

relating to the destructive role of religion” (ABU-NIMER, 2001, p. 685)(3). Moreover, the United Nations, 

research centers and international organizations involved in international peacebuilding and conflict 

resolution acknowledge the need to concentrate more on the potential role of religion and religious leaders 

in peacebuilding. Omer (2012) argues that “while many volumes have been written documenting how 

religious people do good around the world and about locating resources within religious traditions that 

resemble normative motifs such as forgiveness and reconciliation, there has been very little theoretical 

reflection and engagement with the premises undergirding these interrelated enterprises. Hence, the limits of 

(1) PEW research center, 2005. Latest Trends in Religious Restrictions and Hostilities http://www.pewforum.org/2015/02/26/

religious-hostilities/

(2) R. Scott Appleby, The Ambivalence of the Sacred: Religion, Violence, and Reconciliation, 2000

(3) MOHAMMED ABU-NIMER /Conflict Resolution, Culture, and Religion: Toward a Training Model of Interreligious 

Peace building- (journal of peace research volume 38 / number 6 / November 2001 pg685 
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religious peacebuilding revolve around a simplistic 

appropriation of the thesis of the “ambivalence 

of the sacred.” This has included illuminating 

internal plurality within a tradition solely as an act 

of retrieval in order to access resources to combat 

explicit belligerence authorized by other religious 

claims. A deeper understanding of plurality also 

will involve submitting religious practices and 

ideas to critique and possibly reform, in light of 

questions of justice.”(p. 19)(4) 

 There is consensus amongst many regional 

peace builders in the Middle East that the increase 

in incidents of violence and destruction are directly 

linked to the advocacy of religious hatred. Indeed, 

the growth of religious hatred has reached what 

many civil society organizations in the Middle 

East would say, an unprecedented level. There is 

particular concern that the growth of “terrorism”, 

mass atrocities, violence and hate crimes may be 

linked to incitement speech(5). There is anecdotal 

evidence directly linking incidents of violence 

(including harming, killings, attacks against 

(4) The Exotic, the Good, and the Theatrical -Atalia 

Omer University of Notre Dame - practical Matters, 

Spring 2012, Issue 5, pp. 1-31.

(5) Incitement speech is defined as per article 20 of the 

ICCPR.  Hate speech is understood to constitute a 

larger category of speech that may be regulated under 

article 19 of the ICCPR or article 4 of CERD, and 

include the dissemination and propagation of speech 

based, amongst other things, on notions of racial, 

ethnic, national, gender, religious superiority. 

places of worship) with religious speeches inciting 

hatred, including religious messages disseminated 

through the Media and Social Media in places of 

education and worship by religious leaders. While 

national authorities and governments carry the 

primary responsibility to sustain peace, to respond 

to and prevent violence and violations of the right 

to life, and to respect and protect human rights and 

fundamental freedoms, there is a strong argument 

that religious leaders and religious messages are 

essential to encourage peace, constructive dialogue 

and non-violence.  The Middle East region has 

also been witnessing systematic restrictions on 

freedom of religion and freedom of expression 

which have negatively impacted the potential of 

empowering religious leaders and faith-based 

organizations in promoting peace and countering 

violence and religious-base discrimination. In 

this essay, I will attempt to identify some of the 

challenges facing non-state religious 

leaders in peacebuilding and 

highlight areas for 

improvement in the 

work of religious 

peacemakers
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Defining Religious Peacebuilding

In order to define religious peacebuilding, it 

is necessary, first of all, to have definitions of what 

religion and peacebuilding is. Yandell (1999) defines 

religion “as a conceptual system that provides an 

interpretation of the world and the place of human 

beings in it, bases an account of how life should 

be lived given that interpretation, and expresses 

this interpretation and lifestyle in a set of rituals, 

institutions and practices” (p.16).(6) Bettis (1975) 

argues that the attempt to describe religion as a 

separate and independent sphere of human activity 

did not appear until the nineteenth century. He 

states that Schleiermacher’s(7) work on religion was 

one of the first books to regard it as an isolable 

subject. Prior to that, a religious tradition was 

identified with the cultural tradition that provided 

the fundamental means of individual and social 

identification. Traditionally, religion referred to the 

basic guiding images and principles of an individual 

and a culture. Religion was identical with style of 

life”(Bettis, 1975)(8). On the other hand, the concept 

of peacebuilding is defined by the former UN 

Secretary-General Boutros Boutros-Ghali as “actions 

to identify and support structures, which will tend 

to strengthen and solidify peace in order to avoid a 

(6) Keith Yandell, Philosophy of Religion: A Contemporary 

Introduction (London: Routledge, 1999), p. 16

(7) Friedrich Schleiermacher, On Religion: Speeches to 

Its Cultured Despisers  , 1994 

(8) Joseph D. Bettis, Phenomenology of Religion 

(London: SCM, 1975), p. 170

relapse into conflict” (Ghali, 1992 as cited in Unpbf.

