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Chapter II
Between Religion And Conflict Resolution: Mapping A New Field Of Study
© Marc Gopin
Every major religion of the world has expressed at some point, through its
leaders and thinkers, a commitment to the value of peace, both in classical texts and
modern reformulations. [i] [1] Furthermore, religious actors are playing an increasingly
important and valuable role in resolving international conflicts. These include
Mennonites, Quakers, and Catholic leaders who have successfully intervened in and
mediated African, Asian and Latin American conflicts, key Buddhist leaders, such as
Maha Gosananda from Cambodia, Thich Nhat Hanh from Vietnam, and many
others. [ii] [2]But a faith-based commitment to peace is a complex phenomenon. While
some believers creatively integrate their spiritual tradition and peacemaking, many
others engage in some of the most destabilizing violence confronting the global
community today. The purpose of this paper is to outline what will be necessary for a
new course of study of religion that examines its relationship to conflict and conflict
resolution methodologies.
Through the long era of human history religion has been a major contributor to
war, bloodshed, hatred and intolerance. Yet religion has also developed laws and
ideas that have provided civilizations with a cultural commitment to critical peacerelated values. The latter include empathy, an openness to and even love for strangers,
the suppression of unbridled ego and acquisitiveness, human rights, unilateral gestures
of forgiveness and humility, interpersonal repentance and the acceptance of

responsibility for past errors as a means of reconciliation, and the drive for social
justice.
There are two essential benefits to exploring a relationship between religion and
conflict resolution theory: First, there is a vast reservoir of information in sacred texts
on peacemaking and conflict, and on pro-social and anti-social values that affect
conflict. This literature contains a long history of individual struggles with the inner
life that have either led toward or away from a violent disposition. What has worked
and failed to work in the past and why? What can it teach us about the relationship
between violence and the religious person in a particular culture? The replicability of
past methods of conflict resolution or methods of deterring a violent disposition
should be a critical concern.
Second, religion plays the central role in the inner life and social behavior of
millions of human beings, many of whom are currently actively engaged in violent
struggle. Diplomats and conflict resolution experts could benefit from an in-depth
understanding of the motives for either violence or coexistence. With this
understanding there might be more productive interaction between religious
communities and conflict resolution strategies.

The Nature of Religious Decision-making Regarding Peace and Violence
It is certainly often the case that motives other than religion, such as the desperation of
economically disenfranchised people, are central to conflict. However, religious
language and symbolism are critical ways in which human beings interpret
reality, [iii] [3] expressing the full range of emotions in religious terminology. It is
essential to be schooled in how the variety of myths, laws, or metaphysical

assumptions, express in the minds of believers their deepest feelings. This enables the
negotiator to empathize with the forces on both sides of the conflict, and to
dynamically interact with the spiritual language of frustration and anger that leads to
violence. Thus, even if the roots of the conflict are economic disenfranchisement the
revolt against the status quo may in fact express itself in religious terms. [iv] [4] This
necessitates an intervention strategy that can acknowledge and utilize the role of
religion.
It is important to understand not only the relevant texts of a religious system,
but also the actual practitioners themselves. What, for example, is the inner life of a
Gandhian Hindu today in India dedicated to peace, as opposed to another Hindu who
is prepared to destroy a mosque and die in the effort? What are the metaphysical
priorities of each, and why do they attach themselves to differing visions of
Hinduism? Clearly there is a complex array of contributing influences beyond
religious instruction or orientation. But it would be valuable to examine several
overtly identifiable aspects of such choices. For example, which sacred phenomena-texts, rituals or images of God or gods--emerge most often in the minds of believers
who are prone to violence, as opposed to those who are prone to conciliatory
approaches? These questions raise the need for empirical studies that combine an
intimate knowledge of the lived religious traditions engaged in conflict with a social
scientific understanding of why particular texts and symbols are clues to both the deep
motives of conflict and possible hermeneutic ways to move religious adherents to a
less violent place.
Let us illustrate with an example. Many violent trends are initiated in India
with various radical Hindu parties’ use (or abuse) of sacred mythic tales of the gods,
and using the dramas of defeat and victory to stir up rage against foreigners, and

specifically Muslims. Now the standard, rational, Western approach to this, which
many middle class and academic Hindus have embraced, is to fight for the
strengthening of the typical components of civil society—civil rights for all, free
press, honest courts, integrated police enforcement and so on, and that effort is to be
lauded.
I have a good friendship with Dr. Rajmohan Gandhi, one of Mahatma Gandhi’s
most active grandchildren, who has dedicated his life to peacemaking, to the spiritual
improvement of Indian society, in addition to Hindu-Muslim reconciliation. Now Dr.
Gandhi asked me my opinion a couple of years ago about writing an expansion, or
modern fictional continuation, of the Mahabharatha, one of the most central mythic
epics of Hinduism, whose various episodes and characters are known by most Hindus,
and retold repeatedly in literary creations, at celebrations and on television. One of his
close associates thought this to be crazy, considering how much else he needed to
write about the urgent needs of Indian peace and conflict. Rajmohan asked me my
opinion, and I did not know quite what to say, trying to be respectful. After I read a
while later that Shiv Sena, the most radical Hindu party, had caused an immense
amount of conflict by dressing up a car as a mythic god, driving it through the
country, and stirring riots against Muslims, I realized what Rajmohan was up to. He
wants to engage the deepest myths of Hindu reality and evoke from them the ideas of
non-violence, or bring out what he believes to be their ultimate spiritual truths, which
he, his grandfather, and many others see as nonviolent, expressing the highest virtues,
including ahimsa, nonviolence.
I realized much later, after years of training students and researching, that
Rajmohan was exactly right, that our solutions must speak to the average person’s
mythic sense of the true and the untrue. And that if we understand exactly how

