
Faith-Based NGOs and
International Pe a c e building 

B r i e f l y. . .
• Faith-based no n - go v e r n me ntal org a n i z a t io ns (NGOs) are inc re a s i ngly active and

i nc re a s i ngly effective in int e r na t io nal peacebuilding. 

• Faith-based org a n i z a t io ns have a special role to play in zones of re l ig ious conflic t ,
but their peacebuilding pro g ra ms do not need to be confined to addre s s i ng re l ig io u s
c o n f l ict. 

• A l t hough in some cases peacebuilding projects of faith-based org a n i z a t io ns re s e m b l e
very closely peacebuilding by secular NGOs, in most ins t a nces the various re l ig ious ori-
e nt a t io ns of these faith-based org a n i z a t io ns shape the peacebuilding they unde r t a ke. 

• T he peacebuilding age ndas of these org a n i z a t io ns are diverse and ra nge from hig h - l e v e l
me d ia t ion to tra i n i ng and peacebuilding - t h ro u g h - de v e l o p me nt at gra s s roots levels. 

• Very often peace can be pro moted most effic ie ntly by int ro duc i ng peacebuilding com-
p o ne nts into mo re tra d i t io nal re l ief and de v e l o p me nt activitie s. 

I n t ro d u c t i o n
T he 100 persons who attended the workshop on int e r na t io nal peacebuilding by fa i t h -
based NGOs and the 40 faith-based NGOs they re p re s e nt employ a variety of appro a c he s
to int e r na t io nal peacebuilding. Pe a c e b u i l d i ng entails not only he l p i ng to stop vio l e nc e
but also tra ns fo r m i ng re l a t io nships in order to contribute to a mo re peaceful future.
S o me, like the World Confere nce on Relig ion and Peace (WCRP), focus on pro mo t i ng
i nt e r faith collabora t ion. Ame r ican Jewish World Servic e, World Vision, and Catho l ic Relie f
S e r v ices build peacebuilding compone nts into hu ma n i t a r ian assistance and de v e l o p me nt
p ro g ra ms. The Plowshares Institute focuses on tra i n i ng in peacebuilding and conflict re s-
o l u t ion from a re l ig ious perspective. St. Egid io and the All Africa Confere nce of Chu rc h-
es have me d iated between warring fo rces and have ne go t iated peace agre e me nts that
e nded wars. 
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AB O U T T H E RE P O R T
T he United States Institute of Peace hosted a da y -
l o ng workshop on June 20, 2001 to enable fa i t h -

based NGOs to share their ex p e r ie nces in
i nt e r na t io nal peacebuilding. The ho l d i ng of 
this workshop reflected both the inc re a s i ng

i n v o l v e me nt of int e r na t io nal faith-based NGOs in
a t t e m p t i ng to pro mote peace in the count r ie s

w he re they opera t e, as well as the de s i re of ma ny
o t her faith-based NGOs to eng a ge in peacebuilding
p ro j e c t s. The workshop permitted the mo re ex p e r i-
e nced NGOs to share their ex p e r ie nces with tho s e

NGOs who have less ex p e r ie nce in this are na. Rep-
re s e ntatives from 40 faith-based NGOs attende d.

T he principal purpose of the Institute’s year-old Reli-
g ion and Pe a c e ma k i ng Initiative is to help U.S. fa i t h -

based org a n i z a t io ns to become mo re active and
effective as int e r na t io nal peacebuilde r s. This work-

s hop thus served the initiative’s cent ral purpose.

This report has been pre p a red by David Smo c k ,
d i rector of the Relig ion and Pe a c e ma k i ng Initia t i v e. 

The views ex p ressed in this report do not neces-
sarily reflect those of the United States Institute of
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A l t hough in some cases peacebuilding projects of these faith-based org a n i z a t io ns
resemble very closely peacebuilding by secular NGOs, in most ins t a nces the diverse re l i-
g ious orie nt a t io ns of these faith-based org a n i z a t io ns shape the peacebuilding the y
u nde r t a ke. For ins t a nc e, in the me d ia t ion processes that the All Africa Confere nce of
C hu rc hes orc he s t rated to end the civil war in Sudan temporarily in 1972, the me d ia t o r s
of f e red prayers at critical junc t u res and invoked ins t r uctive Christian and Is l a m ic tex t s. 

T hese org a n i z a t io ns take seriously the peacebuilding ma ndates of their fa i t hs. For
exa m p l e, the Fellowship of Reconc i l ia t ion (FOR) advocates no n v io l e nce and tra i ns oth-
ers in the me t ho do l o g ies of no n v io l e nce because of FOR’s re l ig iously based pacifist con-
v ic t ion. And org a n i z a t io ns like United Relig io ns Initiatives and WCRP give priority to
p ro mo t i ng re c o nc i l ia t ion amo ng re l ig ious groups that are in conflic t .

T he overa rc h i ng purpose of the me e t i ng was to share ex p e r ie nc e s, to ex t ra c t
l e s s o ns re g a rd i ng the effectiveness of various appro a c he s, and to help org a n i z a t io ns
develop stra t e g ies for being mo re effective in the future. It enabled partic i p a nts to
hear from those who have had particularly rich ex p e r ie nces in int e r na t io nal peace-
b u i l d i ng. The workshop was also planned to ma ke partic i p a nts aware of the ra nge of
p e a c e b u i l d i ng activities alre a dy being unde r t a ken by faith-based org a n i z a t io ns, and
in turn to open up new optio ns for those who have been less active. Ano t her purpose
was to enhance collabora t ion amo ng partic i p a t i ng org a n i z a t io ns, inc l ud i ng int e r fa i t h
c o l l a b o ra t ion. 