org, 2019, para. 1)(9). In 2000, the Report of the Panel on 

United Nations Peace Operations, which is called the 

Brahimi report, defined peacebuilding as “activities 

undertaken on the far side of conflict to reassemble 

the foundations of peace and provide the tools for 

building on those foundations something that is 

more than just the absence of war.”(Brahimi report, 

2000 as cited in Unpbf.org, 2019)(10). Furthermore, in 

2007 the United Nations Secretary-General’s Policy 

Committee has described peacebuilding as:

“A range of measures targeted to reduce 

the risk of lapsing or relapsing into conflict by 

strengthening national capacities at all levels for 

conflict management, and to lay the foundation for 

sustainable peace and development. Peacebuilding 

strategies must be coherent and tailored to the 

specific needs of the country concerned, based on 

national ownership, and should comprise a carefully 

prioritized, sequenced, and relatively narrow set of 

activities aimed at achieving the above objectives” 

(United Nations Secretary-General’s Policy 

Committee, 2007 as cited in Unpbf.org, 2019 )(11). 

(9) United Nations Document A/47/277 – S/24111, para. 

21, http://www.unpbf.org/application-guidelines/

what-is-peacebuilding/

(10) United Nations Document A/55/305–S/2000/809, 

para. 13, http://www.unpbf.org/application-

guidelines/what-is-peacebuilding/

(11) United Nations Secretary-General’s Policy 

Committee, Decision of the Secretary-General Kofi 

Anan, May 2007, http://www.unpbf.org/application-

guidelines/what-is-peacebuilding/
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The definitions of religion and peacebuilding 

mentioned above are very elastic and both 

religion and peacebuilding can be widely or 

narrowly defined by different scholars and 

researchers. However, religious peacebuilding 

may be defined as the instrumentation of religion 

in the development of sustainable peace. Dubois 

(2008) states that religious Peacebuilding is 

very diverse, it involves high level meditation 

down to grassroots organisations (12). Moreover, 

Bouta (2005) believes that in order to succeed 

in peacebuilding, religious peacemakers have 

to engage in numerous activities and tasks 

including altering behaviours, attitudes and 

negative stereotyping. They should also be 

involved in counselling and healing trauma, 

injuries and dehumanizing others. They are 

also expected to propagate positive messages 

embracing peaceful coexistence, democracy, 

forgiveness, justice, equality, peacebuilding 

and dialogue. They need to reach out to the 

governments and affect policy making to 

ensure all factions involved in the conflict are 

treated equally. Encouraging peaceful dialogue, 

reconciliation and reintegration of excluded 

groups and factions in civil and political life 

should be one of their priorities.(13)

(12) Heather Dubois , 2008, Volume 1. Issue 2, Spring 

2008, journal of religion, conflict and peace http://

rel igionconflictpeace.org/volume-1-issue-2-

spring-2008/religion-and-peacebuilding

(13) Tsjeard Bouta, Faith Based Peacebuilding, 

Netherlands Institute of International Relations
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Challenges facing Religious 
peacebuilding in the Middle 
East and areas of improvement

1 Safety
Many governments in the Middle East 

practice strict censorship on independent 

religious peacemakers and civil societies in the 

Middle East region, considerably limiting their 

ability to have an influential role in promoting 

peace , diversity and tolerance. Haynes (2009) 

quotes (14) that “‘religious peacemakers’ are 

religious individuals or representatives of faith-

based organizations that attempt to help resolve 

inter-group conflicts and build peace” (Appleby, 

2000, 2006; Gopin, 2000, 2005; Ellis & ter Haar, 

2005 as cited in Jeffrey Haynes, 2009, p.60)(15). 

