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Abstract

Most of what takes place in the field of religious peacebuilding has been 
grounded, implicitly or explicitly, in Scott Appleby’s The Ambivalence of 
the Sacred: Religion, Violence, and Reconciliation (2000) and his phe-
nomenological approach to religion. Because of its focus on the potential-
ly constructive role of religion in transforming conflicts, the “ambivalence 
of the sacred” thesis with its emphasis on the internal pluralities of reli-
gious traditions confronts power and values non-reductionist accounts of 
religion and conflict. It is this insight that sparked the industry of religious 
peacebuilding and carved out space for a theological and hermeneutical 
focus on peace-promoting motifs and resources within religious traditions. 
However, I argue that this insight is misapplied if the preoccupation with 
theological retrieval and appropriation precludes a consideration of how 
historical contexts and interpretations of events from multiple perspec-
tives might, and perhaps even should, challenge and transform religious 
traditions and political ideologies. Cultivating the field of religious peace-
building as a rigorous academic reflection therefore would entail self-re-
flexivity concerning the field’s reliance on secularist presumptions about 
religion, which facilitate complicity with religion’s relevance to cultural 
and systemic injustices, the presumption of the unidirectionality of reli-
gion and historical change, and the disconnect from broader conversations 
about religion in public life.
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I.  Introduction

Numerous works and commentaries in the post-9/11 era begin with an urgent articulation 
of the need to theorize about religion and violence. A preoccupation with the relationship  
between religion and violence also has given rise to a concomitant booming of religious 

peacebuilding. Most of what takes place in the field of religious peacebuilding has been grounded, 
implicitly or explicitly, in Scott Appleby’s The Ambivalence of the Sacred: Religion, Violence, and 
Reconciliation and his phenomenological approach to religion.1 Drawing on theologian Rudolf 
Otto’s view of religion in The Idea of the Holy as the mysterium tremendum et fascinans, Appleby 
argues that religion, or rather the experience of the sacred (the mysterium tremendum or numen), 
can generate ambivalent phenomena or responses, ranging from violent to nonviolent militancy.2 
This point of departure further is linked to a non-reductive view of religious traditions as inter-
nally plural and multifaceted. Illuminating the special proclivity of religious actors to engage in 
nonviolent militancy in the pursuit of change and justice underscores the potential constructive 
and instrumental roles of religion, religious leaders, and institutions, in particular, in processes of 
peacebuilding. The sociological assumptions undergirding this approach are that religious leaders 
may have certain credibility within the society and/or religious institutions could provide ready 
networks to propagate attitudinal shifts (in the same manner that they supposedly are available for 
the recruitment of radical violent warriors).

Because of its focus on the potentially constructive role of religion in transforming conflicts, 
the “ambivalence of the sacred” thesis also confronts reductionist accounts such as Bernard Lew-
is’s and Samuel Huntington’s “the Clash of Civilizations” argument. While the “clash” thesis does 
take religion seriously on its own terms as a causal factor in international relations and global 
politics, it renders religion as an ahistorical,  monolithic, and unchanging  essence.3 This lens pro-
duces an overly simplistic, belligerent, skewed, and deterministic picture of religion and conflict 
in the post-Cold War era. This picture is an appealing one precisely because of its simplicity; it 
consequently functions as a self-fulfilling prophecy with both Islamists and xenophobic Western 
commentators, rendering their objectives in terms of ineradicable and irreconcilable differences 
between civilizations.4 The “ambivalence of the sacred” thesis, on the other hand, is grounded in  
recognition of the internal pluralities of religious traditions, consequently articulating a non-es-
sentialist and non-reductionist constructive and contextually sensitive framework. It is this insight 
that sparked the industry of religious peacebuilding and carved out space for a theological and 
hermeneutical focus on peace-promoting motifs and resources within religious traditions.

However, this insight is misapplied if the preoccupation with theological retrieval and appro-
priation precludes a consideration of how historical contexts and interpretations of events from 
multiple perspectives  might, and perhaps even should, challenge and transform religious tradi-
tions and political ideologies.5 Religious peacebuilding amounts to more than the inverse image of 
the Huntingtonian frame, and so does the “ambivalence of the sacred,” with its often overlooked 
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emphasis on fallibility and context—an emphasis conceptually grounded in the aforementioned 
critical distinction between numen and phenomena. Rethinking religious peacebuilding, therefore, 
will necessitate moving beyond a simplistic and unreflective application of the idea that a suppos-
edly “authentic” religion (one that is not perverted by violent “alien” motifs) is and can do good. 
Such a simplistic formulation gives rise to the same kind of essentialism and ahistoricity that char-
acterize the “clash of civilizations.” Likewise, with its inattentiveness to the task of discursive cri-
tique, religious peacebuilding is not always in tune with the broader objectives of peacebuilding.

This article provides an overview of the various trends and trajectories of religious peacebuild-
ing. The trends include theological excavations of “good” religion (to combat “bad” or “perverted” 
religion and to imagine reconciliatory ethics), the role of religion in the theatrics and processes 
of peacebuilding, the spirituality and inspiration of peace practitioners, the instrumentality of re-
ligious leaders and networks in diplomacy and in shifting societal attitudes, and the exoticization 
of religious peacebuilders by the “industry” component of the field. To be academically rigorous, 
religious peacebuilding needs to move beyond the exotic, the theatric, and the good and the kinds 
of limitations they impose on the analysis of religion, conflict, and peacebuilding. I begin with a 
brief mapping of the field of religious peacebuilding and continue by challenging its presupposi-
tions and agendas primarily with respect to questions arising from structural and cultural violence 
and broad discursive formations. I refer to this challenge as the “justice dilemma.”

II.  Mapping the Field 

The dominant themes in religious peacebuilding include the ethnographic study of Interfaith 
Dialogues (IFD), the retrieval of peace-promoting motifs from within the resources of individual 
religious traditions, the instrumental role of “religious networks” in the dynamics of conflict and 
peacebuilding, and, more broadly, the role of “faith diplomacy.”