T he workshop started with profiles of three org a n i z a t io ns that have wide ex p e r ie nc e
in int e r na t io nal peacebuilding. These profiles were followed by discussio ns of specific
a p p ro a c hes to peacebuilding: tra i n i ng, conflict pre v e nt ion, no n v io l e nt me t ho do l o g ie s,
me d ia t ion, int e r faith dia l o g u e, pro mo t ion of re c o nc i l ia t ion, pro mo t i ng peace thro u g h
de v e l o p me nt, and peace educ a t ion in the United States. This sequence of topics also
p ro v ides the org a n i z a t io nal struc t u re for this report. 

F rom the discussion it became clear that, although in some cases the faith ide nt i t y
of an NGO may create obstacles to involveme nt in zones of re l ig ious conflict (for ins t a nc e
a Christian NGO working in No r t hern Sudan), an NGO’s re l ig ious orie nt a t ion mo re of t e n
o p e ns doors because the re are sister re l ig ious org a n i z a t io ns with whom it can collabo-
ra t e. Almost all faith-based NGOs serve people without re g a rd to their re l ig ious affilia-
t io ns and most faith-based NGOs also recruit staff from a variety of re l ig io u s
b a c kg ro u nd s. 

T he faith convic t io ns that motivate these NGOs lead them into peacebuilding. As
W i l l iam Recant of the Ame r ican Jewish Jo i nt Distribution Committee no t e d, "As people
of faith, we have to be pursuers of peace." Landrum Bolling of Me rcy Corps asserted that
t hose who go into int e r na t io nal re l ief and de v e l o p me nt work need to see it as a kind of
m i n i s t r y, not with an evange l i z i ng mission, but as fulfilling the spiritual purposes of
o ne’s faith. He went on to point out that faith-based NGOs don’t necessarily do the job
better than secular NGOs, but they can become connected with and ins p i re local re l i-
g ious commu n i t ie s, which in turn enhances their effectivene s s. 

Faith-based NGOs face particular sensitivity when they func t ion in zones of re l ig io u s
c o n f l ict. But, as WCRP’s William Ve ndley no t e d, conflict fo me nted by a re l ig ious com-
munity can best be contested by a creative minority from that same faith commu n i t y,
w h ich in some cases can be faith-based NGOs. He went on to assert that some conflic t s
derive at least in part from too little re l ig ion ra t her than too much, from spirituality that
has been enfeebled by such fo rces as communist rule in Yu go s l a v ia. 

T he partic i p a nts at the workshop conc l uded that the re is much mo re openness no w
than in the past on the part of go v e r n me nt s, United Na t io ns org a n i z a t io ns, and othe r
i nt e r na t io nal org a n i z a t io ns to initiatives taken by faith-based org a n i z a t io ns. But this
o p e n ness should not be taken for lic e nse to operate in isolation; faith-based groups ne e d
to fo rge partnerships with secular NGOs, the diploma t ic commu n i t y, int e r na t io nal org a-
n i z a t io ns, and even int e r na t io nal military struc t u res that play critical roles in places like
B o s n ia and Kosovo. 
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Tra i n i n g
P l o w s h a res Ins t i t u t e, led by Robert Evans and Alice Frazer Evans, has been conduc t i ng
faith-based tra i n i ng in several count r ies for nearly 30 years. The purpose of their peace-
b u i l d i ng tra i n i ng is to equip partic i p a nts with skills of conflict tra ns fo r ma t ion from a
s p i r i t ual and mo ral perspective. Us i ng as a fo u nda t ion their ex t e nsive work in South
A f r ica, based at the Cent re for Conflict Resolution at the University of Cape Town, the y
j o i ned their colleague Ron Kraybill of Eastern Me n nonite University to develop a tra i n-
i ng ma nual, leader’s guide, and video titled Peace Skills for Community Mediators. I n
South Africa the Plowshares Institute joined with four other South African NGOs to tra i n
1400 gra s s roots leade r s. The purpose was to change the country’s ethos from con-
f ro nt a t ion to collabora t ion and effective commu n ic a t ion. 

T he first step of the tra i n i ng process ide nt i f ies trusted local leaders who can bene f i t
f rom tra i n i ng in how to analyze conflic t s, fig u re out how to see the conflict as a poten-
t ial for systema t ic change, and learn how to form re l a t io nships for conflict tra ns fo r ma-
t ion. The Plowshares approach typically brings toge t her those on opposing side s, fo r
exa m p l e, differe nt ra c ial, ethnic, and political gro u p s. Prior to the 1994 na t io nal elec-
t io ns, Plowshares bro u g ht toge t her South African police and ant i - a p a r t he id politic a l
activists the police had imprisoned and some t i mes torture d. By bring i ng toge t her tho s e
in conflict, the tra i n i ng breaks down stereotypes and helps overc o me barriers to col-
l a b o ra t ion. A standa rd technique is cro s s - role playing, with those on opposing side s
a do p t i ng and advocating their oppone nts’ points of vie w. 

T he Plowshares approach elicits often fo rgotten tra d i t io nal community cons e ns u s -
b u i l d i ng pro c e s s e s. It also builds skills in listening, problem ana l y s i s, and problem solv-
i ng, ma k i ng use of local cultural re s o u rces and fo c u s i ng on local pro b l e ms in case study
fo r mat. In mu l t i - faith cont exts the tra i ners use sacred texts; Muslim, Jewish, and Chris-
t ian partic i p a nts work collaboratively on the Ko ran, the He b rew scripture, and the Ne w
Te s t a me nt. In these situa t io ns, the spiritual dime ns ion is cent ral to the tra i n i ng pro c e s s.
T he overa rc h i ng purpose is to pro mote empowerme nt and re c o g n i t ion of the worth of
t hose cons ide red to be the ene my, as well as equipping the partic i p a nts to solve the i r
own pro b l e ms. 

