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Abstract: Religion has historically served both as a catalyst 

for conflict and a cornerstone for reconciliation across 

civilizations. This article examines the dual role of religion by 

exploring its involvement in instigating and resolving socio-

political and ethnic conflicts. Drawing on historical and 

contemporary case studies, the study analyzes how religious 

ideologies, institutions, and leaders have contributed to either 

the perpetuation or mitigation of violence. Furthermore, it 

explores the role of interfaith dialogue, forgiveness rituals, 

and shared spiritual values in post-conflict societies. The 

civilizational lens enables a broader understanding of how 

religious systems intersect with culture, identity, and 

governance, highlighting the need for a nuanced approach in 

policy and peacebuilding efforts. 
   

 

 

 

 

INTRODUCTION: 

Religion plays a complex and paradoxical role in the fabric of civilization. While it promotes 

ethical behavior, community cohesion, and moral guidance, religion has also been 

instrumentalized to justify violence, persecution, and ideological supremacy. The civilizational 

implications of religious engagement in conflict are profound, as faith-based identities often 

underpin group allegiances. This article examines religion's involvement in conflict and peace 

processes through a historical, sociopolitical, and civilizational perspective. It emphasizes the 

potential for religions not only to cause division but also to be harnessed for healing, 

reconciliation, and sustainable peace. 

1. Historical Interplay of Religion and Conflict 

Religious Wars and Crusades 

Religious wars have significantly shaped world history, most notably the Crusades between the 

11th and 13th centuries. These were military campaigns sanctioned by the Latin Church, aiming 
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to reclaim the Holy Land from Muslim control. The First Crusade (1096–1099), launched by 

Pope Urban II, exemplified how religious fervor was mobilized for geopolitical ends, 

intertwining salvation with military conquest. These wars not only devastated populations but 

also entrenched religious hostilities that resonate today, particularly in Christian-Muslim 

relations [Appleby, 2000; Cavanaugh, 2009]. 

Sectarian Conflicts (Sunni–Shia, Catholic–Protestant) 

Sectarian divides have led to prolonged violence within religions. The Sunni-Shia schism, 

originating after Prophet Muhammad’s death in 632 CE, has spurred tensions from the Battle 

of Karbala (680 CE) to contemporary conflicts in Iraq, Yemen, and Bahrain. These disputes are 

often politicized, with states backing sectarian factions to gain regional influence. Similarly, 

the Protestant Reformation in 16th-century Europe led to the Thirty Years’ War (1618–1648), 

which caused massive casualties and shifted the religious landscape of Europe [Huntington, 

1996; Juergensmeyer, 2003]. 

Ethno-Religious Violence 

When religion intersects with ethnicity, conflicts tend to become deeply rooted. The Rwandan 

genocide (1994) involved religious institutions—some churches provided refuge, while others 

were complicit. In the Balkans, the Bosnian War (1992–1995) saw Orthodox Serbs, Catholic 

Croats, and Muslim Bosniaks engage in brutal violence driven by both ethnic nationalism and 

religious identity. These cases show that religious and ethnic identities, when fused, can become 

powerful tools for exclusion, dehumanization, and mass violence [Philpott, 2012; Little & 

Appleby, 2004]. 

2. The Civilizational Dimensions of Religious Conflict 

Samuel Huntington’s “Clash of Civilizations” Thesis Revisited 

In his seminal 1996 work The Clash of Civilizations and the Remaking of World Order, 

political scientist Samuel P. Huntington posited that future global conflicts would occur along 

cultural and religious fault lines rather than ideological or economic divisions. He identified 

major civilizational blocs—including Western, Islamic, Confucian, and Hindu—and argued 

that their fundamental differences, particularly religious ones, would be the primary source of 

tension in the post–Cold War world [Huntington, 1996]. While criticized for oversimplifying 

identities, the thesis remains influential in analyzing conflicts where religion is intertwined with 

civilizational self-perception, such as Western-Islamic tensions post-9/11. 