I refer to this area of research and activism as the conflict transformation approach. This thread 
of scholarship provides an inductive theory about praxis as well as a focus on the retrieval of theo-
logical resources for peacebuilding. The conflict transformation approach, generally, explores the 
relevance of culture and religion in processes of conflict transformation as they pertain to those 
who are both directly and indirectly connected to the specific landscapes of the conflict. There are 
currents within this thread that are thoroughly instrumentalist, asking how is it possible to capi-
talize on religious networks to further peace and development agendas.6 Other currents are more 
theological in that they represent the intimate interlinking between peacebuilding and religious 
vocations. In what follows, I divide my discussion of this approach into “the theatrical,” “the in-
spirational,” and “the theological.”
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The TheaTrical

On the level of praxis, one way in which religion is relevant to questions of peacebuilding is 
in providing a specific model or technique for conflict transformation. The works of Marc Gopin 
and Lisa Schirch represent two notable examples of this approach. Gopin has been instrumental 
in integrating religion into the field of conflict resolution. He focuses on the role of religion in 
emotional training, interpersonal relations and encounters, respect and appreciation of mourning 
processes,  forgiveness, and honor—all constitutive of meaningful peacebuilding.7 Schirch cap-
tures the ritualistic elements of religious practice as a framework for designing and analyzing the 
possibility of constructive change. She explicitly deploys the lens of ritual theory in order to out-
line the “best approaches” for and effectiveness of the actual practice of peacebuilding. Her work 
on rituals in peacebuilding signals a focus on the theatrics of peacebuilding. The theatrical thread 
illuminates the practice of peacebuilding as a highly ritualistic engagement, one that optimally 
might produce liminal spaces and transformative moments when adversaries or enemies move be-
yond reified interpretations of their respective identities. Reaching a certain degree of receptivity 
to liminal spaces often resonates with and draws upon religious motifs and symbols. Hence, the 
theatrical mode that instrumentalizes religion is never too far  removed from an intricate sensitivity 
to religious and cultural memories and narratives as well as to interfaith theological and cultural 
exchanges and hermeneutics.8

 The SpiriTual/inSpiraTional

The focus on the particular qualities and cultural sensitivity, creativity, and moral imagination 
of the peace practitioner has occupied significant space in the literature that connects religion to 
peacebuilding practitioners. Religion interrelates with conflict transformation through three pri-
mary models, which are referred to by Appleby as “crisis mobilization,” “saturation,” and “inter-
ventionist.”9 Triggered by exigencies, crisis mobilization emerges spontaneously but fails to rou-
tinize (to use the Weberian term) the charisma of leaders such as Martin Luther King, Jr. or Gandhi 
and thus falls short of substantially transforming social and religious institutions in the post-crisis 
era. The saturation model denotes precisely that—saturation with some degree of permanence of 
inter- and intra-religious mechanisms for conflict transformation. While this model does focus 
on the long haul, its success deeply depends on a strong civil society, democratic traditions, and 
institutional frameworks and thus is unlikely to materialize on its own in contexts devastated by 
destruction. Therefore, the “interventionist” model, with its emphasis on the instrumental role 
of external actors in facilitating the indigenous emergence of a saturation model, is deemed the 
most successful in offering long-term processes of reform and in cultivating, through educational 
and other initiative-empowering mechanisms, what scholar-practitioner John Paul Lederach calls 
“constituencies of peace.”10 This focus on the interventionist model unsurprisingly brings to the 
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fore an introspection of the motivations and guiding principles of interventions.
The interrelation between the saturation and the interventionist models sparked a preoccu-

pation with indigenous leaders as well as with the morality and religiosity of “interventionist” 
peacebuilders. Some works look at the role of spiritual and religious formation as motivating and 
inspirational background. To this extent, these works are anecdotal and their proliferation and 
systematization could and do offer insights concerning spirituality and peacebuilding across dif-
ferent cultural and religious contexts. They often emphasize the prophetic function of religion, the 
resources that enable courageous individuals to speak truth to power while in the midst of fire, and 
the significance of self-scrutiny and, at times, uncritical celebration of the interventionist/practitio-
ner’s own religious and cultural trappings.11

Two key authors and practitioners who highlight the (obvious) relevance of culture and reli-
gion to peacebuilding processes are Kevin Avruch and John Paul Lederach.12 Peacebuilding must 
be a contextually sensitive enterprise, one that is self-conscious about the cultural biases and bag-
gage that the peace practitioner carries on her back as well as the cultural specificity of the contexts 
of conflict. “Getting to yes,” without a complex comprehension of on-the-ground perspectives, 
memories, and dreams, has no traction beyond the thin accomplishment of getting some people 
(male elites, mainly) to agree to terminate direct forms of violence. A move from the “episodes” 
to the “epicenters” of conflict, the guiding principle of Lederach’s approach to conflict transfor-
mation, requires thick familiarity with and immersion in the languages, memories, and meanings 
embedded on the ground.13 Other works, as indicated above, engage in an explicitly theological 
hermeneutics in order to locate  peace-promoting motifs; sometimes these motifs resonate in the 
background as part of the spiritual formation and sense of vocation of the peace practitioner and 
activist. Here the well-known case of the Catholic Community of Sant’Egidio in Mozambique 
usually is cited. Sometimes those motifs come to the surface through capitalizing on religious 
networks, and this is when religious peacebuilding connects with the subfield of religion and de-
velopment. This subfield further explores the implications and often even the inevitability of capi-
talizing on and collaborating with religious institutional networks and leaderships in the process of 
providing aid and supporting local efforts for developing infrastructures to cultivate programs to 
promote better quality of life. In the development business, to ignore the role of religious networks 
in advancing and implementing objectives amounts to blindness about the realities on the ground.

 TheologieS of peacebuilding and The inSTrumenTalizaTion of religiouS neTworkS

As in the pursuit of sustainable development, religious peacebuilding that focuses on cultivat-
ing saturation through intervention and empowerment operates on various fronts. Sant’Egidio was 
indeed instrumental in mediating peace agreements. Religious leaders, however, also could be-
come influential in national reconciliation (Cambodian Buddhists14) and in transnational religious 
reform (the Gülen movement). It is the synergy among these various fronts that is deemed most 
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conducive for sustainable peacebuilding.15 The focus on religion and techniques of peacebuilding, 
therefore, probes into how theology relates to the moral and spiritual formation of the peacemaker. 
An example of this subgenre includes the work of Lederach, who reflected on how his Mennonite 
background sculpted his attitudes in the field (in conflict zones) and his sense of vocation. Leder-
ach’s co-edited volume with Cynthia Sampson,16 From the Ground Up: Mennonite Contributions 
to International Peacebuilding, attempts to reflect not only the connections between a Mennonite 
background and the commitment to peacebuilding, but also the ways that changing circumstances 
propelled internal processes of change, whereby pacifism no longer could translate into isolation-
ism, but rather into active and meaningful peaceful activism toward eliminating direct forms of 
violence and transforming conflicts. Interlaced with this peace activism are Christian theological 
concepts such as love, justice, forgiveness, mercy, and hope.

The above overview shows there is a body of literature that documents and analyzes religious 
peacebuilding as a practice and a vocation. Beyond an exploration of individual peacebuilders, 
this line of research also is compounded by an explosion of organizations, research centers, and 
single-tradition and ecumenical peacebuilding networks. Various Mennonite networks and numer-
ous committed Mennonite peacemakers have been pivotal in processes of peacebuilding, includ-
ing trauma healing and development initiatives around the world. Likewise, the global institutional 
network of Catholics lends itself to religious peacebuilding around the globe.17 Other transna-
tional single-tradition networks include the Gülen Movement,18 Baptist Peace Fellowship,19 Bud-
dhist Peace Fellowship,20 and Christian Peacemaker Teams,21 among numerous other organiza-
tions. Representatives of ecumenical “interventionists” include International Committee for Peace 
Council22 and World Conference on Religion and Peace.23 The business of religious peacebuilding 
is expanded further to research institutions such as the Berkley Center for Religion, Peace, and 
World Affairs at Georgetown University in Washington, D.C.24 and the Program on Religion, Con-
flict, and Peacebuilding at the Kroc Institute for International Peace Studies at the University of 
Notre Dame.25

The study of individual prophetic voices and institutional faith-networks, featured in great 
volume in the literature, interrelates and oscillates between an instrumentalization of religion for 
peacebuilding and development and for fulfilling religious vocations. This is where distinctions 
need to be drawn between praxis and theory. The importance of this task will become clear in my 
exposition of the theological thread and its complex relation to questions of justice and change.