In Indo ne s ia the Evanses re c e ntly bro u g ht toge t her re l ig ious leade r s, journa l i s t s, politi-
c ia ns, and military leaders to enable them to move beyond the stereotypes that shaped
t heir perc e p t io ns of each othe r. Relig ious leaders often fear that their tra d i t io ns will be
d i s da i ne d. If they are assured that their tra d i t io ns will be respected and ma de safe, the y
do not feel thre a t e ned and are open to tra ns fo r m i ng negative stereotypes of othe r s. 

Conflict Preve n t i o n
World Vision, an ecume n ical Christian re l ief and de v e l o p me nt org a n i z a t ion active in 90
c o u nt r ie s, has moved in re c e nt years to pro mote conflict pre v e nt ion and peacebuilding .
As described by Mic helle Garre d, World Vision has recognized that pro g ress on re l ief and
de v e l o p me nt is often unde r m i ned by the re newal of conflic t s. For ins t a nc e, a ma j o r
de v e l o p me nt project in Indo ne s ia had to be abando ned because of an outbreak of vio-
l e nt conflict the re. Mo re o v e r, World Vision recognizes that re l ief and de v e l o p me nt activ-
i t ies have on occasion contributed unw i t t i ngly to conflict. As a cons e q u e nc e, it is both
t a k i ng very seriously the "Do No Harm" approach advocated by Mary Anderson and is
s e e k i ng ways to pre v e nt and resolve conflic t s. Most of this work entails int ro duc i ng
p e a c e b u i l d i ng compone nts into re l ief and de v e l o p me nt pro j e c t s. Ne v e r t he l e s s, Wo r l d
V i s ion is being cautious because of its aware ness that it has much to learn about con-
f l ict pre v e nt ion and re s o l u t ion. 

World Vision attempts to address the eme rge nce of conflict, the escalation of con-
f l ict, and the re e me rge nce of conflict. It does so primarily at the community level ra t he r
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than at a re g io nal or na t io nal level. Emphases inc l ude both conflict pre v e nt ion in set-
t i ngs at risk of inc re a s i ng vio l e nce and peacebuilding in post-conflict cont ex t s. In pre -
c o n f l ict setting s, World Vision’s de v e l o p me nt stra t e g ies contribute to the re duc t ion of
v io l e nce in three ways: (1) poverty re duc t ion and the re duc t ion of econo m ic disparitie s
between rich and poor; (2) civil society de v e l o p me nt, inc l ud i ng appro p r iate partic i p a t o-
ry processes for community de c i s ion ma k i ng and conflict re s o l u t ion; and (3) enhanc i ng
respect for hu man rig ht s. 

World Vision’s re s e a rch reveals that participatory processes to ide ntify commu n i t y
needs and to pro mote community de v e l o p me nt can help pre v e nt vio l e nt conflict. The s e
p l a n n i ng processes contribute to peace through bring i ng community leaders toge t he r
a c ross ethnic / re l ig ious divisio ns and through int e r m i x i ng groups that oppose each othe r.
W hen a larger ge o g ra p h ic area is involved in the planning pro c e s s, the impact on peace
is usually gre a t e r, since larger areas usually encompass mo re diverse populatio ns. Wo r l d
V i s ion’s ex p e r ie nce is that int e nsive community de v e l o p me nt pro g ra ms are likely to:
de c rease ethnic and re l ig ious pre j ud ice; inc rease respect for the dignity and rig hts of
o t her groups; enc o u ra ge wider social ide nt i t ies; and enhance a community’s ability to
resolve local disputes peacefully. Conflict pre v e nt ion is thus ind i rect but int e nt io nal. The
p r i mary purpose is community planning and de v e l o p me nt but the ind i rect benefit is con-
f l ict pre v e nt ion. In some cases, ho w e v e r, like its chu rch-based peace tra i n i ng in Rwan-
da, World Vision’s approach to peacebuilding is mo re ex p l icit and direct, because its
ex p l icit purpose is to contribute to peace. 

While World Vision prefers to focus on local and re g io nal ra t her than na t io nal con-
f l icts and to conc e nt rate on gra s s roots projects ra t her than policy advocacy, the re are
exc e p t io ns to this ge ne ral rule. For ins t a nc e, World Vision helped craft the U.S. legisla-
t ion on "conflict dia mo nds" int e nded to re duce the mo ney that flows from dia mo nd min-
i ng in places like Angola and Sie r ra Leone to rebel groups in those count r ie s. 

Nonviolent Methodologies
T he Fellowship of Reconc i l ia t ion, fo u nded in 1914, orig i nally rooted its advocacy of no n-
v io l e nce in the Christian faith, but later it became an int e r faith org a n i z a t ion with
b ra nc hes in 40 count r ie s. As ex p l a i ned by Ric h a rd Deats, FOR realized that Christia ns
have no mo nopoly on peacebuilding or no n v io l e nce; effective no n v io l e nt peacema ke r s
can be fo u nd within Christia n i t y, Hinduism, Buddhism, Islam, Judaism, and other fa i t hs.
FOR gained much of its the o l o g ical and me t ho do l o g ical ins p i ra t ion from Gandhi and later
f rom Martin Luther King. In cont rast to the approach advocated by Gene Sharp and the
film A Force More Po w e r f u l , FOR’s approach to no n v io l e nce is ex p l icitly rooted in re l ig io u s
c o n v ic t ion. It views re l ig ion as having potent ially tra ns fo r mative power within socie t y.
T he FOR philosophy is based on an alternative view of power and an alternative view of
how to change history. 

