
RELIGION AND VIOLENCE
The Potential for Conflict and Peace

One World Theology
(Volume 14)



RELIGION AND VIOLENCE
THE POTENTIAL FOR CONFLICT AND PEACE

Edited by
Klaus Krämer and Klaus Vellguth

14

CLARETIAN COMMUNICATIONS 
FOUNDATION, INC.



RELIGION AND VIOLENCE
The Potential for Conflict and Peace
(One World Theology, Volume 14)

Copyright © 2020 by Verlag Herder GmbH, Freiburg im Breisgau

Published by Claretian Communications Foundation, Inc.
U.P. P.O. Box 4, Diliman 1101 Quezon City, Philippines
Tel.: (02) 8921-3984 • Fax: (02) 8921-6205
ccfi@claretianpublications.com
www.claretianpublications.ph

Claretian Communications Foundation, Inc. (CCFI) is a pastoral endeavor of the 
Claretian Missionaries in the Philippines that brings the Word of God to people from all 
walks of life. It aims to promote integral evangelization and renewed spirituality that is 
geared towards empowerment and total liberation in response to the needs and challenges 
of the Church today.

CCFI is a member of Claret Publishing Group, a consortium of the publishing houses of 
the Claretian Missionaries all over the world: Bangalore, Barcelona, Buenos Aires, Chennai, 
Colombo, Dar es Salaam, Lagos, Macau, Madrid, Manila, Owerry, São Paolo, Varsaw and 
Yaoundè.

Cover and Layout design by Mark Lawrence T. Ramos / Allen De Guzman

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced by any means without written 
permission from the publisher.

ISBN: 978-621-426-132-1

Contents

Preface .....................................................................................  ix

Religion and Violence in the Bible

 Violence in and around the Christian Bible  ...................... 3
 Andreas Michel

 Regulations on Worship in Exodus 25–31  ..................... 15
 Nazek Matty

 Violences against women at home:
 Interpretations and Challenges through texts of the Bible   25
 Ivoni Richter Reimer/Keila Matos/Haroldo Reimer

 Religion as a Path to Humanity  ...................................... 41
 Paulin Poucouta

Religion and Violence in Individual (Historical) Contexts

 Sacrilege and Religious Violence – 
 God’s Eschatological Caveat  ......................................... 53
 Arnold Angenendt

 Religious Violence in Indonesia, 
 and What to do about it .................................................. 71
 Franz Magnis-Suseno

 Religion and Violence in Bolivia  ..................................... 79
 Teresa Rosazza



 viivi Religion and Violence

 Killing for God in Nigeria:
 Looking Forward by Looking Backward  ......................... 95
 Raymond Olusesan Aina

Causes of Religious Violence

 Religions under Suspicion of Violence. 
 Theories on the relationship between monotheism
 and violence supplemented by empirical evidence  ..... 107
 Klaus Vellguth

 Religious Violence and its Causes  .............................. 119
 Salim Daccache

 The Spirit of the Prophets.
 Thoughts on the Critique of Violence  ........................... 133
 Gonzalo Gamio Gehri

 Religion and Violence in the Middle East.
 A Theological Perspective  ........................................... 143
 William Sidhom

Religion and Violence in Relations between the Religions

 Religion and Violence – the Importance of Dialogue  ... 161
 Marco Moerschbacher

 Cooperation for Community, Justice and Peace  .......... 171 
 Michael Amaladoss

 Religion and Violence in an Interreligious Context  ...... 181
 Alberto da Silva Moreira

 Inter and Intra religious conflicts:
 Convolution of Religious Identities in 
 Violent Encounters  ....................................................... 193
 Elias O. Opongo

On the Path to Peace and Reconciliation (positive examples to which the 
Church has contributed)

 “God, the Lord of Peace, Makes Us a Face of Peace” – 
 Contributions of the Catholic Church
 to Peace and Reconciliation  ........................................ 205
 Edward Fröhling

 “Diversity builts Unity” –
 The peace building experience of Adyan Foundation  .. 219
 Nayla Tabbara/Michelle Moubarak