fomenters of violence appeal to otherwise decent people, we may stand a chance of
moving society in the opposite direction.
A close study of sacred texts, traditions, symbols and myths that emerge in
conflict situations, may contribute to several theoretical approaches of conflict
analysis theory. For example, close analysis may indicate to what degree perceptions
of empowerment or lack thereof are at work in a particular crisis. Psychodynamic
models of conflict resolution that analyze the relationship between enemy and self, or
the role of deep injuries, could be enriched by examining such materials. One could
also examine what human needs are fulfilled by the texts or imagery involved.
Finally, these phenomena may also provide a useful frame of reference for conflict
resolution workshops. They could create a bridge to the unique cultural expression of
a particular conflict, although more experimentation in the field will tell us how this
might work well. [v] [5] For example, in a recent training workshop for Christian
peacemakers I used Matthew 7:1 and the concept of suspension of judgment of others
as (1) a bridge to other monotheistic traditions with similar moral values, and (2) the
theoretical frame of a conflict workshop for Christians where the parties would have
extra religious motivation to humanize the other and suspend stereotypes during the
course of their meetings.
Theories of peacemaking and conflict resolution need to analyze the nature of
the leaders in society who have the courage to advocate peace with an enemy, even
when they are subject to ridicule. What, for example, are the laws, prophetic texts, and
rabbinic stories, that passed through the mind of an Orthodox woman in Jerusalem
who was a member of a group called Women in Black, that protested the West Bank
occupation on a weekly basis on the streets of Jerusalem? Why was she willing to
suffer insults for what she believed in? What sustains that degree of

courage? [vi] [6]What, by contrast, is in the mind and heart of the West Bank settler
who will die to defend his piece of sacred, ancient Israel? One may know by heart
selections from the book of Joshua in which the Israelites are commanded to occupy
all of Canaan and dispose of its inhabitants, while the other dreams of the moment
between God and Abraham in Genesis 18:19 where the gift of the land is based on a
commitment to justice and righteousness. These textual foundations of religious
positions can offer crucial insight into what creates, sustains, or, alternatively,
prevents violence in Israeli life. We are beginning to understand now that both parties
may see their texts through the lens of deep fears and concerns, and that the action
that they see implicit in these texts and symbols may in both cases be motivated by
high ideals.
Let us illustrate this. Acting like King David and conquering the land by
whatever means necessary may be seen as conforming to the finest tradition of Jewish
idealism, helping the Jewish people flourish militarily for the first time in two
thousand years, and, in fact, being militarily stronger than even in the heyday of the
ancient Jewish monarchy; the latter possibly intimates the potential arrival of the longawaited Messiah. To think that one may be empowered to be a part of this process is
astonishing enough, but to do it in the shadow of the Holocaust, the greatest
destruction ever wreaked on the Jewish people, in the wake of the final showdown
with a gentile world that many Jews feel have always despised us, is to be literally
immersed in a Divine Plan.
Within this cognitive, emotive, spiritual construct, one will tend to focus on the
physical, land-based markers of ownership of the land of Israel as outer
manifestations of a Divine spiritual program. Thus, gravesites and ancient ruins
become the banners of identity, and, even more importantly, the markers of Divine

intention unfolding. In this context, singing “David, King of Israel, lives and
survives”, becomes a critical song, whereas old, East European songs that celebrate
humility and relatively quietistic moral virtues, such as right speech or judging all
people favorably, tend to fade into the background. I grew up hearing all the time a
song, derived from Psalms 34:13, that went, “Which man desires life, and loves the
days [on earth] to see the good? [What should he do?] Guard your tongue from
speaking evil things, shun evil and do the good, chase after peace and pursue it.” It
was a popular liturgical song in the first half of the twentieth century, and one of the
most magnificent songs in my family’s repertoire. I do not hear that song anymore.
Many peacemakers in Israel and the Jewish community, with some notable
exceptions, do not know or remember such songs, and they, from their cultural
construct, prefer to think of peace emanating from Jews by lessening the power of
Jewish spirituality not increasing it. Of course, this leaves religious enthusiasts in the
hands of a conflict generating theology.
In the religious Zionist context that has come to predominate modern
Orthodoxy there has developed a fundamental disagreement over the relative
sacredness of land, human life and morality itself. For most of the history
of rabbinic Judaism, when forced to choose, the priority of sacredness has been given
to human life and morality over land. [vii] [7] In the twentieth century there has been a
minor but steadily growing trend to attach supreme sacredness to land, and to sanction
violence in order to protect it. [viii] [8] But there is still a great degree of inner
confusion about these matters. This confusion is important because it implies that the
choices being made for violence may be negotiable if it were clear that attaching too
much sacredness to land is endangering human life. Fear and insecurity in the face of
terrorism and war are more important in the minds of many religious people than is
the sacredness of land. That means that confidence-building measures regarding the

protection of Jewish life could be effective not only in the secular community but also
in a large portion of the religious and fundamentalist community if it became clear
that giving up land would truly lead to this protection. In point of fact, the vast
majority of religious Jews in Israel are not affiliated with Gush Emunim or Kach, two
radical religious groups representing many settler Jews that have placed a premium on
land. [ix] [9] Rather, the primary religious opposition to the peace movement is simple
fear of loss of life that has explicit halakhic (religious/legal) ramifications in terms of
obligatory defense. Knowing this should profoundly modify the goals and tactics of
conflict resolution strategies involving religious Jews.
There are a variety of possible explanations as to why people choose one
religious response over another to conflict. Certainly, one cannot dismiss the cognitive
or emotional needs that may be met by a particular text, idea, or spiritual image.
Further it is often true that there are powerful social motivations for affiliating with a
particular group that espouses a certain approach to religious experience, an affiliation
that, in turn, enmeshes the person in a particular moral, social, and political universe.
The violent or politically coercive aspects of that response may be less important to
the person than the other benefits received from this association. How deep is the
commitment to violence? Can it be separated from the rest of the spiritual
commitment? For example, the Islamic Brotherhood in Egypt, along with other
religious groups, seems to enjoy great popularity for their humanitarian and postdisaster work among the poorest people of Egypt. When people vote for them in the
polls, are they voting for caring humanitarians who fulfill the demands of the Qur’an
to redistribute wealth, or are they voting for a group that works to violently overthrow
the government? Clearly we cannot know without better research, but we are certainly
failing to comprehend the appeal of extremism or to adequately address the violence if
we do not understand this complex interplay of religious values and institutions.