In 1984 the Little Sisters of Jesus in the Philippine s, a Catho l ic orde r, sent an appeal
to Int e r na t io nal FOR to pro v ide tra i n i ng in the Philippine s. They worried that the coun-
try was he a ded for civil war between the Ma rcos dictatorship and communist re b e l s. The
Little Sisters of Jesus turned to the Int e r na t io nal FOR because of its history in tra i n i ng
in the theory and pra c t ice of active no n v io l e nce as an alternative to civil war and polit-
ical vio l e nc e. Int e r na t io nal FOR organized nine weeks of tra i n i ng for leaders from Philip-
p i ne civil socie t y, inc l ud i ng ma ny re l ig ious leade r s. Subsequently the People Po w e r
R e v o l u t ion, led by Corazon Aq u i no and her allie s, peacefully toppled the Ma rcos re g i me
in 1985/86. 

S i nce that time the re has been an ex p o ne nt ial growth in no n v io l e nt mo v e me nt s,
w h ich have overthrown ma ny re p ressive re g i me s, inc l ud i ng the Pino c het re g i me in Chile,
o t hers in Latin Ame r ica, communist rule in Po l a nd and elsewhe re in the Soviet bloc, and
most re c e ntly the Milosevic re g i me in Serbia .
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In three volumes Gene Sharp, in 1973, articulated 198 differe nt me t hods of no n v io-
l e nt political action. Since then ma ny mo re me t hods of no n v io l e nt action have been
developed as people have invented new and unique ways to stand up for justice with-
out re s o r t i ng to vio l e nc e. Mo re and mo re people are re a l i z i ng that vio l e nce is not essen-
t ial to effecting societal change, even in re p ressive socie t ie s. But no n v io l e nc e, Deats
a s s e r t e d, is still in its infa ncy and no n v io l e nt strategists know much mo re about bring-
i ng down an oppressor than building just, peaceful, and free socie t ie s. 

M e d i a t i o n
B u rgess Carr from Liberia described the wide variety of roles that he, a re l ig ious leade r,
has played as a me d iator and pro v ider of good of f ices in situa t io ns of civil war in Afric a .
He did this first with the World Council of Chu rc hes (WCC), later as the ge ne ral secre t a r y
of the All Africa Confere nce of Chu rc hes (AACC), and mo re re c e ntly as a staff member in
t he na t io nal of f ices of the Episcopal chu rch in New York. In 1968 the WCC became
involved in the Nige r ian civil war in re s p o nse to pleas from Sir Fra ncis Ibiam, fo r me r
go v e r nor of Eastern Nige r ia and in 1968 one of the pre s ide nts of the WCC. In his peti-
t ion to WCC, Ibiam charged that the Muslim North in Nige r ia was attempting to do m i-
nate the Christian East, and that is what motivated the East to attempt to secede and
form the separate state of Bia f ra. The WCC sent a three-person de l e g a t ion to meet with
t he consultative committee established by the Org a n i z a t ion of African Unity to try to
b r i ng an end to the civil war. Carr in turn was drafted by members of the cons u l t a t i v e
committee to carry me s s a ges back and forth amo ng committee members and between
committee members and such key Nige r ia ns as Pre s ide nt Yakubu Gowan, fo r mer pre s i-
de nt Nna mdi Azikiwe, Sir Louis Mbane fo, and Gene ral Odu megwu Ojukwu, leader of
b re a kaway Bia f ra. At the end of the war Carr helped the AACC convene a me e t i ng of
c hu rch leaders from both sides of the war-torn country to try to pro mote re c o nc i l ia t io n ,
a nd these re l ig ious leaders in turn met with Pre s ide nt Gowan. 

Carr was also the mo de rator of the peace ne go t ia t io ns that pro duced a peace agre e-
me nt bring i ng temporary halt to the Sudan civil war in 1972. During the me d ia t io n
p rocess a draft cons t i t u t ion was pre p a red that gua ra nteed the semi-autono my of the
South. The me d iators conducted parallel conversatio ns with the two parties and the n
b ro u g ht them toge t her in Addis Ababa to reach a final accord. The me d ia t o r s, led by
C a r r, ma de very ex p l icit use of re l ig ious lang ua ge and texts from the Ko ran and Bible.
T heir prayers alternately sought the int e r v e nt ion of God and Allah. 

L a t e r, as an of f ic ial of the Episcopal chu rch in the United States, Carr uns uc c e s s f u l l y
s o u g ht to head off full-scale civil war in Liberia between Pre s ide nt Samuel Doe’s go v-
e r n me nt and the rebels led by Charles Ta y l o r. 

Carr was sought after as a peacema ker in part because of his wide contacts in Afric a
a nd the access he had to African leade r s. But his stature as a re l ig ious leader de d ic a t-
ed to peace and his adept use of re l ig ious lang ua ge and concepts also contributed to
his success at high-level int e r v e nt ion. 

I n t e r faith Dialogue and Reconciliation
T he World Confere nce on Relig ion and Pe a c e, led by William Ve nd l e y, is a mu l t i re l i-
g ious org a n i z a t ion that seeks to pro mote dialogue and joint action across lines of re l i-
g ious division. WCRP pro motes dialogue based upon the mu t ual respect for the
p r i mary lang ua ge of each member re l ig ious commu n i t y, while also seeking to discern
t he deeply held cares and conc e r ns that the commu n i t ies commonly embra c e. Suc h
major conc e r ns as abuse of children, hu man rig hts vio l a t io ns, une q ual econo m ic de v e l-
o p me nt, and armed conflict are shared by the member re l ig ious commu n i t ie s. After
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ide nt i f y i ng these shared conc e r ns, WCRP then uses these as terms of re f e re nce to org a-
nize collaborative action. 