The Theological 

As indicated, Appleby’s “ambivalence of the sacred” undergirds practice and theory in reli-
gious peacebuilding.26 Theologically, the insight about the constructive and causal qualities of 
religion translated into sustained efforts to retrieve and cultivate non-violent and peaceful motifs 
within diverse religious traditions. The act of retrieval presupposes internal plurality.
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Gopin’s Between Eden and Armageddon: The Future of World Religions, Violence, and Peace-
making echoes the insight concerning the internal diversity and plurality of a community and the 
subsequent need to analyze why certain violent, exclusive, or otherwise peace-inhibiting interpre-
tations of religious symbols, texts, and other narratives gained dominance. Such exploration, Go-
pin suggests, might be pivotal for conflict analysis as well as conflict transformation. At the heart 
of these processes, therefore, is recognition of constructive hermeneutics as a key peacebuilding 
method. The analyst may engage in an excavation of the tradition, seeking possible marginalized 
motifs that would promote peacebuilding ideals and concerns with justice. Applying a psychody-
namic approach to conflict, Gopin traces the patterns of change within religious traditions, that 
is, what circumstances led to the adaptation of violent motifs and by which subgroups.27 This 
approach typifies a presumption that violent motifs constitute inauthentic or perverted interpreta-
tions of religion. In other words, the task of religious peacebuilding amounts to a recovery of good 
religion.

This archeological approach later reverberates in the work of scholar-practitioner Mohammad 
Abu-Nimer.28 Abu-Nimer underscores the dynamic character of Islamic sources and Islam itself as 
a continuous, lived revelation. His work consequently exemplifies the premise, despite proclama-
tions of various literalists to the contrary, that religions are internally plural and thus that sacred 
sources are subject to continuous interpretations. Abu-Nimer labors to develop a nonviolent para-
digm for peacebuilding from within the sources of Islam (underscoring core Islamic values such 
as justice, benevolence, patience, and forgiveness). This theological genre resonates with works on 
forgiveness, nonviolence, and reconciliation that likewise seek to identify an ethics and practice of 
reconciliation and peace from within the resources of a given tradition.29 The growing preoccupa-
tion with the retrieval of theological resources that are consistent with principles of nonviolence 
represents an expansion of the traditional theological focus on the ethics of the use of force. Tra-
ditionally, this paradigm has been the most dominant scholarly thread, engaging the questions of 
religion and conflict, along with an interrelated focus on how religion informs pacifism and “holy 
wars.”30 The focus on how religion relates to the legitimate and/or illegitimate use of force inter-
sects with the field of ethics, although ethics is not yet an intentional interlocutor with religious 
peacebuilding, specifically, and peace studies, more broadly. On the part of comparative ethics, an 
underdeveloped interface with peace studies may be attributed to the enduring persistence of the 
dichotomous focus on  only war and pacifism.

On the part of religious peacebuilding, the lack of interface with comparative ethics and com-
parative religious studies is costly because it does not account for the decades of methodological 
critiques and conversations concerning the delicate act of comparison. Comparison without self-
reflexivity and discursive analysis risks an essentializing naiveté.31 As a result of this disciplinary 
gap, a recent effort within the religious peacebuilding subfield to develop an ethics of political 
reconciliation may be subject to some of the same critiques conventionally aimed at comparative 
ethics (as well as comparative religion, more generally).32 
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Political theorist and peace studies scholar Daniel Philpott articulates such an ethics of po-
litical reconciliation in the aftermath of atrocities. Philpott’s model highlights restoration of right 
relations within the political realm. He grounds this ethics in an encyclopedic retrieval and cata-
loguing of motifs from within Judaism, Islam, and Christianity that are consistent with a view of 
political reconciliation as entailing building just institutions and relations between and among 
states, acknowledgement of wrongdoing, reparation, punishment, apology, and forgiveness. This 
project is in conversation with liberal political theory and ideas concerning a pragmatic endurance 
of the principle of overlapping consensus and of the tradition of human rights as an instrument 
designed to identify injustice.33

 Philpott’s approach, however, diverges significantly from a view of liberal peace (the corol-
lary of an unrevised liberal political theory) with its distinct presuppositions about religion and 
how it relates to conflict, peace, and public discourse. These premises involve analyzing religious 
violence as a matter of epistemological dispute, the solution of which necessitated the rise of the 
modern liberal state and conceptions of toleration.34 The field of religious peacebuilding, as I show 
below in further detail, has not challenged these premises, but rather has operated within them. 
Philpott offers a correction that resonates with a rich body of literature and, by now, a perhaps in-
creasingly resolved conversation in religious ethics that challenges and revises presumptions con-
cerning the non-publicity of religion.35 Tapping into the religion and public life debates, however, 
proves a valuable maneuver, indicating the need to theoretically enrich religious peacebuilding. 
Yet unawareness of theoretical and methodological debates that take place in the study of religion 
can diminish the effectiveness of theorizing about religion in the religious peacebuilding subfield. 
This may be the case with the model of political reconciliation cited above. 

Similar to other exercises in comparative ethics, the pitfall of the attempt to develop an ethics 
of peacebuilding across different religious terrains is to elide, however inadvertently, meaning-
ful and often problematic differences, making them all conform to categories of justice that are 
indebted to a particular religious and cultural context. From the perspective of the analyst, this 
model of political reconciliation selectively extracts and essentializes interpretations of contextu-
ally specific particularities, practices, and on-the-ground innovative applications and subversions 
of norms. The model of political reconciliation, like the conventional project of the comparative 
ethicist, therefore, can become inattentive, blind, and even complicit with underlying structural 
and cultural injustice.

Distilling an ethics of reconciliation from within Judaism, for instance, does not provide the 
constructive tools needed to deconstruct and reframe the meta-injustices undergirding the dis-
cussion of peace and justice in Israel/Palestine. Israeli liberalism, despite its secularity and even 
anti-religious stance, embodies a distinct political theology. Religious peace activism in Israel 
also operates within the parameters set out by this political theology. This is where I identify the 
limitations of religious peacebuilding in the Israeli case and other cases more broadly.36 Without 
explicating and interrogating this theology (a particular reading of Jewish history and identity) 
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from within the religious, historical, and lived sources of Judaism, a radical transforming of the 
Palestinian-Israeli conflict will not materialize. This kind of contestation of symbolic boundaries 
(axiomatic conceptions of identity) I term the hermeneutics of citizenship. It emerges as a response 
to challenges from the victims of Zionist practices (internal and external) who appeal to broad (hu-
man rights norms) rather than particularistic frames of justice, which, by themselves, are not suf-
ficient as a framework for rethinking the symbolic boundaries authorizing unjust practice. (They 
primarily serve a diagnostic and empowering function.) 