It is only partially true that what causes a person to focus on one text or
another is due to one’s emotional nature, family upbringing, or socioeconomic status.
This is too easy a dismissal of the powerful impact of ideas and texts on human minds
or hearts in the search for guidance in ambiguous ethical and political circumstances.
It is the ambiguity of many human situations that is crucial here. No one would
assume, at least on the individual level, that an arbitrary poverty line, for example, can
predict who will become violent or anti-social. Some disenfranchised people, often in
the worst of circumstances, become saints, while others become rebels,
revolutionaries and terrorists. [x] [10] To take another example, a loving family
structure will not necessarily provide a guide as to how someone will behave in
complex violent or confrontational circumstances. Certainly it is helpful to have been
reared in a nurturing environment, and it has been persuasively argued that the family
environment has a critical impact on which personalities are more prone to either
violence or altruism. [xi] [11] Yet the ambiguity remains, especially over an extended
span of time where the stress of protracted periods of fear greatly affects a person’s
judgment. More investigation is required into the effect of one's most deeply held
beliefs on violent behavior. For many people those deeply held beliefs and habitual
actions are religious in character. The values and texts that spring to mind first in
radical circumstances of societal upheaval or personal crisis are critical.

Universal Codes of Conduct and Religious Subcultures
Among people of a secular, liberal religious or cosmopolitan orientation, there is
broad-based support for the notion that the best way to move society away from
religious intolerance and toward more pluralism is the development of a universal set
of political guidelines, such as those expressed in United Nations documents

regarding political and civil institutions and individual rights. However, many
religious people around the world do not share this universal, "secular" moral
discourse. It is fine to wish that they did, but in moments of crisis what is needed are
methods of dealing with religious actorsas they currently define themselves. A
nuanced approach will identify those actors who are prepared to engage in a more
universal discourse, but will also be prepared to work as well with religious actors that
span the spectrum of attitudes to modernity.
Analysis of religious peace organizations is instructive in this regard. Take, for
example, Oz Ve-Shalom, the Orthodox Zionist peace organization in Israel. They
have, over the course of the last twenty years, provoked a national conversation in
Israel on the nature of Jewish values, writing essays and citing numerous legal and
non-legal Judaic sources that justify a peaceful solution to the Arab-Israeli wars. Their
publications are dedicated for the most part to justifying this position from the vantage
point of pre-modern halakhic (religious/legal) and midrashic (Biblical exegetical)
texts, as well as by citing contemporary rabbinic authorities. [xii] [12] Many of the Oz
ve-Shalom writers happen to be quite committed to Enlightenment conceptions of
human rights and civil liberties. But it is vital to their arguments that they justify their
positions independently of the modern universal discourse, mostly due to the kind of
people who they are trying to convince. A conflict resolution expert who enters into
such a universe needs to understand these subtleties in order that he/she knows how
religion can be used to resolve rather than exacerbate social and political conflict. The
mistake of the Israeli Left has been that they often undermine these potential allies by
promoting themselves politically as the group that will fight religion in Israel, rather
than the group that will fight hateful expressions of religion. They fail to recognize
that in lumping together all religious people they generate more conflict in Israel

rather than less, and that instead of true reconciliation work, they are merely
transferring enmity from Palestinians onto religious Jews.

Tracking Trends in Religious Subcultures
There are a number of ways in which religious texts and traditions can contribute to
conflict resolution studies. For example, in a more negative sense, the study of
religious traditions and laws will reveal the dangers that lie ahead for dealing with a
particular group whose leadership is buoyed by violent traditions. Subtle theological
changes in a particular culture might provide an early warning system of sorts as to
the nascent growth of religious intolerance and the justification of violence. This
would be an invaluable tool of responding to conflict before it breaks out or reaches a
stage beyond which it cannot be controlled. Tracing the full range of benign and
violent interpretations of jihad in the Arab world, for example, would provide an
important set of clues as to the state of a particular society.
Familiarity with classical sources might make it possible to distinguish where
and when a leader is expressing real traditions and when he is using the religion to
gain political power through the use of violence. Even if he/she is expressing an
authentic violent source, exploration is required to see if there is room for theological
deliberation, a new look at the sources, or alternative sources that might countermand
the desire for violence or conflict that is implied in the tradition. Religious traditions
are dynamic and can change profoundly through discussion and the influence of
leadership.
In a more positive sense, conflict resolution studies should examine ways of
coexistence within the ideal community, as it is expressed in the sacred texts and

history. Leaders of most religious traditions have expressed rhetorical commitment to
peace, but a serious analysis of the texts and cultures in question will yield far more
than this. There have been many theologies created over the centuries replete with
ethical precepts and inspirational literature designed to create coexistence in spiritual
communities. This has something crucial to contribute to the contemporary discussion
of strategies of communal conflict resolution and negotiation.
One example is the spiritual process of transformation of character through
reflection and ethical improvement of one’s behavior. Several theories of conflict
resolution suggest the importance of personal transformation for the resolution of
deep conflicts. [xiii] [13] Spiritual programs of personal transformation might be
combined with this kind of conflict resolution methodology in religious settings. For
example, a unilateral gesture of forgiveness is encouraged in many traditions, and
much has been written over the centuries on this one self-evident but extremely
complex gesture. A related but very different value is the requirement to confess to
past wrongs, repent and apologize to the victim. What is the inner
spiritual/psychological dynamic of unilateral acts of forgiveness or repentance? Could
such phenomena be incorporated into conflict resolution strategies among religious
peoples or even more generally? [xiv] [14] It seems to me that the answer is yes if the
challenge is presented equally to both sides of a conflict [xv] [15]and, it speaks to
profound cultural and religious metaphors of both adversaries.
Another aspect of religious literature that pertains here involves the critical
importance of authoritative leaders. These leaders could be either living or dead,
human or deified. The critical role of such leaders in the inner life of religious
adherents cannot be overestimated. The role of charismatic leadership in conflict
resolution theory and political psychology has received some attention. [xvi] [16] How

can the role of the religious leader be analyzed in this regard? In many societies,
emulation of an ideal figure, including a deity, is the foundation of all pro-social
values. [xvii] [17] This makes the analysis of leadership critical, and might suggest
unique strategies of coping with violence. Gandhi understood this well, and therefore
undertook to study and interpret the Bhagavad-Gita, one of the most widely recounted
books, and reinterpreted the role of battle, in order to make princes and gods into
teachers of a peaceful path in life. [xviii] [18] Furthermore, leaders play a crucial role
regarding the process of injury and healing mentioned above; their smallest gestures,
for better or for worse, take on mythic significance in relation to these injuries. This is
a liability when one is saddled with callous leaders and a boon when a leader
understands the healing power of symbolic behavior.