C o l l a b o rative work for justice and peace is a funda me ntal commitme nt of virtually all
re l ig ious commu n i t ie s. Mo re o v e r, re l ig ious commu n i t ies ge ne rally have well artic u l a t e d
a nd differe nt iated struc t u res that pro v ide a basis for collabora t ion. Whe never possible
WCRP ho nors the struc t u res that are alre a dy in place, ra t her than de v i s i ng new struc-
t u re s. But WCRP also recognizes that ma ny re l ig ious commu n i t ies have social assets and
t ra d i t io ns to address conflict tra ns fo r ma t ion that are fre q u e ntly unde r u t i l i z e d. Such re l i-
g ious assets as scho o l s, publishing ho u s e s, and convening capacity can be mobilized to
effectively address situa t io ns of armed conflict. Ve ndley ex p l a i ned how WCRP tries to find
new ways to enable its member commu n i t ies to ex p ress their own re l ig ious tra d i t io ns
a nd to capitalize on their own peacema k i ng ge n i u s. 

Ve ndley illustrated this approach by de s c r i b i ng the Int e r re l ig ious Council of Sie r ra
L e o ne, whose work WCRP has facilitated in both assisting with the me d ia t ion that he l p e d
e nd the civil war in Sie r ra Leone and he l p i ng impleme nt the re s u l t i ng peace agre e me nt
t h rough such acts as obtaining the release of sig n i f ic a nt numbers of child soldie r s. The
I nt e r re l ig ious Council of Sie r ra Leone is now re p o s i t io n i ng itself to work re g io na l l y,
re a c h i ng across political bounda r ies to re l ig ious counterparts in Liberia and Guinea. This
re g io nal work in West Africa de mo ns t rates the impressive capacity of int e r faith gro u p s
to work int e r na t io na l l y.

United Relig io ns Initiatives (URI), as described by its executive dire c t o r, Charles
G i b b s, seeks to pro mote endu r i ng daily int e r faith coopera t ion, to end re l ig iously mo t i-
vated vio l e nc e, and to create cultures of peace, justic e, and he a l i ng. It seeks first to
a s s u re its members from a broad array of faith tra d i t io ns that their respective tra d i t io ns
will be re s p e c t e d. And then out of their diversity the members work to develop a share d
v iew of a future that they would live into collabora t i v e l y. In so do i ng, they seek to turn
t he Other (that is, a member of a differe nt faith) into a companion and to see that per-
son as an asset not a lia b i l i t y. The principal me t hod is to have members work toge t he r,
u s ually at local levels, to address shared pro b l e ms. They ide ntify ideas about which the y
a re passio nate and that can be clustered toge t her into an action plan, addressed by re l i-
g iously diverse teams. Principal authority is vested in what URI calls coopera t ion circ l e s.
On a global scale URI pro motes dialogue to develop mo dels for peace they would like to
see eme rge in the 21st cent u r y. 

Q u e s t io ners challenged Gibbs about: (1) the da nger of pushing people to see all re l i-
g io ns as the same; (2) concern that the URI approach may enge nder fear amo ng tho s e
w ho want to affirm the particularity of their faith, who fear sync retism, and who do n ’ t
see common gro u nd with other fa i t hs; (3) opposition of those convinced that they he a r
a divine call to proselytize and who are mo re conc e r ned about spre a d i ng their faith than
about solving some shared econo m ic or political problem; and (4) the da nger of empha-
s i z i ng dialogue at the ex p e nse of the justice issues that some t i mes divide faith gro u p s
a nd breed distrust. In re s p o ns e, Gibbs pointed out that URI ho nors the distinc t i v e ne s s
of all fa i t hs and has no int e nt ion of ero d i ng the partic u l a r i t ies of specific faith tra d i t io ns.
URI recognizes the rig ht of people to share and pro mote their faith but it also re c o g-
nizes the de s t r uc t i v e ness of pro s e l y t i z i ng when it is conducted ins e ns i t i v e l y. Mo re o v e r,
j u s t ice is cent ral to URI conc e r ns and the action pro g ra ms adopted by coopera t ion cir-
cles often focus on such justice issues as econo m ic ine q ua l i t y. 

D a v id Steele of the Center for Stra t e g ic and Int e r na t io nal Stud ies has conducted mo re
than 35 conflict re s o l u t ion seminars for re l ig ious groups in various parts of the fo r me r
Yu go s l a v ia. Steele started his work by utilizing the mo re-or-less standa rd pro b l e m - s o l v i ng
a p p roach to conflict re s o l u t ion, but fo u nd that he ne e ded to give greater attent ion to
b u i l d i ng re l a t io ns h i p s, particularly across lines of re l ig ious division. Steele enables par-
t ic i p a nts to work through their suffering, largely through storytelling and then asking ho w
t he person’s re l ig ious faith has helped him or her cope with this suffering. This is do ne
in small groups to enable the Other to be hu ma n i z e d. The partic i p a nts then share the i r
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fears and needs with each other by trying to put the mselves in the shoes of those on the
o t her side. Next the re is confession of personal sin and ackno w l e dg me nt of wro ngdo i ng
on the part of one’s group. This is do ne by pre p a r i ng a list of wro ngs that one’s own gro u p
has committed and sharing this list with those in the opposing group. The partic i p a nt s
t hen face the challenge of fo rg i v i ng those on the other side and ma k i ng de c i s io ns to mo v e
b e y o nd hatred and re v e nge. Fina l l y, the partic i p a nts are asked to jointly work toge t her fo r
j u s t ice by addre s s i ng hig h - p r iority ne e d s. This entails ide nt i f y i ng conc rete projects to be
u nde r t a ken collabora t i v e l y, that is, on an int e re t h n ic / i nt e r re l ig ious basis. The purpose of
this process is to achieve re c o nc i l ia t ion and re s t o re rig ht re l a t io ns h i p s. Beyond this effo r t
to advance int e r p e r s o nal and int e rg roup re c o nc i l ia t ion, Steele is also pro mo t i ng local
i ns t i t u t io nal de v e l o p me nt by he l p i ng to create new NGOs in Bosnia, Cro a t ia, and Serbia
de d icated to ex p a nd i ng this work of int e r re l ig ious re c o nc i l ia t ion. 