The restrictions imposed on freedom of 

expression by governments have curtailed the 

ability of many religious peacemakers to take 

a progressive role in countering extremism 

and violence, promoting peace and resolving 

conflicts. Many religious peacemakers remain 

at risk of stigmatization, intimidation and even 

reprisals by State and non-State actors for their 

(14) Jeffrey Haynes, London Metropolitan University  
Commonwealth & Comparative Politics Vol. 47, 
No. 1, 52–75, February 2009

(15) Jeffrey Haynes, London Metropolitan University  

Commonwealth & Comparative Politics Vol. 47, No. 

1, 52–75, February 2009

work on promoting of peace, diversity, tolerance 

and dialogue. In order to empower religious 

peacemakers in the Middle East, it is essential 

to establish an enabling environment where they 

can effectively and safely build peace and promote 

tolerance and diversity in the region. Many 

religious peacemakers in the Middle East face 

serious threats not only from extremist non-State 

actors, but from the State itself. Unless their safety 

is guaranteed, it will be hard to get more religious 

peacemakers to be active in the Middle East.

2 Social Fear
Although many moderate religious leaders 

in the Middle East agree that terrorist attacks, 

mass atrocities, and sectarian/ethnic violence 

constitute a fateful threat to peace and security in 

the Middle East and around the world, many of 

them fear being accused by religious hardliners 

of having a hidden agenda. The rise of extremists 

with violent ideologies, which claim to speak on 

behalf of a part or a whole of a religion, has made 

it much harder for moderate religious leaders to 

speak out. Many of the extreme religious-based 

mass atrocities and violent targeting of individuals 

based on their belief  have been denounced. 

However, being outspoken about their motivators 

and religious interpretations of Islam could 

upsurge wide criticism from influential hardliners 

within religious organizations. Religious leaders 

in many Arab countries that take a direct role 

in promoting peace and countering violence and 
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extremism can easily be accused of being linked 

to a western agenda. Barkun (2003) believes that 

conspiracy theories rely on the view that the 

universe is governed by design, and embody three 

principles: nothing happens by accident, nothing 

is as it seems, and everything is connected(16). 

Many might argue that conspiracy theories are 

common in Middle East when explaining the 

causes and dynamics of conflicts in the region. 

This makes it hard for many moderate religious 

leaders to work on delegitimizing the religious 

interpretations of hardliners.

3 Lack of skills and knowledge
Many religious leaders have the potential 

to play a positive role in peacebuilding and 

countering violence and extremism; however, 

they lack the skills and knowledge required to 

deliver peacebuilding actions. It is important 

for international peacebuilding organizations to 

assist religious peacemakers and faith based 

organizations in capacity building and skills’ 

transfer to equip them with the know-how in 

peacebuilding. More efforts need to be given 

to educate potential religious peacemakers, 

religious and faith-based organizations to take 

responsibility in promoting peace, diffusing 

tensions, running dialogue, negotiating skills 

(16) Barkun, Michael (2003). A Culture of Conspiracy: 

Apocalyptic Visions in Contemporary America. 

University of California Press
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and countering incitement to hatred that lead to 

violence, discrimination and extreme hostility. It 

is also important for faith-based organizations 

involved in peacemaking to learn and benchmark 

from faith-based organizations with a peacemaking 

mandate from a religious perspective. “Sant’ 

Egidio is a prominent example of a religious 

group active in faith-based peacemaking. It is 

an international Catholic NGO that takes part 

in attempts at peacemaking in various conflicts 

in many parts of the world” (Bouta et al., 2005, 

p. 71)(17). Although, as Appleby (2008) explains, 

(17) Smock, 2004.» Conflict, Conflict Resolution and 

Peace-Building: The Role of Religion in Mozambique, 

Nigeria and Cambodia»

“Sant’Egidio began its activities with charity, 

humanitarian action and development cooperation 

uppermost in its thinking, concerns molded by 

spirituality and shared principles, including prayer, 

communicating the gospel, solidarity with the 

poor and dialogue with other religions” (p. 10)(18), 

Sant’Egidio has been active in religious based and 

non religious based conflicts resolution attempts 

across the world. In 2014, Sant’Egidio arranged 

closed door meetings in Rome between Shia 

and Sunni Religious leaders in Iraq. Since I was 

involved in those meetings, I have no doubt that 

(18) Smock, 2004.» Conflict, Conflict Resolution and 

Peace-Building: The Role of Religion in Mozambique, 

Nigeria and Cambodia
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Sant’Egidio utilized its accumulated experiences 

from all over the world to manage the meetings 

in a professional manner building on their long 

experience in religious peacemaking.