Religious Values, East and West, and Conflict Resolution Strategies
There is an abundant supply of values around the globe that need to be identified in
terms of their importance for conflict resolution theory. I would like to tentatively
identify just a few of them.
Empathy
The critical importance of empathy in Western religious and secular traditions
cannot be overestimated. [xix] [19] The concept or experience of empathy could be
used in religious contexts either in terms of advocacy and long-term education or
more directly in the conflict workshop setting. The advantages of its use as a basis for
devising workshop strategies is that there would be a built-in spiritual motivation to
engage in exercises emanating out of a familiar value. [xx] [20] As an example, hearing
the public testimony of parties to a conflict at Moral Re-Armament’s Caux retreat, is

critical to their conflict resolution process. [xxi] [21] Empathy is evoked by the painful
story of the other party, and, in this religious setting, both parties refer to God’s role in
their lives. This, in turn, generates a common bond between enemies that has often
led, with subtle but careful guidance, to more honest discussion and relationship
building.
The religious adherent must see that his/her way of looking at reality is being
directly addressed by the content and method of conflict resolution. If, for example,
relational empathy is a key concept that informs the conflict resolution methodologies
at work, one could explore a means to view that concept in positive spiritual terms, an
easy leap for many religious value systems. [xxii] [22] For example, in a dialogue or
conflict resolution workshop involving devout Christians and Muslims, one might
frame the discussion in terms of emulation of God’s empathy as a vehicle of
understanding each others’ needs and aspirations. Allah is referred to throughout the
Koran as “the Compassionate and the Merciful”, and Jesus’ empathy with others in
their suffering is well illustrated throughout the New Testament. Clearly the details of
how to operationalize this in a culturally sensitive fashion would have to be adjusted
to each situation.
Nonviolence and Pacifism
A critical concept for the inner life in the Eastern traditions of Jainism,
Buddhism, and Hinduism is ahimsa, nonviolence, made famous in the West by
Mohandas Gandhi. [xxiii] [23] Certainly, in an Asian context the elaboration and use of
this principle could be a critical cultural tool to traverse ethnic and social boundaries.
Pacifism is a related, though different, concept that has had a profound impact
on the early Christian church and many sectarian interpretations of

Christianity. [xxiv] [24] Even for those Christians who do not subscribe to a purely
pacifist view of Christianity, the pacifist writings, primary and secondary, are a
powerful basis of discussion and debate. [xxv] [25]
Sanctity of Life
Another central value in religion, often a source of controversy, could also be
a source of reconciliation or joint commitments. The sanctity of life is a core value of
Christian society, however one feels about the way it has been interpreted or the uses
to which it has been put regarding abortion. What has been less obvious is that this
value of the sanctity of life is shared across many cultures. [xxvi] [26] This too could
become the basis for inter-religious conflict resolution.
Interiority
Another important aspect of religious experience that will condition the nature
of conflict resolution strategies is interiority. What I mean by this is that disciplines,
even in societies that are quite communally oriented, are especially focused on the
inner life of the individual. Prayer, meditation, the experience of divine love, ecstasy,
guilt, and repentance all reflect the central importance of the inner life. [xxvii] [27] This
means that conflict resolution techniques applied to religious groups or workshops
might consider, where deemed appropriate to both sides, the usefulness of focusing on
this aspect of human experience. For example, I was witness to the work of Maha
Gosananda, a Cambodian Buddhist monk, who is quite prominent in the efforts at
Cambodian reconciliation, when he moved a large room of religious people of many
faiths practically to tears, simply by recreating with them, in a matter of ten minutes,
the kind of meditational practices that help generate in him a perpetual state of metta,
loving kindness for others; metta forms the basis of his work on reconciliation

between enemies. Many of the people in that room were very conservative Christians.
But the monk touched something quite deep in the inner life that circumvented the
cultural divide and enabled a transformative moment to take place. [xxviii] [28]
Buddhist Compassion
The Four Sublime Moods of compassion (karuna), equanimity(upekkha), joy
in others’ joy (mudita), and loving kindness (metta) [xxix] [29], are an important tool of
conflict resolution available in the Buddhist context; they also have important
pedagogic value for the general understanding of changes necessary in internal
perceptions of the other who is an enemy. The focus of the Four Noble Truths and
Eightfold Path has been mostly on restraint. [xxx] [30] For example, Right Action, one
path of the Eightfold Path, expresses itself in five precepts of restraint: murder, theft,
adultery, intoxication, and lying. But there is a proactive character of the Four
Sublime Moods [xxxi] [31], at least by implication, that make them potentially a
critical tool of conflict resolution for Buddhist societies. The Moods suggest a
disposition of peacefulness and compassion that create the groundwork for effective
engagement in peacemaking. [xxxii] [32] On the one hand, Buddhist traditional texts on
this matter place most of the emphasis on one’s state of mind, and this would seem to
be missing, or in need of, a proactive hermeneutic that contemporary activists and
interpreters are providing. On the other hand, these Buddhist texts have much to teach
Western approaches to conflict resolution which systematically ignore the inner state
of peacemakers and conflict resolvers. The latter often leads to failed processes due to
unexamined motives, anger, and mixed emotions, that have not been dealt with
internally by either parties to the conflict or by the intervenors and mediators, who
themselves have inner states that affect the intervention and that, therefore, need to be
examined.