Ac c o rd i ng to Steele, the critical eleme nts in the re c o nc i l ia t ion process inc l ude an
e m p a t h ic ide nt i f ic a t ion with all sufferers and the opportunity to ex p ress acceptance of
o ne’s own suffering and that of othe r s. Ind i v iduals need a chance to tell their storie s
a nd know that their pasts are ackno w l e dge d. Empathe t ic listening is essent ial. But injus-
t ices cannot be overlooked or belittled in the pro c e s s. Cent ral to the re c o nc i l ia t io n
p rocess is the ackno w l e dg me nt of the terrible wro ngs that have been committed, and an
effective grief process that enables one to move beyond vic t i m i z a t ion to a true spirit of
fo rg i v e ne s s. While ind i v idual re c o nc i l ia t ion is critical, re c o nc i l ia t ion must also involve
w hole commu n i t ies and the na t ion. 

Elham Atashi of George Mason University took a mo re pessimistic view of the re c o n-
c i l ia t ion pro c e s s, re p o r t i ng that she had just re t u r ned from a trip to the Middle East that
was int e nded to convene re c o nc i l ia t ion worksho p s, but that no one was pre p a red to
a t t e nd. Faith in dialogue as a process has been seriously unde r m i ned by re c e nt event s
in the Middle East, with ma ny belie v i ng that imbalances of power and struc t u ral injus-
t ices must be addressed befo re any me a n i ngful dialogue is possible. Appro a c hes to re c-
o nc i l ia t ion can be complex and cont ro v e r s ial and Atashi asserted that int e r na t io na l
a p p ro a c hes often neglect the spiritual ma ke-up and needs of local populatio ns. Fore ig n
a p p ro a c hes can be most he l pful by stre ng t he n i ng ind ige nous processes of re c o nc i l ia t io n
a nd fo rg i v e ne s s. She noted that hu man suffering cannot be reversed and efforts at re c-
o nc i l ia t ion cannot change the past or enable people to fo rget it. History is about re me m-
b e r i ng the cruelty of the past and ens u r i ng that it does not re o c c u r. 

In Islam, as ex p l a i ned by Atashi, re c o nc i l ia t ion has specific me a n i ng s, inc l ud i ng me rc y,
p i t y, compassion, and fo rg i v e ne s s, and it necessitates prescribed ritua l s. The process is spir-
i t ual and Allah is the ultimate re c o nc i l e r. People are not able to achieve re c o nc i l ia t ion on
t heir own, but they are able to contribute to the pro c e s s. A person can move on a journe y
t o w a rd fo rg i v e ness and re s t o r i ng the dignity of those on both side s. Faith-based NGOs can
work collaboratively with local re l ig ious groups to pro mote re c o nc i l ia t ion, re s p e c t i ng local
faith tra d i t io ns and empowering local gro u p s. By scrupulously avoid i ng any hint of re l i-
g ious superio r i t y, faith-based NGOs can help repair bro ken re l a t io nships using cultura l l y
a p p ro p r iate pro c e s s e s. Local no r ms, culture s, and re l ig io ns need to be seen not as pro b-
l e ms but as possible solutio ns to conflicts and as me a ns toward re c o nc i l ia t ion. 

Building Peace through Deve l o p m e n t
As ex p l a i ned by Landrum Bolling, ma ny of the faith-based NGOs now eng a ged in peace-
b u i l d i ng activities came to this through their earlier and cont i nu i ng involveme nt with
re l ief and de v e l o p me nt work. They view peacebuilding as an ex t e ns ion of a cont i nu u m .
R e l ief and de v e l o p me nt work must be cont i nu e d. In fact, it is through the fra mework of
re l ief and de v e l o p me nt that important cont r i b u t io ns can be ma de to peace. This usua l l y
h a p p e ns because those pre v iously in conflict have to work cooperatively to advance the i r
e c o no m ic well-being. 
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T he Ame r ican Jewish Jo i nt Distribution Committee (AJJDC) has helped organize fo r-
mer ene m ies in Kosovo, inc l ud i ng Albanian Mu s l i ms, Serb Ortho dox, Je w s, and Pro t e s-
t a nts to work toge t her over the past two years to rebuild seven Albanian mo s q u e s
de s t royed in the war. In the Middle East, AJJDC has discovered that when it is possible
to overc o me the re l uc t a nce of Jews and Arabs to sit toge t her to jointly plan de v e l o p-
me nt pro j e c t s, much can be achie v e d. Such joint efforts build a common lang ua ge that
b r idge differe nces and dispel fears. Int e re t h n ic and int e r faith re l a t io ns can often be
i m p roved at the community level befo re impro v e me nts occur amo ng elites and politi-
c ia ns. Mo re o v e r, int e r faith collabora t ion can be equally powerful when it occurs amo ng
t he int e r na t io nal NGOs that are initia t i ng pro j e c t s. 