4 The need to have an international 
outreach
Jeffrey Haynes argues that religious peacemakers 

that attempt to help resolve inter-group conflicts 

and build peace are most likely to be successful 

when they have an international outreach (Haynes, 

2009)(19) Many religious peacemakers in the region 

(19) Jeffrey Haynes, London Metropolitan University  

Commonwealth & Comparative Politics Vol. 47, No. 

1, 52–75, February 2009

do not have an international or regional outreach. 

Although the United Nations has stressed in the 

Rabat Plan of Action for countering hatred that 

leads to violence, discrimination and hostility on 

the role of religious leaders in promoting peace 

and countering violence and extremism, religious 

leaders have yet to get on board of international 

initiatives mandated to develop peace and counter 

violence and extremism (OHCHR.org, 2013)(20). 

It is not only important for religious peacemakers 

and faith-based organizations to meet international 

organizations with similar mandates to share 

(20) Rabat Plan of Action 2011, www.ohchr.org/

Documents/.../SeminarRabat/Rabat_draft_outcome.

pdf
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experiences and skills. It is beneficial for them 

to engage in relevant regional and international 

meetings, such as: The United Nations Human 

Rights Council, The World Social Forum, and 

the United Nations Forum for Minorities. These 

meetings are expected to polish their skills and align 

their approach with international peacebuilding 

initiatives and projects. These meetings will place 

them in a better position to influence international 

policy-making and would enable peacemakers in 

the region to network with key international actors 

and strategize a joint approach to build sustainable 

peace in the region.

5 State Censorship on interfaith 
activities
Peacemaking is normally linked in many parts 

of the Middle East with Interfaith dialogue. Due 

to the restrictions practiced on freedom of civil 

assembly and freedom of expression, the mass 

majority of interfaith centers and Interreligious 

initiatives are run by governments. Many of 

these Interfaith and Interreligious centers run 

interreligious trainings and meetings. Abu-

Nimer (2011) states that “During interreligious 

training, participants share their experiences 

of approaching a conflict from a religious 
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perspective and how that helped them reach 

their associates. Framing the intervention 

within a religious context and deriving the tools 

from a religious narrative have made it possible 

for interveners to gain access and increase their 

potential impact on the parties. Within the 

context of an interreligious intervention, simple 

events that occur in day-to-day interactions 

are used for peacebuilding. Special training 

workshops for interreligious peacebuilding, 

focused on a specific set of skills and concepts, 

are more effective tools for peacebuilding 

intervention in an interreligious context than is 

a typical intervention that does not recognize the 

uniqueness of interreligious conflicts.” (p. 686)(21). 

However, others have argued that the purpose 

of such programs which are mostly financed by 

governments is to deflect criticism of intolerance 

rather than build peace and promote tolerance 

and pluralism. Such programs have been under 

constant criticism in the region especially when 

religiously intolerant governments propagate 

the programs to deflect criticism for being 

(21) Mohammed Abu Nimer, journal of peace research 

volume 38 / number 6 / November 2001 pg688
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religiously intolerance or supportive of extremist 

ideologies. International human rights reports 

claim that many governments in the Middle East 

demonize and persecute individuals and groups 

based on religion or belief (USCIRF, 2013)(22). 

(22) United States Commission on International Religious 

Freedom, 2013 report , http://www.uscirf.gov/

reports-briefs/annual-report/2013-annual-report

Some Middle Eastern countries that heavily 

invest in Interreligious dialogue and trainings in 

the west continue to regard the public practice 

of any religion other than Islam as prohibited 

and punishable. In order for interfaith dialogue 

and Interreligious trainings to be effective, it 

is crucial for it to be genuine and all-inclusive 

tackling the actual causes and dynamics of the 
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conflict. It is also vital for it to not have a political 