 Reconciliation brings Peace –
 Endeavours of the Catholic Church in Colombia  ......... 233
 Dario Antonio Echeverri González

 Religion and Violence: African Perspectives  ............... 245
 Matthew Hassan Kukah

Apendix

 Index of Authors  ........................................................... 253
 Index of Translators  ..................................................... 257 

Contents



 ix

Preface

 Armed conflicts are on the increase around the globe and, 
regrettably, acts of violence are also perpetrated worldwide in the 
name of religions. This volume in the One World Theology series 
examines the relationship between religion and violence. Theologians 
from Africa, Asia, Latin America and Europe investigate religion and 
violence in the Bible, the reality of religion and violence in their own 
environments, the potential for violence in inter–religious relations, 
the inner–Church potential for peace and reconciliation, and initiatives 
to bring religions closer together. The present volume is thus con-
sistent with the profile of the One World Theology series, the hallmark 
of which is that the issues under discussion are approached from 
varying standpoints. Each of the volumes in the anthology enables 
theologians from different geographical and cultural backgrounds to 
express their views and thus contribute to the polyphonic discourse 
with the universal Church.

 In the first chapter the authors deal with the relationship between 
religion and violence in the Bible. Andreas Michel concedes that 
the history of Christianity includes violence that has been inflicted 
both on Christians and by Christians. He cautions that biblical texts 
should always be read as documents drawn up their time and that 
the yardstick by which to measure them cannot be “standards which 
have only become more or less the norm in Europe and America 
in the 21st century”. As regards an appropriate reception of these 
documents, he is in favour of the churches being seen as commu-
nities of readers who deliberately consult the biblical texts in which 
violence plays a role in order to arrive at an adequate interpretation 
drawn from a variety of different perspectives. Michel makes it clear 
that such an interpretation does not emerge “in a vacuum”. He urges 
an attitude of “moral modesty”, pointing out that “we are all more 
deeply involved as perpetrators of violence in this globalised world 
than we would care to concede.” Given the problematical nature of 
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“violent texts” in the Bible, he calls for the fostering of an ambiguity 
tolerance which “together with empathy for others, especially those 
who are suffering, is something which – more than anything else 
in the Christian tradition – is capable of encouraging and enabling 
people to resist any narrow fundamentalism, to show kindness and 
generosity to one’s fellows and thus to renounce violence”.

 Nazek Matty, herself a victim of brutal violence in her native Iraq, 
analyses a key section of the Book of Exodus in which God reveals 
himself to his people and gives them the Ten Commandments along 
with instructions for the performance of rituals. Matty says that God’s 
healing power transcends everything Israel is called upon to say 
and do. Hence the regulations for worship can only be interpreted 
from God’s salvific perspective. She regards the Exodus event, in 
particular, as God’s invitation to his people to “answer the call to 
freedom, which is founded in loyalty to God and respect for the 
dignity of one’s neighbours”. She therefore sees the meeting of God’s 
people, especially in the liturgy, as a gathering “which is destined for 
change so that it can change society in turn”. It is crucially important 
for her “to respect the lives of others, for the God they worship is the 
font of life”. 

 Ivoni Richter Reimer, Keila Matos and Haroldo Reimer begin 
their article on “Domestic Violence against Women: Interpreting the 
biblical texts and the challenge they pose” by looking at how far 
domestic violence against women is still part of everyday reality in 
Brazil. Using a textual analysis of the Old Testament Book of Judges 
they establish that in the relevant text a woman was the victim of 
an act of violence which involved the negation of her dignity and 
the tacit acceptance of the men concerned. The authors note that 
“violence against women and children is a persistent and key element 
in the stories told in the Book of Judges”, although the accounts 
they provide have lost none of their validity since then. “The family 
often perpetrates or is complicit in acts of violence against its female 
members. Sexual acts are part and parcel of the barbaric treatment 
they suffer, including the symbolic expressions it involves.” A second 
textual analysis, this time of the Second Book of Samuel, shows that 
violence against women is often bound up with fear, which leads 
to silence and complicity. The authors oppose any such “culture 
of silence and point to the need for action to halt the violation of 
women’s rights”.