The limitations of religious peacebuilding, therefore, revolve around the secularist framing of 
religion as a belief and as a distinct variable, empirically manifest but thoroughly ahistorical and 
transcultural. Another related conceptual limitation is the inclination to articulate religious peace-
building as a unidirectional process in which religion as an ahistorical and transcultural essence 
can function positively to influence peacebuilding processes. This conceptualization of religious 
peacebuilding as a unidirectional process precludes thinking about how historical developments, 
intercultural exchanges, and multiperspectival demands of justice might work in the other direc-
tion as an occasion to transform religion, religious institutions, and the interfaces between religion 
and ideological formations.37 But a model of political reconciliation that essentializes and selec-
tively extracts from the sources of religious traditions can afford only a unidirectional view of 
change. It deploys the “ambivalence of the sacred” thesis in the comparative imagining of an ethics 
of political reconciliation. However, in the process, it merely inverses the essentializing of religion 
(as bad) that Appleby sets out to challenge. 

The arena of comparative ethics, as indicated, has fallen on occasion into similar pitfalls. Even 
when expanded beyond a preoccupation concerning the use of force and principles of peace to a 
related discussion of religion and human rights, it tends to distill selectively what works in ac-
cordance with a predetermined theory of justice.38 Avoiding the complexities, divergences, and 
subversive spaces on the ground limits this approach’s effectiveness as a framework for peace-
building. However, comparative ethicist David Little, whose earlier work largely framed the sub-
field of comparative religious ethics, illustrates in his later preoccupation with the comparative 
study of ethnoreligious national conflicts where fruitful connections between ethics and religious 
peacebuilding can unfold.39 Little’s view of the tradition of human rights is a critical divergence 
from Philpott’s model of political reconciliation, not as ontologically distinct from the ethics found 
in the three Abrahamic traditions, but as already representing a multiperspectival, dynamic, and 
interpretive tradition, with an inbuilt mechanism for self-correction.40 This view of human rights 
is indispensible for Little’s engagement with questions of peace and justice. While operating with 
an a priori theory of justice, Little’s focus on theological retrieval as an instrument of peacebuild-
ing is thoroughly contextual and anchored within the framework of the nation-state and its my-
thologies. He asks what kind of interpretations of religion will promote more or less exclusionary 
conceptions of identity, with the presumption that greater exclusivity relates to violent practices. 
Yet Little’s view, as apparent from his work with Appleby, is non-reductive, taking into account 
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how institutional and structural conditions also influence and play into cultural and national for-
mations.41 It is not about religions in abstraction as systems of meanings informing behavior but 
as interpreted and embodied in the complex interplay between social practices and institutional 
formations.  

To reiterate, critical to Little’s view of religious peacebuilding is an approach that is at once 
historical and localized yet also ahistorical and universal in its commitment to human rights.42 This 
commitment gestures to a central conceptual divergence from Philpott’s articulation of the tradi-
tion of human rights as potentially in conflict with the religious traditions. The tension that arises 
from discussions concerning the relation between religion and human rights brings to the fore the 
urgency of analyzing the theory of justice underlying the field of religious peacebuilding.

III.  Religious Peacebuilding and the Justice Dilemma

in Search of SilenT Violence

Peacebuilding is intricately associated with questions of justice or “positive” peace and the 
transformation not only of direct and obvious violence, but also of structural and cultural forms 
of violence. As I indicate in my discussion of an ethics of political reconciliation, the concept of 
“positive” peace challenges “negative” or “liberal” interpretations of peace that understand peace 
negatively as the absence of direct violence, a view that not only has informed various conventions 
of international relations, conflict resolution, and diplomacy, but that also is indebted to certain 
political-philosophical conceptions of toleration that could, at once, gloss over meta-forms of in-
justice and function to reify those structural problems.

A subgenre in political theory that focuses on democracy in ethnoreligious majoritarian nation-
al contexts (ethnocracies) usually does not make it onto reading lists in religious peacebuilding.43 
But it should because a careful analysis might expose how religion relates to meta-injustices (in 
Israel, for instance, “multiculturalism” is encouraged within strict ethnoreligious boundaries), or it 
can trace the patterns of increased or decreased inclusivity.44 The blinders imposed by a theological 
approach would amount to overlooking an analysis of power and discourse. To return to the case of 
Israel, the question that is not asked is why a particular hegemonic interpretation of Jewish-Israeli 
identity emerged as an axiomatic frame. Within the theological thread, the belief that Jewish re-
ligious destiny entails political hegemony is framed as a “right” that needs to be respected. This 
framing already hints at a potential dissonance between the discourse of religious freedom, which 
attained currency in the early twenty-first century as the main idiom for discussing the plight of 
minorities abroad and identity politics at home (in the context of the United States), and justice 
concerns guided by a human rights framework. I return to this point shortly. For now, it suffices 
to underscore that the language of “rights” and “liberties,” if unreflective of its own categories, 
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assumptions, and locations, can become complicit with injustice. The tool of critique is pertinent 
for religious peacebuilding. Without discursive critique, creative hermeneutics (a hallmark of re-
ligious peacebuilding) risks becoming overly backward-looking and reactionary, diminishing its 
transformative potential.

Substantially engaging in a discursive critique could expand not only the theoretical scope 
of religious peacebuilding but also its practical implications. By discursive critique, I mean an 
analysis that is self-aware of the genealogy and historicity of its categories. Political theorist Eliza-
beth Shakman Hurd has effectively highlighted how the discourses of secularism have produced 
preconceptions that have dominated how the so-called “phenomenon of religious resurgence” has 
been analyzed and how it determined what kind of questions were deemed pertinent to the analy-
sis of religion and politics. That “religious resurgence” is interpreted as subversive and threaten-
ing and that religious violence is especially associated with Islam, Hurd argues, illuminates the 
Euro- and Judeo-Christo-centricity of the discussion as well as its undergirding Orientalism. What 
conventional analyses of public and/or “resurgent” religion overlooks is an exposition of historical 
contexts of displacement, marginalization, and colonization and how and why the “resurgence” of 
religion signals attempts to renegotiate the meanings of the secular in various contexts.45

While the raison d’être of the religious and peacebuilding industry is to combat overly deter-
ministic renderings of religion as divisive, belligerent, and irrational, it remains rather unreflective 
about how this outlook is born out of particular modalities or discourses that dominate how “reli-
gious” and “secular” are analyzed. Because religious peacebuilding operates within the secularist 
discourse, it focuses overwhelmingly on direct and obvious violence, overlooking how religion 
relates to structural and cultural violence. A conceptual shift beyond the secularist frame gave rise 
to the aforementioned attempt to construct an ethics of political reconciliation that nonetheless 
reproduced a secularist rendering of “religion” as an ahistorical body of dogmas, rituals, and texts. 
Exploring discursive formations therefore is intricately relevant to questions of peace and justice. 
As in the analogous preoccupation in political theory with a discussion of “religion and democra-
cy,” what is considered generically “religious” privileges Christo-centric and western assumptions 
about the “religious” and the “political.”

