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religious extremism, and cultural polarization, the
significance of interfaith dialogue as a mechanism for
global peacebuilding cannot be overstated. This paper
explores the theological foundations and ethical imperatives
underpinning interfaith dialogue across Abrahamic and
non-Abrahamic traditions. Drawing from Islamic,
Christian, Jewish, Hindu, and Buddhist texts, the article
examines how religious narratives can converge towards
shared human values like compassion, justice, and
coexistence. The study also evaluates successful interfaith
initiatives in conflict-ridden societies and assesses their
contributions to reconciliation and peacebuilding efforts. By
foregrounding interreligious understanding as a theological
necessity, this paper argues that faith-based cooperation is
indispensable for resolving contemporary global conflicts
and fostering a sustainable culture of peace.

INTRODUCTION:

Religions have historically played dual roles—either as sources of conflict or as catalysts for
peace. Interfaith dialogue emerges as a theological response to religious exclusivism and
sociopolitical violence perpetuated in the name of faith. Theologically grounded, such dialogue
seeks common ground in moral and ethical teachings that cut across traditions. In a globalized
world fraught with religious misunderstandings and hate crimes, there is a pressing need to
revisit the role of religion—not as a divider, but as a unifier in global peacebuilding.

The Qur'an calls for dialogue with "the People of the Book™ (Qur'an 3:64), and similar calls are
echoed in other scriptures. This provides a strong theological foundation for engaging across
religious lines to address global crises such as war, displacement, terrorism, and climate change.
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1. Theological Foundations of Interfaith Dialogue

Interfaith dialogue is deeply rooted in the theological and ethical traditions of major world
religions. Rather than being a modern sociopolitical construct, it draws legitimacy from sacred
texts and prophetic teachings that advocate mutual respect, compassion, and coexistence. This
section explores the three core dimensions that underpin the theological imperative for
interfaith engagement.

Scriptural Mandates in Major World Religions

Each of the world’s major religions includes explicit or implicit encouragement for peaceful
coexistence and dialogue with people of other faiths:

e lIslam: The Qur’an  invites mutual understanding and dialogue:
"O People of the Book! Come to a word that is equitable between us and you..." (Qur’an
3:64). It also emphasizes that diversity in belief is part of divine will (Qur’an 5:48).

e Christianity: The Bible calls for love and reconciliation across divisions:
“Love your neighbor as yourself” (Mark 12:31) and “Blessed are the peacemakers”
(Matthew 5:9).

« Judaism: Jewish texts emphasize justice and the intrinsic dignity of all people as created in
God's image (Genesis 1:27).

e Hinduism: The Rig Veda promotes theological pluralism:
“Ekam Sat Vipra Bahudha Vadanti” (Truth is one; sages call it by different names).

e Buddhism: The teachings of the Buddha stress right speech, compassion, and peaceful
coexistence, particularly through the Eightfold Path.

These scriptural affirmations provide a robust theological foundation for respectful
interreligious engagement.

Ethical Convergences Across Traditions

Despite doctrinal differences, world religions converge on a shared set of ethical principles that
are foundational to interfaith harmony:

e Compassion (Rahmah, Karuna, Agape): All religions emphasize love and empathy
toward others.

o Justice (Adl, Tzedek, Dharma): Promoting fairness and equity is a divine mandate.

« Forgiveness and Reconciliation: Spiritual traditions recognize the need for mending
broken relationships.

« Non-Violence (Ahimsa, Salam, Shanti): Advocated especially in Hinduism, Buddhism,
Islam, and Christianity as a core pathway to peace.

These shared moral tenets provide a universal language for dialogue, helping bridge religious
and cultural divides.

Prophetic Examples and Historical Precedents

Historically, religious figures and movements have demonstrated models of interfaith
cooperation:

e Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) received a Christian delegation from Najran in 631 CE and
allowed them to pray in his mosque, modeling tolerance and hospitality.

e Jesus Christ interacted compassionately with people from different backgrounds, such as
the Samaritan woman (John 4) and the Roman centurion (Matthew 8), breaking social and
religious boundaries.

pg. 54



INTERNATIONAL BULLETIN OF THEOLOGY AND CIVILIZATION

o Gautama Buddha engaged in dialogues with Brahmins and ascetics, emphasizing rational
discourse and ethical living over dogmatic dispute.

These examples illustrate that religious leaders have historically exemplified interreligious
tolerance, offering moral and theological precedence for modern interfaith efforts.