agenda but rather a focus on peacemaking and 

finding peaceful resolutions to on-going violent 

and non-violent conflicts and disputes  

6 Lack of counter speech and 
narratives promoting peace 
The Brookings Institution in 2015 revealed 

striking figures of the number of Twitter accounts 

supporting the Islamic State of Iraq and Sham 

(ISIS). Berger & Morgan (2015) stated that they  

“collected extremely robust data on nearly 50,000 

accounts and estimated that a minimum of 30,000 

of these are accurately described as accounts 

belonging to ISIS supporters and controlled by 

a human user”(23) (p. 6). On the other hand, the 

number of Twitter accounts run or managed by 

religious leaders that are dedicated to counter 

the violent ideology and propaganda of ISIS are 

incomparably much less. There is a clear need 

to get more and more religious leaders involved 

in countering speech and propagating peace, 

dialogue and diversity rather than war, violence 

and discrimination. ISIS, Al Qaeda, Boko Haram 

and other terrorist groups are symptoms of an 

extremist ideology. Unless the fundamentals 

of the ideology are delegitimized by religious 

(23) J.M. Berger and  Jonathon Morgan, 2015, The 

ISIS Twitter Census Defining and describing the 
population of ISIS supporters on Twitter, pg 6 www.
brookings.edu/.../media/.../isis.../isis_twitter_
census_berger_morgan

leaders, terrorist organizations will continue to 

exist or new movements will emerge. The role of 

religious peacemakers is crucial in the Middle 

East in countering extremist ideologies. Terrorism 

in many parts of the Middle East is based on an 
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ideology and an ideology cannot be countered 

through denouncements and military actions. 

Terrorism will persist in many forms until the 

ideology of violence and war is countered with 

another ideology based on dialogue and peace. 

Religious peacemakers are not only expected to 

play a positive role in external dialogue; they 

should be directly engaged in communicating 

with individuals and groups that are vulnerable 

to recruitment by terrorist organizations in order 

to dissociate them from the culture of war and 

hatred and bring them closer to the culture of 

peace and tolerance.  Many potential peacemakers 

in the region are eager to engage in counter-

speech and counter-messages but lack the know-

how and knowledge on how to do it effectively. 

This is arguably a new form of intervention, 

which requires thinking outside the box. On the 

other hand, there are experiences from other 

fields (e.g. peace building; communication, 

psychology) that could be built upon. The 

key message is that the communication space 

cannot be monopolized by governments or one 

viewpoint, one speech or one perspective only. 

The space must be occupied; there must be far 

more messages countering violent ideologies. 

Faith-based organizations should be encouraged 

to invest in “counter-speech” which will target 

the speakers and audience of incitement to 

religious hatred and violence, offer support 

and solidarity with the targets of terrorism and 

counsel those vulnerable to recruitment by 

terrorist organizations.  Religious peacemakers 

need to develop effective “counter-narratives” 

and build “counter narrative” techniques. They 

need to propagate an effective alternative and 

counter narratives on-line, on social media and 

in religious centers and communities, including 

mosques and places of worship.   

7 The need for a religious 
peacebuilding map
 In order for religious peacemakers to be 

effective in peacebuilding exercises and conflict 

resolution, it is important for them to map all 

the players directly or indirectly involved in 

conflicts including religious leaders. Without 

a clear identification of those involved in the 

conflict and potential peacemakers, the work 

of religious peacemakers could be ineffective 

and ineffectual.  It is equally important for 

them to identify faith-based peace initiatives 

and interventions with the view of determining 

the impact of those interventions and possible 

successes and shortcomings in addition to some 

of the key actors including those that may be 

responsible for derailing interventions at a 

governmental or nongovernmental level.

 Gathering information on peace activities 

through word-of-mouth and, less frequently, 

direct interviews and meetings is essential before 

beginning the peacemaking process and starting 

the peacebuilding projects. The mapping exercise is 
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expected to create a better view and understanding 

of the range of factors and dynamics that may 

facilitate peacebuilding and prevent the continuation 

of conflicts, rivalries and social tensions. In order 

for the mapping process and the scoping exercise to 

be genuine and realistic, it is important to not solely 

rely on word-of-mouth, conference calls, e-mails 

and on-site visits but on proper and thorough 

evaluations of the activities and interventions of the 

players involved.

8 Building rapport with players 
involved in the conflict
In order for religious peacemakers to be 

successful they need to have and maintain a 

“good relationship between different religions 

in a conflict situation, as this will be the key to 

a positive input from them “ (Appleby, 2006 as 

cited in Haynes , 2009, p. 60)(24). It is unfortunate 

that many religious leaders find it difficult to 

sit with political and religious leader on the 

other side of the conflict in fear of their own 

communities in many parts of the Middle East. 

Without breaking these boundaries, it will be 

impossible for religious peacemakers to play a 

progressive role in creating the right climate for 

peaceful dialogue and reconciliation. 

(24) Jeffrey Haynes, London Metropolitan University  

Commonwealth & Comparative Politics Vol. 47, No. 

1, 52–75, February 2009
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