When religious peacebuilding in Israel glosses over the hermeneutics of citizenship, it appears 
as a good force for peace and justice, despite operating within meta-injustice. Cultural anthropolo-
gist Saba Mahmood’s deconstructive reading of the discourse of religious freedoms and liberties 
as an umbrella for a host of non-governmental and governmental advocacy and activism likewise 
illustrates why, despite its apparent positive connotations, deploying this lens may be delimiting 
because it reflects the universalization of particularistic conceptions of conscience and freedom 
not easily translated across cultural terrains. Moreover, through the articulation of religious free-
dom as a universal and ahistorical good, one glosses over historical engagements with the experi-
ences of colonialism and post-colonialism, hegemonic secularist frames of international relations 
with their Orientalist undertones, and ongoing geopolitical agendas.46
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To allude to what a geopolitical agenda entails in this respect is to look at how supposed attacks 
on religious freedoms, primarily of Christians in the Middle East, figures into broader discourses 
about Islam and Muslims and how those discourses function to authorize belligerence in the re-
gion. A curious exception is the case of Christian Palestinians; their silencing in the mainstream 
corporate media, for example, is, at best, problematic. In the words of a courageous Palestinian 
Quaker woman Jean Zaru: “Although we are really the modern heirs of the disciples of Jesus in 
Jerusalem, we have become unknown, unacknowledged, and forgotten. Despite all of this, we are 
a community that has maintained a strong witness to the gospel in the land of the incarnation and 
resurrection…unfortunately, a community that is diminishing every day as a result of the political, 
economic, and religious pressures of the Israeli occupation.”47 What is at stake here for Zaru is to 
combat—among other forms of violence—religious and cultural structural violence; by this she 
refers to the stereotyping of Palestinians and Arabs in the media, the imposition of other cultures 
and value systems, the destruction and shelling of cultural heritage sites, the language of chosen-
ness (deployed both by Jewish and Christian Zionists), and the demonization of Islam, among 
other issues. In the brief excerpt I just cited, Zaru locates her silencing most immediately with 
the Israeli occupation but also more globally in discursive formations that enable the kind of mar-
ginalization she is combating. Her inability to flourish in Palestine is not classified as a matter of 
religious freedom. If it is, it is in reference to Muslim-Christian relations within Palestine and not 
in reference to the Israeli occupation. This enables the perpetuation of a broader paradigm about 
Christian peril in Muslim contexts, divorcing this discussion from the historical realities of Israeli 
occupation. This disconnect substantiates the point about the importance of unpacking the political 
and cultural underpinnings of framing something as a matter of “religious freedom.” What goes 
into this decision politically?

In describing the inherent biases of the International Religious Freedom Act of 1988, Mahmood 
claims that one needs to engage in a critical exploration of what precisely gets to be classified as a 
violation of religious freedoms and liberties, along with the ramifications that such classification 
may have on the formulation of American foreign policy. This exploration involves historicizing 
why a philosophically, religiously, and culturally embedded articulation of religion as a matter 
of individual conscience and belief has been universalized and construed as an ahistorical moral 
good.48 I argue that this articulation, when it differentiates between religion as a belief and religion 
as a national and historical consciousness (as in cases such as Sri Lanka and Israel), overlooks the 
complex ways in which religion interrelates with other indices of identity. If the establishment of 
a political hegemony is considered the fulfillment of a religious destiny, should not ensuring this 
project be classified as the exercise of a religious freedom? Are the boundaries of those freedoms 
confined to private spaces and to individual consciences? Do they become collectivized only in-
sofar as they translate into the language of minority rights and cultural and religious autonomy? 
This language, while designed to accommodate collective rights, is still philosophically grounded 
in culturally specific conceptions of personhood, religion, and freedom. The politics enabled by 
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the idiom of religious freedoms could—under the banner of providing a normative good—natural-
ize and normalize meta-injustices, as when the case of the Palestinian-Israelis is framed as merely 
involving questions about minority rights. There are always enduring questions, not only with re-
gard to broad geopolitical frames, but also with regard to the implicit normalcy of who constitutes 
the majority within those contexts where the plights of religious minorities are debated and how 
religious narratives, symbols, and institutions may be interlaced into the construction and decon-
struction of national ethos.

The testimony of Zaru is especially illustrative of the need to engage in wide-ranging discur-
sive analyses that move beyond the rhetoric of local conflicts. Her analysis not only moves beyond 
obvious dichotomies between Muslims and Jews or West and East. It also highlights how broader 
discourses of Orientalism, militarism, imperialism, chosenness, and patriarchy are relevant. The 
stereotyping of Arabs and Muslims (often through the mere conflation of these identity indices) in 
the American media, for example, is part of the problem. It betrays a long history of Orientalism 
that informs the making of American foreign policy while also being constitutive of imagining 
American Judeo-Christian identity. Zaru is confronting the “silent” structural violence that enables 
the perpetuation of the Israeli occupation of Palestine on so many levels.49 It follows that if media 
representation and stereotyping are part of the problem, part of the solution will involve engaging 
in discursive critiques that deconstruct received narratives. These kinds of critique and engage-
ment go beyond the geopolitical boundaries of this particular conflict zone and points to global 
interconnections. Zaru also looks internally at questions of gender and patriarchy. She recognizes 
intuitively and through her own marginality as a Christian Palestinian woman that domestic gender 
injustice is not unrelated to the pervasive direct, structural, and cultural forms of violence she so 
aptly illuminates. I mention this because one fallacy of the field of religious peacebuilding is to 
privilege occasionally the “local” by myopically obscuring the pertinence of how religion relates 
to broader questions of “silent” violence.

diScourSe analySiS aS peacebuilding

A conceptual turn that challenges the privileging of the “international” focus of religious 
peacebuilding would also move beyond the premises informing the extensive involvement of the 
United States Institute of Peace (USIP) with religious peacebuilding initiatives. Consistent with 
the broader mandate of the USIP, the study of issues related to religion and peacebuilding excludes 
a focus on the United States. This mandate imposes critical conceptual blinders on peace studies, 
generally, and religious peacebuilding, more specifically. What it excludes from the analysis are 
questions about the relevance of the legacies of colonialism, post-colonialism, U.S. imperialism, 
and the global discourse of neoliberalism to local concerns with conflict and peace.50

To move in these new directions, it is important to reflect on the enduring (and somewhat 
ironic) hold of secularist discourses. It is ironic because religious peacebuilding emerged as a 
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supposed antidote to the reductive dismissal of or essentializing alarmism about religion plaguing 
the social sciences and the popular media. From its inception, religious peacebuilding presented 
itself as a “supplement” rather than a radical challenge to the logic of international relations. 
Douglas Johnston and Cynthia Sampson’s pioneering work Religion: The Missing Dimension of 
Statecraft51 highlights the potential but untapped role of religion in international relations and in 
peacebuilding. It generated a series of subsequent works on the role of religion in diplomacy and 
peacebuilding.52 These works typify the “instrumental approach” to religious peacebuilding. The 
usual motif of this instrumental approach is that dogmatic realism in international relations blocks 
the possibility of recognizing how one’s actions are informed by values and religious orientations 
and how one’s processes of healing and religious resources, narratives, and leadership might be 
instrumental in overcoming trauma and transforming conflicts. The role of religion in diplomacy, 
subsequently, is referred to as “Track II diplomacy” or “faith-based diplomacy.”