Civilizational Fault Lines and Religious Identity 

Civilizational fault lines refer to regions where civilizations meet—and often clash—over 

religious, cultural, and historical claims. Religion becomes a marker of "us versus them," 

deepening divisions and justifying political agendas. These fault lines are more prone to 

protracted conflicts, especially where religions symbolize national or ethnic identity. For 

instance, in the Balkans, religious identity (Orthodox, Catholic, Muslim) overlapped with 

ethnic lines during the Yugoslav Wars. Similarly, in Nigeria and Sudan, Christian-Muslim 

divides have been central to civil war dynamics [Appleby, 2000; Smock, 2006]. 



 

pg. 79 

INTERNATIONAL BULLETIN OF THEOLOGY AND CIVILIZATION 

Case Studies 

• Israel–Palestine: This conflict is often framed in political and territorial terms, but 

religion—particularly Judaism and Islam—amplifies the intractability. Sacred spaces like 

the Al-Aqsa Mosque and the Western Wall are central symbols of both faith and national 

identity, making compromise emotionally and theologically difficult [Juergensmeyer, 

2003]. 

• India–Pakistan: The 1947 partition of British India into a Hindu-majority India and a 

Muslim-majority Pakistan was driven by religious nationalism. Subsequent wars and the 

Kashmir conflict continue to reflect deep civilizational contestations between Islam and 

Hinduism, with religious rhetoric often fueling public sentiment and state narratives 

[Haynes, 2007]. 

• Bosnia: During the Bosnian War (1992–1995), the religious identities of Muslim Bosniaks, 

Catholic Croats, and Orthodox Serbs played a decisive role in ethnonationalist violence. 

Religious institutions were both victims and actors in the conflict, highlighting how 

civilizational fault lines within Europe itself can erupt violently [Philpott, 2012]. 

3. Religion as a Mechanism of Reconciliation 

Forgiveness and Atonement Rituals 

Across faith traditions, forgiveness is a core spiritual principle and social practice that 

contributes to healing after conflict. In Christianity, confession and atonement allow individuals 

to seek moral repair. Islam emphasizes tawbah (repentance) and sulh (reconciliation), urging 

believers to forgive as a divine attribute. In post-genocide Rwanda, religious rituals were 

integrated into gacaca courts, where community-based justice included public confessions, 

repentance, and reintegration of offenders [Appleby, 2000; Lederach, 2005]. These rituals not 

only help victims process trauma but also foster collective healing and reintegration of former 

adversaries. 

Role of Religious Leaders in Peace Processes 

Religious leaders often possess moral legitimacy and grassroots influence, enabling them to 

mediate tensions and promote reconciliation where secular actors may lack trust. In South 

Africa, Archbishop Desmond Tutu’s leadership of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission 

illustrated how Christian ethics of forgiveness could shape national healing. In Indonesia, 

Muslim clerics played a crucial role in resolving sectarian violence in Maluku. Likewise, in 

Pakistan, religious scholars (ulema) have occasionally facilitated tribal ceasefires in the 

northwest by invoking shared Islamic values [Johnston & Sampson, 1994; Haynes, 2007]. 

Faith-Based Diplomacy and NGOs 

Faith-based organizations have emerged as vital actors in international peacebuilding. NGOs 

like Religions for Peace, World Vision, and Islamic Relief engage in conflict zones by 

leveraging religious networks to promote dialogue, humanitarian aid, and trauma recovery. For 

instance, the Interfaith Mediation Centre in Nigeria, led jointly by Christian and Muslim 

leaders, has successfully mediated in ethno-religious conflicts in Kaduna. These organizations 

often emphasize shared spiritual values, reducing ideological divides and promoting inclusive 

narratives [Smock, 2006; Philpott, 2012]. 



 

pg. 80 

INTERNATIONAL BULLETIN OF THEOLOGY AND CIVILIZATION 

4. Interfaith Dialogue and Civil Society Movements 

Models of Interreligious Cooperation 

Interfaith dialogue has evolved into a structured practice for promoting understanding and 

conflict resolution among diverse religious communities. Models of cooperation range from 

dialogues of theological exchange to dialogues of action where faith groups collaborate on 

shared social concerns such as poverty or environmental justice. One successful model is the 

Scriptural Reasoning approach, where participants from Abrahamic faiths reflect on each 

other’s sacred texts to find common moral ground. Another is the "Religions for Peace" global 

network, which convenes religious leaders from across traditions to address global conflict 

zones [Appleby, 2000; Johnston & Sampson, 1994]. 