 In his contribution entitled “Religion as a Path to Humanity” 
Paulin Poucouta leaves no doubt that the Bible itself is full of 
violence. Having analysed Cain’s murder of his brother Abel and the 
planned sacrifice of Isaac, he comes to the conclusion that the “true 
religion renounces nationalistic and warlike godheads in order to be 
one with the God who ‘breaks’ battle-lines”. Even though violence is 
part of everyday life in the biblical stories, the persistence of God’s 
desire for universal salvation implies that a path must be found to a 
new form of human coexistence. This is particularly true of the New 
Testament texts: “But Jesus ushers in the end of the war of the hills, 
church towers and minarets. For him conflicts in the guise of religion 
are the outcome of fundamentalist and ideological interpretations of 
biblical experience to which Holy Scripture testifies. Faith is worship 
in the cultural and theological sense, but also approval and com-
mitment. Therefore, a religion which divides and separates is not a 
‘true religion’.”

 In the second chapter the authors focus on the relationship 
between religion and violence in their own (historical) context. 
Arnold Angenendt, a theologian from the German city of Münster, 
makes it clear in his essay on “Sacrilege and Religious Violence 
– God’s Eschatalogical Caveat” that sacrilege has occurred in 
the history of religion, manifesting itself in heresy, apostasy and 
defilement, which were punishable by death. Citing the Parable of 
the Wheat and the Darnel, the early Christians pointed out that an 
“eschatalogical caveat” should be taken into account in the handling 
of heresy, apostasy and defilement. This parable thus helped to 
ward off religiously motivated killings in the first thousand years of 
Christianity. It was only in the course of the second millennium that 
violence on religious grounds occurred as part of the Inquisition 
and during the period of the Reformation. In the modern era there 
has been a reassessment of heresy and apostasy with theologians 
such as the Bishop of Mainz, Wilhelm Emanuel von Kettler, among 
the protagonists of the new course. However, violence continues to 
be perpetrated on religious grounds even today, especially in the 
non-Christian religions. Angenendt concludes by saying there can 
be no doubt that the “eschatological caveat”, as proclaimed in the 
New Testament, is of “global historical significance” today and also 
covers non-Christian religions. 

 In the following article the Jesuit Franz Magnis-Suseno looks at 
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the situation in his native Indonesia, where the peaceful coexistence 
of the (authorised) religions, known as “Pancasila”, is the founda-
tional philosophical theory of the state. In his analysis of religiously 
motivated violence he distinguishes between normal intolerance, 
ethnically motivated conflicts, fundamentalist acts of violence, 
and civil wars fought on religious grounds. While Magnis-Suseno 
classifies fundamentalist violence as irrational, he regards the 
three other forms of religious violence as “the result of a traditional, 
but narrow understanding of what Islam means, with conflicting 
economic and political interests, with feelings of having been left 
out, thus of suffering injustice”. He makes it clear that this is often 
bound up with ethnic conflicts. The author highlights the responsi-
bility of the state, the people and the religious leaders to strive for 
religious tolerance and, looking at the situation in Indonesia, he 
reminds the minority Christians, in particular, of their obligation to 
“open up communications with Muslims wherever they are. Called 
silaturahmi, visiting each other is an established custom among 
neighbours in Indonesia and almost without exception leads to real 
friendship and appreciation of each other”. 

 In her contribution on “Religion and Violence in Bolivia” Teresa 
Rosazza starts by looking at the period before the Spanish conquest 
when religious violence took the form of human sacrifice. However, 
especially after the colonisation of Bolivia, she says, religious 
violence was practised by the representatives of the colonial powers 
and by missionaries. It was only at the start of the 20th century that 
an initiative launched by the liberal governments led to recognition 
of religious freedom. During the dictatorships of both Hugo Banzer 
and Luis Garcia Meza the dedicated work of Christian priests and 
members of religious orders resulted in persecution and violence. 
In the period of democratic construction the Church intervened “to 
avoid situations of violence and to help consolidate the still weak 
democracy in Bolivia”. 