Indeed, this subgenre makes significant strides in highlighting the need to take religion seri-
ously in international relations. However, the framing of religion’s involvement in international 
relations and specifically in peacebuilding as “faith-based” is a problematic proposition. It is prob-
lematic because it presupposes “faith,” a contextually specific category, to be universally appli-
cable and interchangeable with religion. The critical study of religion and the secularism and post-
secularism debates alluded to above shed light on why religion-qua-faith is not only a delimiting 
classification but also one deeply entrenched in the discourses of colonialism and Orientalism.

 While the now extensive documentation of various faith-based initiatives and success stories 
proves to be a wealth of resources for analyzing religion as it relates to questions of peacebuilding, 
the rendering of faith-based diplomacy as a supplementary but necessary venue for realpolitik is 
insufficient and problematic. In fact, such a construal overlooks the need to substantially engage 
in a discursive analysis that brings to bear how unrevised secularist and modernist ontologies and 
epistemologies inform how we think about the role of religion in international relations. Hence, 
while on the surface the faith-based diplomacy thread challenged political realism, it did not de-
part in any significant way from the undergirding secularist discourses that informed conventional 
modes of thinking about international relations. This includes the international relations (IR) para-
digm of constructivism that presupposes “beliefs” in international relations as merely a function of 
cognition. Hence, despite the relevant and important correction that the faith-based diplomacy and 
the related IFD foci offer to international relations theory and practice, their general acceptance of 
religion as having to do with belief, morality, and altogether “soft”53 power shows the theoretical 
thinness of the field and suggests possibilities for further research and scholarship.54

In fact, engaging in the theoretical questions that deconstruct how secularist and Oriental-
ist discourses have informed the modalities of thinking about religion in international relations 
can transform the field of religious peacebuilding. The field would shift from its primary preoc-
cupation with constructive religious leadership or faith-based initiatives and interventions in the 
dynamics of conflict and peacebuilding to a deeper engagement with the rather messy role of 
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religion-qua-politics as well as the intricate philosophical relations between religion and morality. 
A constructive retrieval of theological and other religious resources is insufficient as a method of 
peacebuilding, if there is no accompanying engagement with the kind of historicism and discursive 
critique that might expose undergirding injustice. Therefore, in a different essay, I highlight reli-
gious peacebuilding as entailing a process of “critical caretaking,” a synthesis of the constructive, 
non-reductive insights of religious peacebuilding as encapsulated in Appleby’s thesis of the “am-
bivalence of the sacred” and the deconstructive analytic tools of discursive critique.55 The various 
functions of the language of “religious freedoms” typify this observation concerning the need for 
“critical caretaking” and hint at the conceptual blinders and potential pitfalls of the theological 
thread as an instrument for the pursuit of a multiperspectival (as distinct from parochial) justice.

Where the field of religious peacebuilding is entirely lacking, therefore, is in recognizing the 
full spectrum of its potential contribution. This is not merely a problem of scope; it also reflects 
deep theoretical blinders born out of the misapplication of the insights and potentialities of the 
“ambivalence of the sacred.” While construing the militancy of the nonviolent religious warrior 
as the inverse of the religiously motivated suicide bomber frees religion from material or ideal 
reductionism, it also generates conceptual and practical blind-spots that need to be deconstructed 
for scholarship in the field of religious peacebuilding to grow in a meaningful way. Importantly, 
the constructive hermeneutics inherent in the “ambivalence of the sacred” could, if expanded to 
integrate the tool of critique, avoid the power reductionism that constitutes the pitfall of discursive 
analysis.

JuSTpeace and The conversion Trap

It may be obvious how religion relates to “direct” forms of violence in the Crusades, the mes-
sianic theology of Jewish settlers in the West Bank, and the events of September 11, 2001. It is 
not, however, so obvious how religion relates to the authorization of state violence and a sense of 
national entitlement, superiority, and destiny. It is not only that even in the cases of the Crusades, 
the European Wars of Religion, and the Settlement Movement in Israel/Palestine, a simple ren-
dering of religion as a cause of violence and conflict is highly decontextualized and ahistorical. 
It is also the case that this rendering enables both analysts and practitioners to overlook internal 
pluralities and contestations as well as nuanced analyses of the interrelationship between concep-
tions of religion, ethnicity, nationality, and culture. Bracketing religion as a “belief” and an essence 
outside of history (despite its empirical manifestations in historical space and time) enables the 
analyst (and by extension the peace practitioner) to gloss over critical junctures between religion 
and nationalism where religion (often silently) reifies and vindicates exclusive political and social 
practice. This, as mentioned, is also the limitation of the theological constructivism entailed in the 
model of political reconciliation. This is also where Little’s attention to the contexts of nationalism 
and the legacy of colonialism in each instance of ethnoreligious national conflict offers important 
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corrections to the essentialism endemic to a methodologically naïve comparison.
I, therefore, frame the topic as one about religious peacebuilding rather than religion and peace 

to capture the dynamic, multidisciplinary, multidirectional, and deeply contextual frameworks that 
need to guide one’s exploration of theory and praxis about religion, conflict, and peacebuilding. 
The concept of peacebuilding entails an active engagement with particular conflicts. It is not a 
general and decontextualized reflection on religion and peace. The peace sought is this-worldly 
(social, political, economic), although the this-worldliness should not be viewed as necessarily 
dichotomous with inner-spirituality or with other-worldly and transcendent conceptions of peace. 
There is a presumption here that religious peacebuilding as an academic pursuit (and certainly as 
a practice) focuses on justice as distinct from peace. However, because the field is not sufficiently 
critical of its own discursive formations, it enables a disconnection between peace and justice, 
which translates into a lack of reflexivity about how religion relates to structural and cultural 
violence. This lack of scrutiny, on occasion, also gives rise to curtailing the possibility of reform 
within religious traditions. The central philosophical issue is whether we historicize and submit 
religious traditions to a broader conception of morality. Philosophical conversations on religion 
and human rights and political-theoretical debates (including feminist critiques) on the “justness” 
of multicultural frameworks and identity politics need to become front and center in thinking about 
religious peacebuilding.56 Without such a multidisciplinary interrogation, religious peacebuilding, 
I argue below, becomes missionary and mono-perspectival in its pursuit of justice.