T he Ame r ican Jewish World Service (AJWS), as described by its pre s ide nt, Ruth Me s-
s e nge r, supports gra s s roots de v e l o p me nt projects in the no n - Jewish world. When possi-
b l e, AJWS unde r t a kes projects cooperatively with other faith-based and secular
i ns t i t u t io ns. For exa m p l e, AJWS teamed with the Christian org a n i z a t ion Me rcy Corps to
assist Mu s l i ms in Tu r key fo l l o w i ng the earthqua ke the re. The overrid i ng purpose of AJWS
is to assist local org a n i z a t io ns with fina nc ial aid and technical assistance in order to
a d v a nce peace through projects that pro mote econo m ic and social de v e l o p me nt. By sup-
p o r t i ng women in Gaza to obtain mic ro - c redit, AJWS contributes to econo m ic de v e l o p-
me nt that is essent ial to the pro mo t ion of peace in the Middle East. Mo re o v e r, the Gaza
re s ide nts who receive the help know it is coming from a Jewish org a n i z a t ion. AJWS sup-
ports a women’s group in Bombay that works on litera c y, women’s rig ht s, and legal aid
while also org a n i z i ng int e r re l ig ious and int e re t h n ic dia l o g u e. In Senegal, AJWS partne r s
with a local NGO that works with a leading imam to discoura ge female genital mu t i l a-
t ion. This project is one of the very few that bridges the gap between separa t i s t
C a s a ma nce and the rest of Senegal. An agric u l t u ral project in 87 villages in El Salvado r
b r i ngs toge t her ex - c o m b a t a nts from both sides of the earlier civil war. This project also
develops zones of peace and pro v ides tra i n i ng in conflict re s o l u t ion. These projects illus-
t rate the ma ny ways in which AJWS uses support for econo m ic and social de v e l o p me nt
p rojects to pro mote peace. 

S i m i l a r l y, Catho l ic Relief Services (CRS) conc e p t ualizes peacebuilding within the
c o nt ext of its re l ief and de v e l o p me nt age nda. Following the ge no c ide in Rwanda ,
w h ich had de v a s t a t i ng effects on all CRS’s projects in Rwanda, CRS was fo rced to
rethink its org a n i z a t io nal philosophy. CRS de c ided it was mo re than a re l ief and de v e l-
o p me nt age ncy that focused only on poverty re duc t ion. Gro u nded in Catho l ic socia l
t e a c h i ng, CRS prio r i t ies are now mo re focused on the pro mo t ion of peace and justic e
a nd particularly on addre s s i ng the root causes of re l ig ious and ethnic conflict. The
a ge ncy’s strategy emphasizes collabora t ion with local partne r s, dia l o g u e, peace with
j u s t ic e, and re c o nc i l ia t ion. Overall CRS is spons o r i ng 78 peacebuilding projects in 43
c o u nt r ie s, inc l ud i ng projects on educ a t ion, tra i n i ng, int e r re l ig ious dia l o g u e, de v e l o p-
me nt and re c o ns t r uc t ion, tra u ma work, mic ro - e nt e r p r i s e, citizen diploma c y, and post-
c o n f l ict re c o ns t r uc t ion. 

E xamples from two count r ies in which CRS operates illustrate their effo r t s. Since 1996
CRS has worked in Mind i nao in southern Philippines to organize such pro j e c t s. They have
helped establish a bakery that brings Christia ns and Mu s l i ms toge t her as co-worke r s. For
s e v e ral years CRS has co-spons o red int e r re l ig ious dialogue in southern Philippines aime d
at bishops and ullama. In July 2001, at the Mind i nao Peace Ins t i t u t e, 170 re l ig ious lead-
ers gathe red for tra i n i ng in int e r re l ig ious int e ra c t ion. No t a b l y, ma ny of the commu n i t ie s
in which CRS has been working have re ma i ned peaceful while other commu n i t ies have
s u f f e red int e r re l ig ious turbulenc e.

In 14 mu n ic i p a l i t ies in Bosnia CRS has suc c e e ded in de v e l o p i ng mu l t i - e t h n ic working
g roups to do joint activity planning. While the purpose is to plan for re c o ns t r uc t ion, the
i nt e re t h n ic character of the process ma kes a sig n i f ic a nt cont r i b u t ion to peacebuilding .
This in turn lays the gro u ndwork for social re c o ns t r uc t ion and event ually the peaceful
return of re f u ge e s. 
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As an ide nt i f iable Catho l ic org a n i z a t ion, it is not always easy for CRS to serve as a
b r idge amo ng re l ig ious gro u p s. Ho w e v e r, CRS attempts to live out diversity and re l ig io u s
t o l e ra nce within its ins t i t u t io nal life. In the two count r ies just me nt io ne d, CRS staff and
p a r t ners reflect the re l ig ious diversity fo u nd in the cont exts in which they work. 

CRS peacebuilding initiatives address all levels and stages of a conflict situa t ion. For
i ns t a nc e, as a cont r i b u t ion to conflict pre v e nt ion, CRS also builds networks of local lead-
ers who can sound an alert when conflict is likely to break out in locatio ns whe re CRS is
w o r k i ng. 