2. Interfaith Dialogue as a Tool for Conflict Resolution

Interfaith dialogue is not merely a theological discourse—it is a practical, peace-oriented
strategy for conflict transformation in societies fragmented by religious divisions. Its relevance
has been demonstrated in numerous geopolitical conflicts where religious leaders and
communities have played key roles in de-escalation, reconciliation, and sustained
peacebuilding. This section highlights how interfaith engagement can serve as an effective tool
in addressing sectarian violence and ethnic-religious strife.

The Role of Religious Leaders in Mediation

Religious leaders often possess moral authority and grassroots influence, which enable them to
act as powerful mediators in conflict zones. Their ability to frame reconciliation within sacred
values gives legitimacy to peace efforts.

« Imams, Priests, Rabbis, Monks have mediated intercommunal tensions in contexts where
secular diplomacy has failed.

« Religious figures can reframe conflict as moral deviation from core teachings, making
peace a sacred obligation rather than a political compromise.

« In Pakistan, Sufi leaders have historically played a reconciliatory role between Sunni and
Shia communities, promoting tolerance through spiritual teachings.

Their involvement fosters community trust, reduces hate speech, and provides a theological
rationale for peace.

Case Studies: Nigeria, Sri Lanka, and Bosnia

Nigeria:

In a nation plagued by religious violence between Muslims and Christians, initiatives like the
Interfaith Mediation Centre (IMC) in Kaduna State have brought together imams and pastors
to co-lead peace education workshops, mosque-church dialogues, and crisis interventions.
Their efforts significantly reduced electoral and communal violence in multiple regions.

Sri Lanka:

During the civil war between Sinhalese Buddhists and Tamil Hindus, interfaith councils
emerged to condemn violence and promote a common Sri Lankan identity. Buddhist monks,
Hindu priests, and Christian clergy joined forces under the Religions for Peace network to
support post-war healing.

Bosnia:

Post-genocide Bosnia witnessed the creation of the Interreligious Council of Bosnia-
Herzegovina, comprising Muslim, Orthodox Christian, Catholic, and Jewish leaders. This
council worked to restore destroyed places of worship, facilitate interfaith education, and
rebuild social trust after the 1992—-1995 ethnic conflict.

These cases show that religious collaboration can offer non-state peace infrastructure with real
impact on social cohesion.
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UN-Endorsed Interfaith Initiatives

The United Nations has increasingly acknowledged the power of religious diplomacy in
conflict zones:

e The United Nations Alliance of Civilizations (UNAOC) promotes dialogue between the
Western and Islamic worlds, especially post-9/11.

e The UN Interfaith Harmony Week, held annually in February, is a global platform for
grassroots and institutional dialogue.

« Religions for Peace, a UN-affiliated NGO, supports interfaith peacebuilding projects in
more than 90 countries, emphasizing youth involvement, women’s leadership, and conflict
mediation.

Such initiatives position interfaith dialogue not only as a theological tool but also as a
diplomatic channel recognized at the international level.

3. Challenges to Interfaith Cooperation

Despite its promise as a pathway to peace, interfaith dialogue faces significant structural,
ideological, and practical challenges. These barriers often limit its scope, undermine its
credibility, or obstruct its implementation. Addressing these obstacles is essential for creating
sustainable and impactful interreligious cooperation.

Fundamentalism and Exclusivist Theology

Religious fundamentalism poses one of the greatest threats to interfaith harmony. It is
characterized by:

e Rigid scriptural literalism, leading to an unwillingness to engage with alternative
interpretations.

o Exclusivist claims to absolute truth, which foster religious superiority and denigrate other
faiths.

o Demonization of "the other’, which discourages empathy or mutual understanding.

In such contexts, interfaith dialogue is often branded as heresy or compromise. For example, in
regions where extremist ideologies (e.g., Takfirism in parts of the Muslim world or Christian
Dominionism) dominate, even moderate voices are silenced or targeted.

Misuse of Religion by Political Actors

Politicians and state institutions frequently manipulate religious identities for personal or
national gain, exacerbating divisions and inciting violence:

« Sectarian mobilization during elections (e.g., Sunni-Shia polarization in parts of the
Middle East and South Asia).

o Nationalist ideologies cloaked in religious language (e.g., Hindutva in India, political
Islamism in some Muslim states).

« Religious scapegoating during times of crisis, such as blaming minorities for economic
decline or pandemics.

Such politicization discredits genuine interfaith efforts and makes religious leaders wary of
participation, fearing co-optation or backlash.

Institutional and Educational Gaps
Even when the desire for interfaith dialogue exists, institutional frameworks often lag behind:
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o Lack of formal interreligious curricula in religious seminaries and universities leads to
ignorance and stereotypes.

e Inadequate training for clergy in pluralistic theology or conflict resolution skills.

« Insufficient funding and support for interfaith programs at the grassroots level.