The recently articulated concept of strategic peacebuilding provides an especially effective 
lens to think through the role of religion in conflict transformation. Strategic peacebuilding as 
defined in a co-authored essay by Appleby and Lederach entails a comprehensive, multidimen-
sional, multifocal, and multidisciplinary process, normatively guided by a pursuit of justice or 
justpeace.57 The normative and comprehensive compass that strategic peacebuilding affords, with 
its focus on the continuous striving toward this neologism of justpeace, viewing it as a contested 
and continuously debated framework rather than a fixed telos, is especially helpful in exploring 
how religion might relate to “peace” as the cessation of direct violence. It might also be helpful 
in exploring how it interrelates with cultural, structural, and even “secular” forms of violence. 
The prism of strategic peacebuilding, therefore, recognizes the instrumental relevance of religious 
networks and leadership as well as substantive theological and hermeneutical contestations and 
critique of the endurance of unrevised secularist assumptions in IR.58 It is potentially consistent 
with the task of “critical caretaking.” On the other hand, “uncritical caretaking” is endemic within 
religious peacebuilding because it can contribute not only to a reified interpretation of religion, 
but also could  enable the perpetuation of injustice. Conversely, the merely deconstructive turn 
is power reductionistic (?), unable to extricate critically refined theological and religious content 
from its negation of colonial discursive formations; in short, throwing out the baby with the bath 
water. While this power reductionism is further susceptible to the charge of relativism, the religion 
and reconciliation subfield (in addition to its essentializing and ahistoricity) falls into the colonial 
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fallacy that privileges and universalizes culture- and tradition-specific categories such as “forgive-
ness” and “love.” This thread already occupies a fine line between religious peacebuilding and 
proselytizing, not only through decontextualizing “Judaism” or “Islam,” but also through forcing 
non-Christian worlds of associations to conform to Christian-specific categories.

I refer to this as the conversion trap. This trap also is present on the level of practice. Is it 
acceptable that the work of religiously motivated “aid” organizations also involves teaching the 
gospel? This question goes back to a deeper debate about the meanings of humanitarian assistance 
and whether neutrality should be an unsullied principle. It also highlights the need to reflect on 
the ethics of peacebuilding intervention. When missionaries proclaim to engage in peacebuilding 
efforts and demonstrate a lack of self-reflexivity about the historical colonial undertones of this 
enterprise, as well as the profound disrespect toward other religions and alternative  orientations, 
they contribute to the delegitimization of the subfield of religious peacebuilding as an important 
and serious scholarly enterprise with immense practical ramifications for real situations. The con-
version trap, however, has permeated both scholarship and practice.

Therefore, for religious peacebuilding to develop beyond the enduring dominance of secularist 
categories, it will have to assume a thoroughly interdisciplinary approach. This will also require an 
exploration not only of where religious peacebuilding is limited by its own conceptual and theoret-
ical assumptions, but also how these presuppositions could potentially derail the field altogether.

derailmenT

The task of theological excavation is highly necessary for the field of religious peacebuilding. 
If one takes religion seriously on its own terms, it is indeed of substantive relevance to engage reli-
gious traditions comprehensively and to develop the same kind of fluency in “religion and peace” 
that was devoted to the study of religion and violence and/or the use of force. However, as I argue 
elsewhere, this needs to avoid the charge of ahistoricity and essentialism by deploying the tools 
of critique. This is where operationalizing the “ambivalence of the sacred” thesis is lacking and 
delimiting. At times, it is even misguided.

It is misguided when religious peacemakers are “exoticized” and when their narratives are 
presented as a form of theater, as if they perform some peculiar native dance, usually elsewhere 
and in a different language. Countless times, I have  witnessed such exoticization during academic 
conferences on religion and peacebuilding. This exoticization is, in part, the upshot of the “lo-
cal” bias of the field. Related to this exoticization of “religion and peacebuilding” is the work of 
organizations that foster and feature, on different levels, faith-based peacebuilders. Some of these 
organizations indeed represent the “industry” aspects of religious peacebuilding (the Tenenbaum 
Center, for example); others include representatives of religious groups whose peacebuilding work 
is missionary. The fact that faith motivates missionary work and that this work is perceived as 
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“peacebuilding,” “development,” or “humanitarianism” is relevant to the academic study of reli-
gious peacebuilding. But to overlook the need for a second-order reflection on systemic and moral 
issues, such as aggressive proselytism in a post-colonial context, is not only deficient; it also re-
linquishes the kind of critical rigor necessary for scholarship.59 The main paradigms of religious 
peacebuilding as a field of study, however, are conducive to this kind of deficiency. The issue at 
stake is not that focusing on particular religious leaders and their activism with respect to pro-
cesses of conflict transformation or on various missionary forms of peacebuilding is irrelevant to 
the study of religious peacebuilding. Rather, the focus of this scrutiny is that the field of religious 
peacebuilding needs to move beyond the secularist, the exotic, the apologetic (and the missionary), 
and the mere reportage mode that has come to dominate the field.

back To The ambiValence and The QueST for criTical careTaking

Regardless of how admirable the actions of various religious actors may seem, one cannot 
relinquish the critical-analytic lens. This will spell the difference between scholarship and mere 
showcasing or even crude and unreflective evangelizing. Certainly, showcasing various religious 
actors in academic conferences may be enriching and humbling. But if this showcasing is not fol-
lowed by a systematic analysis that probes into the patterns of religious peacebuilding (e.g., what 
does it mean in various contexts, and what might be the limitations of this undertaking?), this 
showcasing remains just that—a theater. As such, it not only confirms the suspicion of various 
critics who either render religious peacebuilding as “soft,” “kumbaya” extra-curricular activities in 
the otherwise brutal realities of international and local real politics, but it also risks exoticizing re-
ligious peacebuilding and religious actors. Therefore, religious peacebuilding easily can shift from 
the task of a careful analysis of religion and conflict transformation to an “uncritical caretaking,” 
masquerading as scholarship. The missionary trap is the greatest obstacle for the maturation of the 
field of religious peacebuilding as a scholarly enterprise with a real potential to think creatively 
and multidirectionally about justpeace in different contexts.

But a rereading of Appleby’s thesis shows that the task of religious peacebuilding is not a 
simple search for the most authentic interpretation of religion, presuming that this interpretation is 
also “good” and “just.” Appleby’s thesis is more complex than the mere framing of the “religious 
peacebuilder” as the mirror image of the “religious terrorist”: the one perfects religion, the other 
perverts it. Both constructs are problematic and deserve a sustained interrogation of the question 
of causality: Does religion cause violence? Can religion cause peace? Appleby never wants to ask 
those questions in a decontextualized manner. Neither does he forego a view of the fallible and 
historical characteristics of religious phenomena or of a deeply pluralistic society. The theoretical 
poverty of religious peacebuilding can be attributed to missing these points about fallibility and 
contextual yet non-reductive interpretations of religion and their relevance to sociopolitical and 
economic institutional frameworks. Missing those points also facilitates the creeping in of an un-
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critical treatment of religion, conflict, and peacebuilding, one that overlooks internal and external 
power constraints so that the missionary woman cannot view the structural and cultural violence 
within which she self-righteously and faithfully operates.