Case Study: The Interfaith Mediation Centre in Nigeria 

Founded in 1995 by Pastor James Wuye and Imam Muhammad Ashafa—former adversaries 

turned peacebuilders—the Interfaith Mediation Centre (IMC) is a powerful example of 

grassroots reconciliation. Operating in the volatile region of Kaduna, Nigeria, the IMC 

facilitates community dialogues, youth engagement programs, and joint Muslim-Christian 

leadership training. It has defused numerous clashes between Hausa-Fulani Muslims and 

Christian minorities by emphasizing shared values like peace (salaam, shalom) and mutual 

respect. Their work has been recognized internationally and serves as a replicable model in 

other ethnoreligious conflict zones [Smock, 2006; Little & Appleby, 2004]. 

Role of Education and Shared Values 

Education is a foundational tool in preventing religiously motivated conflict and nurturing long-

term peace. Interfaith curricula in schools, peace education programs in religious seminaries, 

and civic training in universities encourage respect for diversity. Shared ethical values—such 

as compassion, justice, mercy, and human dignity—can be emphasized across traditions to 

foster unity. In Pakistan, institutions like the Islamic Research Institute and Christian Study 

Centre have pioneered interfaith workshops that train young leaders in dialogue and coexistence 

[Haynes, 2007; Abu-Nimer, 2003]. 

5. Policy Recommendations and the Way Forward 

Including Religious Actors in Peace Negotiations 

Religious figures are often excluded from formal peace processes, despite wielding significant 

grassroots influence and moral authority. To create more sustainable and inclusive agreements, 

religious actors must be systematically involved in diplomatic negotiations, particularly in 

conflicts with strong faith-based dimensions. For example, the successful peace accords in 

Mozambique (1992) were significantly aided by the Sant’Egidio Catholic community, which 

provided neutral ground for dialogue [Johnston & Sampson, 1994]. In Pakistan’s tribal areas, 

local ulema (Islamic scholars) have occasionally served as mediators during ceasefire talks 

between government forces and insurgent groups, demonstrating their conflict resolution 

capacity. 

Training Religious Leaders in Conflict Resolution 

Religious leaders often lack formal training in mediation and conflict transformation. Providing 

structured programs in conflict resolution, nonviolent communication, trauma healing, 
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and interfaith engagement can empower them to prevent escalation and build peace. 

Organizations like the United States Institute of Peace (USIP) and Islamic Relief have launched 

global initiatives to educate clergy and imams in conflict zones. In Pakistan, peace education 

programs can be integrated into madrassas to develop a cadre of religious peacebuilders with 

both spiritual and civic competencies [Lederach, 2005; Appleby, 2000]. 

Promoting Religious Pluralism in Governance 

Governments must take active steps to protect religious minorities and ensure equal 

representation in policymaking. Pluralism, when institutionalized, reduces the likelihood of 

religious marginalization that fuels extremism. This includes enacting anti-discrimination laws, 

ensuring fair access to education and political participation, and recognizing the religious 

diversity of the population in public discourse. Nations such as South Africa and Indonesia 

have included interfaith councils and religious affairs ministries to manage religious diversity 

constructively. For countries like Pakistan, revisiting blasphemy laws, expanding interfaith 

commissions, and fostering inclusive national narratives are vital for long-term cohesion 

[Philpott, 2012; Haynes, 2007]. 

Summary: 

This article investigated the dualistic nature of religion as both a trigger for and a solution to 

conflict. Through civilizational analysis, it was shown that religion intersects with identity 

politics, statehood, and historical narratives in ways that can either deepen divisions or inspire 

reconciliation. Historical conflicts such as the Crusades, and modern disputes like the Israeli-

Palestinian conflict, reveal the destructive potential of religious polarization. Yet, initiatives 

like interfaith dialogues and religious peacebuilding efforts demonstrate the constructive role 

religion can play in healing. Moving forward, policymakers and peacebuilders must engage 

religious communities not only as stakeholders but as vital contributors to conflict resolution 

and long-term civilizational harmony. 
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