 Raymond Olusesan Aina then examines the religious conflicts 
in Nigeria. He distinguishes between religiously motivated violence 
in the so–called Maitatsine uprisings in the 1980s, which were 
intra–religious, and the acts of violence carried out since the 
appearance of Boko Haram, which are inter–religious. The author 
throws light on the different causes of the apparently religiously 
motivated violence in his native Nigeria and explains that it was not 

the reference to a secular society or a secular state which led to 
peaceful coexistence between the country’s religious communities 
but the implementation of rights enshrined in the constitution. As 
a positive example of religious coexistence in Nigeria he cites the 
relationship between Christians and Muslims in Yorubaland, where 
the Muslims – in contrast to their brothers in Northern Nigeria – have 
not become jihadists but have embarked instead on a conformist 
and constructive social course.

 The articles in the third chapter explore the causes of religious 
violence. In “Religions under Suspicion of Violence. Theories on the 
relationship between monotheism and violence supplemented by 
empirical evidence” Klaus Vellguth reviews the debate initiated by 
Jan Assmann, a cultural scholar and Egyptologist from Heidelberg, 
on the relationship between monotheism and violence. Assmann 
argues that Judeo-Christian monotheism, in which a distinction is 
made between a “true” and a “false” religion, has been the cause of 
religiously legitimised violence. The discourse shows that the mono-
theism grounded in the Old Testament does indeed imply a potential 
for violence, although it also has a potential for humanisation. The 
issue at stake here is not just the stated intention of the authors 
of the biblical texts, but also – and above all – the way readers 
have responded to them down the centuries. The author makes 
it clear that the debate on violence initiated by Assmann needs to 
be supplemented by analyses which expose the multiple causes 
of inter–religious violence. Here he points by way of example to 
the theories of inclusion developed in the social sciences. He also 
refers to Christian lines of tradition such as the theologia negativa, 
which offer points of departure for an inter–religious dialogue. 

 Salim Daccache then examines the causes of religious violence. 
He begins by stating that there is a global revival of religion as 
well as of religiously motivated conflicts. He takes up the debate 
on the potential for violence inherent in monotheistic religions and 
cites Islamic experts who point out that the reception of religious 
texts requires a hermeneutics which takes due account both of 
the advances made in human sciences and of the modern–day 
context. He looks at the economic, social and ideological causes 
of violence – especially violence perpetrated in the name of Islam 
– and concludes that the ultimate objective is to acknowledge the 
existence of violence and to find ways of dealing with it.

Preface 
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 Gonzalo Gamio Gehri describes the essence of prophecy as 
being an “ethical and spiritual stance towards violence”. Gehri takes 
a phenomenological approach to what he calls the “spirit of the 
prophets” and says that history must always be read from the point 
of view of the weak. He rejects any unidimensional way of looking 
at human identity, which has often been the cause of violence in 
the past. “In instances in which some people prefer to define others 
solely on the basis of their cultural affiliation, nationality, gender or 
sexual orientation in order to disregard and exclude them or subject 
them to cruel treatment, those receptive to the spirit of the prophets, 
who are willing to display empathy and solidarity with others, must 
recognise their fellow human beings as individuals with whom it is 
possible to share this world in a fraternal, peaceful manner”.

 William Sidhom delves into religion and violence in the Middle 
East. He starts by recalling that the three Abrahamic religions have 
been guilty of bloody violence in the past. In the Middle East, in 
particular, religions have played their part in the persistence and 
worsening of violence. Sidhorn regards the founding of the state of 
Israel as an historic moment which made it possible “to transport 
the hatred and violence from Europe to the Middle East in the 
‘Promised Land’, historical Palestine”. He touches on the Arab-
Jewish wars and turns his attention to historical developments in his 
native Egypt, particularly the founding of the Muslim Brotherhood 
and the relevance of the Iranian revolution of 1979 for the political 
balance in the Middle East. Sidhom analyses the revolutions 
in Egypt of January 2011 and June 2013, which ended with the 
crushing of the Muslim Brotherhood, and calls for the development 
of a liberation theology which entails “reading the sacred texts from 
the perspective of needs and questionings of the poor”. Sidhom 
sees this as a way of breaking the cycles of violence in the Middle 
East and generating momentum for peaceful coexistence.