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 religious peace-
building 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 cri-
tique and possibly reform, in light of questions of justice.

This inquiry would include a global analysis of the endurance of Orientalist frames in inter-
national relations and how it might transpire in distinct conflict zones. The inquiry also would 
encompass debating on a case-by-case basis how religion, ethnicity, and culture interface with the 
construction and reproduction of secular national identities and why, especially within explicitly 
ethnocentric national frames, distinguishing between religion-qua-belief and religion-qua-national 
identity may function myopically to conceal and reproduce injustice. The tools of critique likewise 
will be employed in the analysis of the idiom of “religious freedoms” and how it operates within a 
multiperspectival tradition of human rights norms. The question of whether an American man can 
circumcise his daughter or kill his wife on the basis of a “religious conviction” is not beyond the 
scope of religious peacebuilding (although it has been debated primarily within political theory). 
In fact, this topic is conceptually connected to the need to deconstruct and interrogate the main 
discursive formations within which those questions arise locally and globally.

 Another related trajectory would involve developing a conceptual framework that would en-
able a multiperspectival prism for the analysis of questions of peace and justice, one that would 
enable one’s particularistic narration of justice to be confronted by others’ contextual counter-
narratives (including “domestic” underdogs and those who experience gender injustice). This mul-
tiperspectival lens confronts the unidirectionality inherent in the phenomenological framing of 
much of the discussion of religious peacebuilding. Moving the religious peacebuilding from the 
level of spectacle to rigorous academic scrutiny would necessitate asking not only how religion 
works in conflict and peacebuilding, but also whether a multiperspectival approach to justice can 
change traditions themselves when they appear to be inconsistent with justice concerns. Here the 
academic study of religion and peacebuilding cannot merely report, feature, and inductively theo-
rize about praxis; it must also reflect critically by historicizing religious knowledge and practice. 
Feminist theories have engaged in such critique in order not only to gain agency and equal stand-
ing, but also to reimagine the meanings of the religious tradition itself. Feminist theorist Judith 
Plaskow’s Standing Again at Sinai is about highlighting the need to view women coreligionists 
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as equal to men, as well as deeply challenging male normativity and reimagining the covenantal 
moment in Sinai through a gendered  lens.60 Such a transformative process would have substantial 
structural ramifications for questions of religious leadership and household management, among 
various other loci.

This discussion of feminist critique exemplifies that change depends upon acts of critique, 
introspection, and reframing. There is limited scholarship that connects gender analysis with reli-
gion, conflict, and peacebuilding, however. The inclination is to illuminate the idiom of folk rather 
than official religiosity (thus private, female religiosity) as potentially subversive and instrumental 
in its critique, coping with devastation and trauma and anti-militarist organizing (while there is 
also a thread in the literature stressing that women are as prone to violence as men).61 At the same 
time that a gender critique challenges the undergirding categories of political formations (see es-
pecially works on gender and nationalism), the interlinking between gender and religion falls back 
into the same discursive formations that relegated the feminine to the home, the supposed “private 
sphere.” On a different scholarly front, Mahmood’s study of the pious Egyptian women—who in 
inhabiting the norms of submissiveness and humility, became agents in transforming Egyptian 
secularism—correctly highlights that (female) agency is more complex than mere overt resistance 
to patriarchy, as conventional feminist theory has it.62 Yet this theoretical framework does not per-
mit a constructive space to reimagine the normative presuppositions that the pious women inhabit, 
ipso facto suggesting a kind of relativism inconsistent with the normative orientation of peace 
studies. What is lacking is a kind of critical caretaking that would rethink the normative presup-
positions of religious and political identities in light of critique and through the prism of justpeace.

To conclude, the study of religion and peace is a precarious enterprise, one fraught with con-
ceptual traps. While aspiring to move beyond negative “peace” to an engagement with questions of 
justice or positive peace, religious peacebuilding as a scholarly focus has studied “religion” merely 
as an addendum to conventional modes of analyzing and mitigating violent conflicts, thereby leav-
ing the conceptual limitation of such approaches intact. In order to avoid the charge of irrelevance 
and/or mere “soft” background relevance, religious peacebuilding conceptually needs to shift 
away from the secularist presuppositions underlying the field. Differentiating religion as a distinct 
variable reinforces secularist presumptions in that it subscribes to a neat compartmentalization of 
the “religious” and the “secular.” Certainly, this differentiation enabled the flourishing of the field 
of religious peacebuilding because it carved out relevance for religion by articulating its distinc-
tiveness as a resource of peace, both on the level of theologies and ideas as well as on the practical 
level of religious institutional networks and individual leaderships. This is where the paradoxical 
turn to critique comes into play. In order to combat the conversion trap, religious peacebuilding 
needs to avoid the “uncritical caretaking” that amounts to an overly simplistic application of the 
logic of the “ambivalence of the sacred.”

Cultivating the field of religious peacebuilding as a rigorous academic reflection therefore 
would entail self-reflexivity concerning the field’s reliance on secularist presumptions about reli-
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gion, which facilitate complicity with religion’s relevance to cultural and systemic injustices, the 
presumption of the unidirectionality of religion and historical change, and the disconnect from 
broader conversations about religion in public life. Future trajectories would need to focus on the 
method of the hermeneutics of citizenship and its reliance on a multiperspectival approach to jus-
tice for critique and reframing. Here the philosophical problem is whether we submit traditions as 
well as political theologies to a broader concept of morality that is already, as Little understands it, 
multiperspectival (reflecting cross-cultural and interreligious negotiations) rather than disembod-
ied and ontologically distinct.

Another fruitful trajectory would challenge the Westphalian assumptions undergirding the 
field of peacebuilding. While an emphasis on the institutional aspects of transnational religious 
networks is well evident in the religious peacebuilding literature, the privileging of the “local” as 
the site of conflict still is evident and delimiting of the discussion of global discursive formations 
that are intricately related to local manifestations of cultural, structural, and direct forms of vio-
lence. The “local” bias also imposes constraints on where peacebuilding work might take place. 
The locus of peacebuilding can be as much with expatriate and diaspora communities in the urban 
centers of Western cities like New York, London, and Paris than in the “exotic” and far-off villages 
of Columbia, Palestine, and Sri Lanka. This is not to dismiss the heroism of peacebuilders and the 
need to identify and rethink axiomatic claims through the counter-hegemonic embodied experi-
ences of indigenous and subaltern victims, but rather to gesture toward the possibility of plural-
izing the fronts of peacebuilding. To move beyond the exotic, the good (as in the conversion trap), 
and the theatrical, as I suggest above, calls for a thoroughly interdisciplinary enterprise, centrally 
synthesizing the insights of critique with the non-reductive, creative hermeneutics that already 
dominates religious peacebuilding. 
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