Religious Disciplines and Conflict Resolution
Related to the experience of interiority in religious traditions is the great
emphasis placed on discipline of the body. Experimentation with limiting personal
violence has involved this aspect of religious experience, and Gandhi’s experiments
are instructive here. It seems clear that for Gandhi hisbrahmacharya experiments with
discipline of the body were critical to his commitment to satyagraha and the attaining
of ahimsa. Self-restraint of the senses was central to his conception of self-restraint in
violent situations. The multiplication of wants that inheres in Western civilization was
a key for him to the understanding of political violence, repression, and
imperialism. [xxxiii] [33]
The following is an example of how Gandhi combined religious discipline,
pluralism and conflict resolution. Religious fasting and dietary restrictions were
experienced on Gandhi’s Tolstoy Farm as a means of promoting mutual respect and
tolerance, as each religious community member—be he Parsi, Hindu, Christian,
Jewish or Muslim--would aid the others in the observance of the discipline of their
respective traditions. Consider the effect on the participants or the witnesses to
Gandhi’s encouragement of Christians and Parsis to help a young Muslim to fast the
whole day during Ramadan and to provide food at night for him. The fast itself is
beyond reproach in its commitment to ancient Islamic tradition. Yet it is transformed,
in Gandhi’s hands, into a moment of inter-religious discovery of immense power that
leads the participants to nonviolence. Gandhi’s concern was to provide a model for
religious observance that simultaneously creates tolerance. There are very few models
that have been generated by the world’s religions that are simultaneously authentic to
a religious tradition and simultaneously accepting of other traditions. In a certain
sense, it is India’s unique contribution to inter-religious peace that Gandhi elicited

from his cultural matrix. Gandhi’s concept of lived religiosity that is both authentic
and pluralistic needs to be examined as a model for contemporary societies that mix
people of many faiths. Contemporary American examples of this include the Jewish
community’s organizing of volunteers for soup kitchens and homeless shelters across
the country precisely on Christmas Eve, so that the Christian workers can spend the
night with their families. The key is not the blurring of religious distinctions or
categories but the peacemaking quality that inheres in enabling someone else to
practice her or his religion.
Messianism and Imagination
All three monotheisms have a crucial contribution to make to conflict
resolution studies in the area of social criticism, envisioning of more just social
constructions, and new possibilities of the human social order. The phenomenon of
religious messianic dreaming and envisioning new realities should be studied in terms
of how to combine it with the imaginative element that is necessary for conflict
resolution. The prophetic imagination, as it expressed itself in Biblical literature, may
provide a critical precedent for this use of imagination. [xxxiv] [34]
Stages of Interfaith Dialogue and Conflict Resolution Theory
Interfaith dialogue is another important avenue of research. What models have
worked better over the years, and what models have failed? Many of the same
considerations of conflict resolution theory regarding states or other large entities
need to be applied to religious institutions. Strategies such as confidence-building
measures and unilateral gestures have all been used at one time or another in interfaith
work, but little has been done to document the successes and failures of these methods
in religious settings.

There are discernible patterns of progression in interfaith conflict resolution
that, if properly identified, may provide a framework of analysis and activism not
currently available. For example, in the past decade there has been a remarkable
development in the Catholic Church’s attitude toward Jews and Judaism that has
progressed from papal pronouncements to changes in catechisms and educational
materials. [xxxv] [35] This is of profound importance because it represents not only a
theological shift but also a commitment to change the attitudes of over 800 million
believers. The confidence-building character of this development, especially for those
who have felt deeply injured by the long history of repression of Jews and Judaism, is
remarkable.
This is not to say that there are not still some serious disagreements. Most of the
disagreements involve acknowledging past wrongs of the Church, and conflict
resolution theory and practice would be useful in both analyzing this conflict, and
moving it toward resolution. Thus, for example, there needs to be greater attention to
the perspectival differences of both parties. For example, many members of the
Jewish community point out past sins of the Church, especially during the Holocaust,
and regarding Pope Pius XII’s actions or lack thereof. But members of the Jewish
community tend to under-emphasize the heroic role of other popes, most noticeably
the most recent two, who were particularly committed to the Jews during the
Holocaust. For some, this is the expression of a need to be angry at a long history of
mistreatment, but for others it expresses a desire for apology from the highest sources.
We have here an interesting combination of social-psychological elements of
conflict scenarios, and communication difficulties informed by theological
differences. Jewish tradition has a habit of emphasizing that even Moses, the greatest
Jewish leader and prophet of all time, must be criticized and found to have committed

at least one sin, in order to make the clear distinction between a supreme God and
imperfect human beings. The Church, however, has a very hard time criticizing a
Pope without undermining its essential theological legitimacy. [xxxvi] [36] It can,
however, issue bold new statements and make substantial changes, such as the current
Pope’s recent interest in investigating and repudiating the horrors of the
Inquisition, withoutnecessarily naming names of Popes who obviously, by
implication, were responsible for what happened. Many Jews, however, are
expressing a need, it seems to me, for the Catholic Church as such to apologize. A
good conflict resolution process would delve deeply into the subtle needs of each
tradition, both psychodynamically and theologically, in order to arrive at compromises
and novel gestures that would satisfy the needs of both communities. Good people on
both sides are doing excellent work on this, but I still hope to see greater attention to
filtering this process down to the millions of adherents on both sides. It is in and
through the masses of religious people that history has a nasty habit of repeating itself,
unless there is a profound, broad-based transformation of relationship.
By contrast, the Christian-Jewish relationship in Russia is still at the primitive
stage of trying to get the higher echelons of the Russian Orthodox Church to condemn
anti-Semitic beliefs, some of which are still occasionally promulgated by prominent
members of its own hierarchy. [xxxvii] [37]Such cases illustrate the fact that religious
dialogue has stages of development, and that there could be a fruitful interplay of
conflict analysis, resolution strategies, and interfaith religious discourse.
The Protestant-Jewish relationship has also improved remarkably since the War.
The fascism of so many Europeans in the war, and the results of genocide, led to a
profound level of soul-searching, and extensive Protestant-Jewish dialogue that has
been quite fruitful. A very worrisome trend, however, is the commitment of some