In Pakistan, for example, most madrassas do not include teachings about other religions beyond
polemical critique. Likewise, Christian seminaries in many parts of the world often neglect
comparative theology or interfaith ethics.

Addressing these gaps requires curriculum reform, institutional partnerships, and state support
for religious literacy and interfaith education.

4. Interfaith Models from South Asia and the Muslim World

South Asia and the broader Muslim world provide both historical legacies and contemporary
examples of interfaith coexistence. Despite current challenges, the region remains rich in
models that offer valuable insights for global peacebuilding efforts.

Interfaith Harmony in Sufi Traditions

Sufism, the mystical dimension of Islam, has historically played a pivotal role in fostering
interfaith relations:

« Sufi saints like Khwaja Moinuddin Chishti (India) and Baba Farid (Pakistan) attracted
followers from Hindu, Sikh, and Muslim communities through messages of universal love,
tolerance, and divine unity.

e Their shrines became shared spaces, where people of different faiths engaged in
devotional music (gawwali), prayer, and service, transcending religious boundaries.

o Sufi literature often emphasized wahdat al-wujud (unity of being), affirming a spiritual
commonality that resonated with diverse audiences.

Sufi traditions thus functioned as organic interfaith platforms centuries before the term
"dialogue" gained popularity.

Community-Based Peacebuilding in Pakistan and India
Modern South Asia has witnessed localized peacebuilding efforts rooted in interfaith
cooperation:

e In Pakistan, organizations like PAIMAN Alumni Trust and Peace and Education
Foundation train imams and madrassa teachers in interfaith peacebuilding and conflict
prevention.

e In India, platforms such as the Interfaith Coalition for Peace bring together Hindus,
Muslims, Sikhs, Christians, and others to conduct workshops, community development,
and post-riot reconciliation.

o Joint celebrations of festivals, such as Diwali and Eid, have become tools for promoting
unity and dismantling stereotypes at the grassroots level.

These initiatives rely on dialogue, cultural exchange, and shared social service to build trust
among communities.

Role of Madrassas and Universities

Both religious and secular educational institutions have a crucial role in promoting interfaith
understanding:
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e Progressive madrassas in Pakistan (e.g., Jamia Manzoor-ul-Islam) are beginning to
include modules on comparative religion and peace studies.

o Universities like Aligarh Muslim University (India) and International Islamic
University Islamabad run centers for interfaith research and dialogue.

o Interfaith academic conferences and joint curriculum development foster intellectual
empathy and critical engagement with diversity.

Education thus becomes a long-term investment in peace, especially when integrated with
theology and public discourse.

5. Towards a Theology of Global Peacebuilding

To make interfaith cooperation effective on a global scale, a new theological paradigm is
needed—one that embraces pluralism, reformulates religious education, and influences
policymaking.

Rethinking Religious Education

Traditional religious instruction often reinforces sectarian or insular worldviews. Reform is
needed to include:

o Comparative theology and ethics in curricula
o Textual studies that highlight pluralistic verses and prophetic tolerance
o Pedagogies that promote empathy, critical thinking, and respectful disagreement

This would cultivate religious leaders who are not only devout but also bridge-builders in plural
societies.

Interfaith Dialogue in Policymaking

Religious actors and institutions should be recognized as stakeholders in international
diplomacy and policy:

« Inclusion of interfaith representatives in peace negotiations and truth commissions

o Government support for faith-based diplomacy and interreligious councils

e Collaborations between religious NGOs and UN agencies in humanitarian and post-
conflict contexts

Such steps institutionalize the moral authority of religion in public affairs, beyond ceremonial
participation.

A Pluralistic Theology of Coexistence
A sustainable theology for peace must affirm:

o Religious diversity as divinely intended (Qur’an 5:48; Bhagavad Gita 4:11)
e Universal values embedded across traditions: compassion, justice, mercy
e The idea that salvation or truth may not be exclusive to one tradition

This pluralistic theology is not relativism but a spiritual humility that acknowledges the
limitations of human understanding and the expansiveness of divine mercy.

Summary

This paper underscores the theological necessity of interfaith dialogue as a moral and strategic
imperative in the pursuit of global peace. From foundational religious texts to modern
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interreligious platforms, the study reveals how theological narratives across diverse faiths
advocate dialogue, not division. It also identifies structural and ideological barriers that obstruct
interfaith cooperation. Emphasizing success stories from Muslim-majority countries and
beyond, the article presents a model where theological inclusivity and grassroots activism
intersect to promote long-term peace. Ultimately, it advocates for integrating interfaith
principles into religious education and international policymaking, making theology a proactive
force for reconciliation and global harmony.
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