Peace Education in the U.S.
T he workshop stimulated a lively debate on alternative appro a c hes to peace educ a t io n
in the United States by faith-based NGOs. Judith Mc D a n iel of the Ame r ican Frie nds Ser-
v ice Committee (AFSC) pre s e nted an activist/advocacy approach, inc l ud i ng public
de mo ns t ra t io ns and civil disobedie nc e, to urge policy changes by the Ame r ican go v e r n-
me nt. This approach is based on her convic t ion that some of the re s p o nsibility for int e r-
na t io nal conflict re s ides in U.S. polic ies and that these polic ies need to change in orde r
to pro mote int e r na t io nal peace. Other Qua kers proposed behind - t he - s c e nes work to bring
o p p o s i ng sides toge t he r. For exa m p l e, one partic i p a nt proposed that Qua kers meet with
t he Na t io nal Rifle As s o c ia t ion to ne go t iate over differe nces in their appro a c hes to the
UN confere nce on small arms pro l i f e ra t ion. Others cited the approach of Seeds of Pe a c e
in bring i ng toge t her young people from opposite sides in the Middle East conflict. This
p ro g ram pro v ides opportunities for young people to share their differe nces and begin to
c o m p re he nd the suffering of those on both side s. Ano t her partic i p a nt advocated a pas-
t o ral approach of working to overc o me differe nc e s, as opposed to the mo re adversaria l
a p p roach used by AFSC. 

C o n c l u s i o n
Faith-based NGOs are inc re a s i ngly active and inc re a s i ngly effective in int e r na t io na l
p e a c e b u i l d i ng. Mo re o v e r, their efforts are inc re a s i ngly appre c iated by other int e r na t io n-
al actors in zones of conflict. Faith-based org a n i z a t io ns have a special role to play in
z o nes of re l ig ious conflict, but their peacebuilding pro g ra ms do not need to be confine d
to count e r i ng re l ig ious conflict. 

T he peacebuilding age ndas of these org a n i z a t io ns are diverse and ra nge from hig h -
level me d ia t ion to tra i n i ng and peace-thro u g h - de v e l o p me nt at gra s s roots levels. While a
d i rect approach to peacema k i ng is often effective, very often peace can be pro mo t e d
most effic ie ntly by int ro duc i ng peacebuilding compone nts into re l ief and de v e l o p me nt
a c t i v i t ie s. 

While the peacebuilding pro g ra ms of some org a n i z a t io ns like the Fellowship of Rec-
o nc i l ia t ion date back almost a cent u r y, most pro g ra ms are relatively new and are of t e n-
t i mes ex p e r i me ntal. Given the ne w ness of these pro g ra ms, the re is still much to learn.
Ma ny org a n i z a t io ns are conduc t i ng he l pful evalua t io ns of their work and the mo re fun-
da me ntal re s e a rch being unde r t a ken by World Vision and others will be particularly valu-
able in giving guida nce for the future. 
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List of Participating Org a n i z a t i o n s

1 0

N o n - g ove r n m e n tal Organizations 

Age nda for Reconc i l ia t io n

A me r ican Frie nds Service Committee

A me r ican Jewish Jo i nt Distributio n
C o m m i t t e e

A me r ican Jewish World Servic e

A me r ican Muslim Counc i l

Baptist Peace Fellowship of No r t h
A me r ica 

C a t ho l ic Relief Servic e s

C e nter for Stra t e g ic and Int e r na t io na l
S t ud ie s

C h r i s t ian Pe a c e ma ker’s Te a m

C o l o m b ia Hu man Rig hts Committee

C o n f l ict Cons u l t a nt s

C o o p e rative Baptist Fellowship

Fellowship of Reconc i l ia t io n

F o u nda t ion for Int e r re l ig ious Diploma c y

F r ie nds Committee for Na t io na l
L e g i s l a t io n

Global Peace Servic e s

I nstitute for Global Eng a ge me nt

I nstitute for Hu man Rig hts and Respon-
s i b i l i t y

I nt e r na t io nal Center for Relig ion and
D i p l o ma c y

Joan Kroc Institute for Peace and Justic e

L u t he ran World Relie f

Me n nonite Cent ral Committee

Me rcy Corps Int e r na t io na l

Mo ral Rearma me nt

Na t io nal Council of the Chu rc hes of
Christ in the USA

No n v io l e nce Int e r na t io na l

Peace Ac t ion Ma i ne

Peace Discovery Initia t i v e s

Prison Fellowship Int e r na t io na l

P l o w s h a res Ins t i t u t e

S e a rch for Common Gro u nd

Ta nenbaum Center for Int e r re l ig io u s
Unde r s t a nd i ng

United Me t hodist Committee on Relie f

United Me t hodist Wo men’s Divisio n

United Relig io ns Initia t i v e

World Confere nce on Relig ion and Pe a c e

World Visio n

Other Org a n i z a t i o n s

A me r ican Un i v e r s i t y

Eastern Me n nonite Un i v e r s i t y

E v a nge l ical Luthe ran Chu rch in Ame r ic a

G e o rge Mason Un i v e r s i t y

G e o rgetown Un i v e r s i t y

I nt e rde no m i na t io nal The o l o g ical Semina r y

Ma r y k no l l

State Departme nt

Un ion The o l o g ical Semina r y

United Me t hodist Chu rc h

United States Institute of Pe a c e

University of Ke nt uc k y

University of Rho de Is l a nd

Wa s h i ngton Na t io nal Cathe dra l





Of Related Intere s t
Ma ny other public a t io ns from the United States Institute of Peace address issues that
relate directly to NGOs or peacebuilding. 

Recent Institute reports include:

Catholic Contributions to International Peace ( S p e c ial Report, April 2001)

Women in War and Peace: Grassroots Pe a c e b u i l d i n g , by Donna Ramsey Marshall (Pe a c e-
w o r k s, August 2000)

Private Peacemaking: Peacemaking Projects of Nonprofit Organizations, edited by David
S mock (Pe a c e w o r k s, May 1998)
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To obtain an Institute report (available free of charge), write United States Institute of
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fax (202) 429-6063; or e-mail: usip_re q u e s t s @ u s i p . o rg .
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