conservative denominations to pour hundreds of millions of dollars into active
programs of proselytizing Jewish people, particularly the vulnerable ones who are
lonely in college, or senior citizens. This return to the medieval assaults on the
integrity of the Jewish community is certainly creating a backlash of hatred that is
diffuse in its anti-Christian expression, certainly among the Orthodox. At present this
is still a relatively minor subject of conflict, but, depending on how the war over
Christian culture goes in the United States, this could lead to serious inter-religious
conflict.
A telling sign of a worsening relationship is Jerry Falwell’s recent assertion that
the coming anti-Christ must be a Jewish male. The Jewish community was
understandably horrified, but it was made far worse by the steady lessening trust of
the Jewish community in the direction of right-wing Christian America, as evidenced
by the proselytism. [xxxviii] [38] Now here is a case where, indeed, there are several
old Christian traditions about who the anti-Christ is, and one of those traditions is that
it is a Jew, but Falwell, for whatever purpose, chooses to pick that one tradition that
makes this dark, evil figure into a Jew. Thus, this hermeneutic is combined with a
cultural/psychological war that Falwell and others are engaged in to make the United
States into a Christian nation, with, of course, the expected reassurances of fair
treatment to minorities. It is very clear that liberal Jews, both secular and religious,
stand in the way of that aim, since they are among the staunchest guardians of
church/state separation.
This is more dangerous a trend than most Americans realize. The Jewish
community, which has a very long memory for past eras of Christian revivalism, is
worried. The alliance of conservative Christians and a strong pro-Israel, antiPalestinian stand, that makes them helpful partners to certain political parties in Israel,

is no real comfort to most American Jews. This trend will worsen unless there is a
serious effort to intervene in this relationship.
I am particularly concerned by the tendency in conservative circles to demonize
two groups in America, lawyers and anyone associated with Hollywood, two areas
where Jews have been prominent. There is no doubt that there is much to criticize in
American legal practice and in the media. But there is also no doubt that these
professionals are a mere reflection of deep cultural trends of the United States.
Whatever is right or wrong on television, is right or wrong with the culture of
America that makes those ratings go up and down. And lawyers do what clients want
them to do. There are deeper reasons why America is a legalistic culture, having far
more to do with the fact that this is a young, highly multi-cultural society from its
very inception that was only bound together, not by etiquette or social custom but, by
the Constitution and the rule of law.
But it is in the nature of certain expressions of religious psychology, out of
bewilderment at the admittedly terrible problems of American popular culture, to
search for a simple cognitive construct of reality that concocts a grand conspiracy
which can be laid at one entity’s doorstep, thus exonerating the rest of us. This is a
compelling myth for many people who no doubt struggle with and experience guilt
over the changing roles and problems of their own families. It would be tragic if the
trend, already in place, to look at Disney and Hollywood as the source of all evil--and
the greatest competition for the attention of conservative Christian children, not
coincidentally--moves hermeneutically into a demonization of Jewish media figures.
If politics became more extreme, due to various social or ecological disasters, how far
would it be for some on the fringe to see someone like Steven Spielberg as the antiChrist? It sounds absurd, but has not Falwell opened the door to this? And someone

like Spielberg would be all the more tempting a choice precisely because so many of
his films have a redemptive message. This enrages those who have become obsessed
with “taking America back for Christianity”. [xxxix] [39] Of course, this is all rather
distant from the American mainstream, but conflict analysis must keep a close eye on
the fringes of religious society, for that is where violence often springs up, given the
right circumstances.

Conflict Analysis and Situational Religious Ethics
I have offered a brief sampling of values derived from classical sources that might be
considered as creative conflict resolution techniques in religious settings. This is a
deductive method of beginning with classical sources, conflict resolution theory, and
then moving to concrete situations. This has value as preparation for dealing with
religious conflict, but, in the real situation of conflict, priority must be give to an
inductive approach, which involves an empirical investigation of a conflict scenario,
listening to the needs being expressed in the conflict, and then eliciting a series of
religious ideas, values and institutions that may be appropriate for that conflict setting.
My own work in Arab-Jewish relations and intra-Jewish conflict has led me to
the conclusion that each new scenario of encounter between enemies can elicit the use
of religious values and corresponding strategies of behavior that may work only in
that setting. This is why replication and professionalization of these efforts by third
party actors must be accompanied by (1) broad-based knowledge of the traditions in
question that can be drawn upon in a wide variety of circumstances, and (2) a level of
elasticity and humility on the part of intervenors that allows each new situation to

dictate its own unique constellation of responses, both in terms of conflict analysis
and in terms of religious texts and ideas. [xl] [40]
For example, when I met a group of Jordanian students in a retreat center
several years ago, the clear danger was that the relationship would be reduced to a
series of angry exchanges about Israel. Dialogue and conflict resolution work
regarding Israel was clearly the goal in this setting, but how to get to that goal was
unclear. The unique circumstances of this meeting--the retreat center, the pluralistic
religious context, and the personalities involved--led me to interpersonal strategies of
conflict resolution that were derived from my knowledge of rabbinic Judaism. That
was only occasionally made explicit to the other parties. Mostly this was an internal
process of struggling with conflict resolution techniques, my conscience, and
traditional ethics. But the techniques that emanated out of that internal process,
including an intensive commitment to honor adversaries, a commitment to external
and internal humility, empathy, listening and the wisdom of silence, all worked quite
well in breaking barriers and creating relationships. It was a powerful motivator to
me, as a party to the conflict as well as a conflict resolver, to be able to draw upon
deeply held sacred traditions while engaged in the difficult and emotionally draining
process of conflict resolution.

Religious Jurisprudence as a Peacemaking Tool: Prospects and Problems
There is an entirely different set of religious literature which, I would argue, could be
used in fruitful conjunction with the more traditional subjects of peace studies. I refer
to the uses of international law in situations of conflict, arguments for international
commitments to human rights, and new paradigms of global relations and mutual

security based on the rule of law. [xli] [41] Another way, therefore, in which religious
literature can play a role in conflict resolution is in the examination of practical values
and laws as they might relate to international concerns such as human rights. There
are two possible areas of investigation here: (1) an analysis of the correlation of
religious laws and values with the basic institutions of civil society, such as human
rights [xlii] [42], and (2) an analysis of religious traditions as they pertain to conflict
management, and the peaceful resolution of legal disputes. Religions with strong legal
traditions, such as Islam and Judaism, should be investigated regarding the
management of such conflict. The foregoing would be studied as a paradigm of intracommunal relations that could be applied to broader intercommunal dialogues [xliii] [43].
The problem is that communitarian commitments are limited to the faithful.
The difficulty of widening the scope of religious ethics to include outsiders or
nonbelievers remains a serious challenge, especially in fundamentalist circles. This is
a cognitive and emotional leap that would have to be nurtured very carefully by third
parties.

Extending Religious Ethical Categories Beyond the Faithful: The Problem of
Scope
There are two questions to be asked about nonbelievers: first, which values
affirm coexistence with those outside the world of the believer, and which do not?
Second, can the values that affirm coexistence be strengthened by leaders and activists
in such a way that it dramatically removes the animosity to nonbelievers?

There is an unprecedented level of interaction between people of many faiths
around the globe due to patterns of rapid mobility, mass communication and the
spread of capitalism. This is deeply threatening to many religious leaders, especially
fundamentalist ones. These leaders are reacting to the chaotic reality of a pluralistic
society by emphasizing that aspect of their respective religions that is the most
rejectionist of the legitimacy and even humanity of nonbelievers. [xliv] [44] On the
other hand, more adherents are coming into contact with others who are not of their
belief system than ever before. Clearly, religious hermeneutics that creatively engages
tolerant texts of the past are necessary in order for the respective religions to flourish
without building their base of support by intolerance.
It is necessary in a conflict situation, therefore, to develop a methodology of
positively interacting with religious leaders and thinkers, even fundamentalists. The
conflict resolution expert must elicit from this interaction the possibility of developing
religious traditions that are accepting of the Other. [xlv] [45] Rarely do diplomats or
conflict resolution experts currently engage religious groups on their own terms and
dynamically interact with their categories of thinking in order to produce a greater
commitment to coexistence and peacemaking. But the effort may produce important
benefits that have eluded international diplomacy until now.
These efforts will undoubtedly be complicated by the fact that religious
leaders and practitioners are also influenced by the emotional and socioeconomic
factors discussed above. The complexity of mixed motivations does not negate,
however, the usefulness of interacting hermeneutically with a religious tradition. It
simply means that the interaction must be engaged on many levels. The religious
human being in conflict must be approached on a number of planes, just like his
secular counterpart. Some people think of peace and conflict in rational terms of the

calculation of interests, others think in terms of ideological principles that necessitate
conflict, and still others in deep emotional terms; most people tend to experience these
questions in some combination of several cognitive and emotive constructs. It is
exactly the same in religious life. Some people are moved to conflict or hatred by
deep emotional scars, and they express this in religious terms; they clearly need to be
moved from that stance by deep emotive methods of conflict resolution that emerge
out of the moral guides of their traditions combined with appropriate conflict
resolution techniques. Others, especially in leadership positions, tend to think more in
terms of the cognitive categories of faith, dogma, law and institutional interests. They
clearly need to come to believe that coexistence and peace are defensible legal and
metaphysical possibilities within their system of belief, and are of practical benefit to
their institutions as well. The successful conflict resolution expert will learn to
creatively interact with all of these strains of religious life.
Leaders and practitioners must be given the chance to creatively engage their
traditions, especially the ways in which difficult dilemmas were negotiated in the past.
Allow me to demonstrate this by way of example from Judaism. There are clear rules
in ancient Judaism against idolatry and, in many instances, against idolaters, that
would produce terrible violence if they were ever put fully into practice
again. [xlvi] [46] But another fundamental metaphysical assumption of Judaism, based
on Genesis 1.26, is that every human being is created in the image of God. That
metaphysical assumption leads to a series of ancient rabbinic rules that reinforce the
idea that every single human life is precious, as precious as the world
itself. [xlvii] [47] Hillel, an older contemporary of Jesus, and the most important
founder of rabbinic Judaism, was motivated by this belief to call for the love of every
human being as the highest calling of Judaism, and for Rabbi Yohanan ben Zakai, the
central hero of Post-Temple rabbinic Judaism in the first century, to greet every

human being, Jew or idolater, with kindness and peace. [xlviii] [48] Thus, a dynamic
process was set in motion that led one metaphysical assumption to overwhelm and
effectively cancel the practical implications of another, and the result was a more
peaceful society. This was a choice made inside the mind of religious leaders that
provides a precedent from classical sources for later generations to follow.
This ethical posture makes a place in the rabbinic universe for someone utterly
Other, who will never be Jewish or even monotheistic. Furthermore, the position is
not based on a hidden agenda or mixed motivation of hoped for
conversion. [xlix] [49] The latter, while better than violence, would call into question
the ultimate acceptance of the Other who will remain different and distinct. Rather the
motivation for coexistence is their fundamental belief that God has commanded them
to value all human beings.
It is apparent that much work has yet to be done in many religious traditions
on constructing a theological and metaphysical approach to the Other or “outgroups”,
while, at the same time, maintaining a meaningful and authentic system of belief and
practice.
There is a good deal of bad precedent in the treatment of traditional Others,
especially in the history of the monotheisms. One example of this is the treatment of
heretics, apostates, and slaves. This also includes the attitude to women, and a
feminist critique of religious systems would therefore be quite important in this
regard. This should be undertaken in order to see both the dangers of each system as
well as its dynamic possibilities. Much can be learned about the dynamic possibilities
within traditions by examining the steadily improved status of some of these Others
over the centuries. I do not deny that the status of some groups has often risen and
fallen over time, without progress. What is crucial for purposes of conflict analysis

and resolution is the dynamic of the internal process of change, when and how a
group status has improved and how it has been justified.
A few cautionary notes are in order before I conclude. There are two dangers
to highlighting the importance of religion in conflict resolution: (1) that analysts and
activists, in their enthusiasm about religion’s positive contribution to conflict
resolution, overlook its violent potential, [l] [50] and (2) that analysts will
overemphasize religion’s role and not see it as part of a complex array of factors that
generate violence and peacemaking. It would be a profound error, for example, to
attribute a conflict exclusively to religion--and, therefore, its resolution to religion--if,
in fact, the society in question is plagued by problems that have been appropriately
called “structural violence”. [li] [51] If a society is afflicted by gross economic
inequities or tyrannized by a brutal regime it would be seriously misguided to think
that religion is all that is necessary to resolve the conflict. Worse, it could make
society more violent by masking the underlying problems, and thereby, unwittingly or
wittingly, taking sides in the conflict. That does not mean that religious intervention
cannot be an important element in the conflict resolution process. It just means that it
should not distort that process with a narrow agenda.
This brings me to my next point. Let us assume that there is a broad range of
values in most of the world’s religions that express a commitment to peace and
elimination of violence. [lii] [52] That happy circumstance does not begin to address
the problem of countervailing religious values that will at times override the call for
peace. This struggle of conflicting values or, in some traditions, conflict of laws, is, to
be sure, often manipulated by powerful interests that do not want peace. That does not
mean, however, that the conflict of values is not a formidable reality for the average

believer or cleric who struggles with his/her conscience. Acknowledging and dealing
with those struggles is crucial for conflict resolution in a religious context.
As an example, let us take the response to Bosnian genocide in the United
States. There were numerous voices in the Muslim and Jewish community to call not
only for an end to the violence on the part of the Serbians, which was certainly also
vociferously called for by the Christian community, but also a commitment to arm the
Bosnians to defend themselves, and even to strike Serbia militarily. There are various
cultural factors that could be pointed to in order to explain this rather unusual
alignment of Jew and Muslim versus Christian pacifists. But it must be noted that in
Judaism, according to most readers of the traditional texts, the principle of saving
innocent lives in violent situations, where there is no alternative, overrides the
commitment to peace [liii] [53]. In Islam unjust injury is certainly grounds to defend
oneself. [liv] [54]
These conflicting values will have to be acknowledged in conflict resolution
settings, and the cultural and religious differences fully confronted. There will be
some interesting combinations of values that may seem unusual in the predominantly
Christian West. In Christian conversations about war and peace there is a great deal of
struggle with pacifism, probably because it has such strong roots in the preConstantine church, and due to a laudable degree of soul-searching concerning the
disastrous medieval religious wars and crusades. [lv] [55] There are some voices, both
classical and modern, in Judaism and Islam, that are also pacifist. [lvi] [56] But they are
a much smaller voice. However, Islam, Judaism and non-pacifist versions of
Christianity all have a reservoir of sources that would commit them to aggressive
efforts to limit war, pursue peace or resolve conflicts even if they are not pacifist. In
other words, there may be plenty of agreement on conflict resolution strategies even if

not on pacifism. Conflict resolution may be a much more useful bridge between
religious cultures, offering a language of discourse that may provide many more
points of entry for a wide variety of religious cultures, than either just war theory or
pacifism. The pragmatic emphasis of conflict resolution theory, the goal oriented
nature of its methodologies allow for people of many cultures to support the same
processes of engagement. This has been my experience among leading conflict
resolution practitioners and theoreticians, only some of whom are absolute pacifists
but, who, nevertheless, share a rich array of methods for aggressive conflict
prevention and peacemaking. Furthermore, making conflict resolution respectful and
inclusive of a broad representation of religious values, not just pacifism, can further
strengthen the bond between conflict resolution practice and the behavior of religious
parties to the conflict.

The Dangers of Religious Expansionism
My final cautionary note involves what appears to be one of the central tenets
of several world religions, namely, evangelism, or the notion that there is either an
obligation unfulfilled or a spiritual reality unfulfilled as long as the whole world does
not profess the tenets of a particular religion. A corollary is the drive to convert as
many people as possible to one’s faith. While this spiritual disposition does not by
itself require violence, (A) it certainly has included extreme violence in the past on the
part of some, both in principal and in practice, and (B) the very drive, nonviolent
though it may be, will cause more and more of the pretexts for violence in the
crowded world of today. In particular, the corporate institutions of religion, for whom
power is dependent upon the number of adherents, tend to vie with each other in
increasingly hostile ways when this issue is not confronted.

The question is, can there be complete religious fulfillment for adherents in a
world of unbelievers? What needs to be explored is what are the options in each
religious tradition on these matters. The typical modern assumption is that radical
change is the only possibility. That may not be the case. It may be the case that shifts
in emphasis will suffice or a return to other non-evangelical classical sources or
experiences, or redefinitions of concepts like “mission”. Each religious system must
work on this in its own way. There must be, for example, great respect accorded to
those who have dedicated their lives to a religious principle such as “mission”, and an
empathetic understanding of their inner spiritual life. But the issue of how to negotiate
the enactment of this value in the future, while committed to authentic peace with
others, must be confronted as part of a long-term conflict resolution strategy for the
world’s religions.
Religious Pluralism and Conflict Resolution
More thought needs to be given to why some people find deep religious fulfillment
through their particular tradition that exists side by side in their minds or hearts with
an abiding respect for other religious traditions. [lvii] [57] But other people have such
an intense level of identification with their own group, that any affront to their group
is a deep affront to their sense of personal survival, and any compromise on their
group’s domination is an attack on their personal legitimacy. [lviii] [58] This overidentification with one’s ethnic group is also typical of patterns of over-identification
with one’s religious group.
I would tentatively suggest that those, like Gandhi, and many others, who find
it quite natural to honor and encourage other religious traditions have a sense of self
that is inclusive of but not exhausted by their own religious affiliation. Their religious
world-view does not confine them to one identity. They see and define themselves as

religious adherents of one faith and practice, but also as human beings standing in
communal relation with other valued human beings. They share faith with their own
group, but humanity with all other humans, and life with all living creatures and
organisms. And their spiritual psyche values all these relations, and consequent
identities. It is the multiplicity of healthy identities that prevents a level of overidentification with one group, be it an ethnic group or a religious community.
Conclusion
In summary, we have analyzed a variety of issues relating to world religions
that demonstrates the need to engage in a positive interaction between the study of
religious texts, traditions, and practitioners, on the one hand, and, on the other,
conflict resolution research. This is necessary in order to elicit from that interaction a
series of strategies for engaging in conflict resolution where some or all of the parties
to a conflict hold strong religious beliefs.
Until now we have engaged in a general map of the issues surrounding world
religions and their potential for violence and peacemaking. We have also indicated
that a substantive interaction between religious traditions and the social science of
conflict resolution would be most desirable as a way of hermeneutically engaging
religious traditions as vehicles of peacemaking. However, this marriage of religion
and peacemaking or conflict resolution has been thwarted till now by the limitations
of thinking in two distinct areas of scholarship, the analysis of religious traditions on
war and peace, and the social science of conflict resolution. There are a variety of
complex reasons for these limitations that touch upon the basic rift between liberal,
secular modernity and the world of religious belief and practice. We will explore this
in the next chapter.
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