 The papers in the fourth chapter concentrate on religion 
and violence in relations between the different religions. Marco 
Moerschbacher begins his contribution by referring to the studies 
carried out by the French literary scholar, René Girard, on the rela-
tionship between religion and violence and goes on to introduce 
a research project initiated by missio on religion and violence in 
African countries. In cooperation with local partner organisations in 
selected countries this project examines the role played by religion 

or religions in situations of violence. Moerschbacher sees inter-re-
ligious dialogue as one possible way of overcoming inter-religious 
violence with the aim of fostering coexistence between people of 
different religious persuasions.

 In his article reviewing cooperation for community, justice 
and peace Michael Amaladoss highlights the connection between 
religion, on the one hand, and identity, communalism and fun-
damentalism, on the other. The Indian theologian concedes that 
the different world religions have both a potential for peace and a 
potential for violence and that behind the advocates of religiously 
formulated violence there are often people “using the screen of 
religious identity to pursue their own political goals”. He calls on the 
representatives of the various religions to demonstrate a greater 
commitment to a revitalised world in which conflicts over power and 
control do not provoke violent conflicts: “Maybe it is time to free 
God from the various religious structures and make these ways to 
authentic God-experience so that people can use their religions as 
instruments, not for competition and conflict, but for collaboration in 
the promotion of community, justice and peace in the world.” 

 The contribution by Alberto da Silva Moreira also deals with 
religion and violence in an inter-religious context. He says that the 
use of violence need not depend primarily on a doctrine or inter-
pretation of one of the sacred books. On the contrary, it is power 
structures and social interests which lead to the use of violence. 
Symbolic or material religious goods are consequently exploited for 
aggressive, manipulative and violent ends. As far as Christianity is 
concerned, he stresses the need to constantly discern the spirits 
in order to prove one’s own “political sanctity”, develop a potential 
for solidarity and allow oneself to be corrected and raised up by 
viewing the world through the eyes of the poor. 

 Elias Omondi Opongo looks at the extent to which religious 
groups encourage violence and division and examines the role 
played by overlapping ethnic-religious or religious-nationalistic 
identities in the emergence of conflicts. He regards religion as a 
social construct which sometimes makes it difficult to distinguish 
between religious convictions and social, political, cultural and 
economic ambitions.

Preface 



 xviixvi Religion and Violence

 In the final chapter the authors introduce initiatives and projects 
organised by the Church in the interests of peace and reconciliation. 
In the first article Edward Fröhling deals with the contributions made 
by the Catholic Church, especially the pontificate of Benedict XV, 
the “Pope of Peace”, and his renunciation of the doctrine of a just 
war, and goes on to show how the theological reorientation ushered 
in by Benedict XV was later taken up in the teachings of the popes, 
especially since John XXIII. Drawing on Andrea Riccardi he calls for 
efforts to be made not just to adopt a non-violent stance but also to 
nurture a “culture of life” which goes hand in hand with a conversion 
to, and the practice of, peace and non-violence. 

 In their contribution on “Diversity Builds Unity” the authors, 
Nayla Tabbara and Michelle Moubarak, introduce the Adyan 
Foundation, which was founded jointly by Christians and Muslims 
in Lebanon eleven years ago and has since developed its own 
approach to peace work. The foundation encourages initiatives that 
are designed to help Lebanon overcome the conflict-laden religious 
polarisation in the country, will lead to the building of multicultural 
societies in the Levant, enable values such as acceptance and 
political, religious and cultural diversity to be cultivated in the Arab 
world and pave the way for global political strategies to counter the 
emergence of extremism and foster the development of strong civil 
societies. The Adyan Foundation sets great store by cultural and 
religious diversity, the promotion of human dignity, an emphasis on 
the uniqueness of every individual, spiritual solidarity and support 
for social justice and peace. Taking specific programmes run by 
the foundation as an example, the authors also show how peace 
work is encouraged in the cultural and educational spheres as well 
as in inter-religious discussions with the aim of making society in 
Lebanon, the rest of the Arab region and throughout the world more 
peaceful and pluralistic.

 Darío Antonio Echeverri González from Colombia illustrates 
how the Church supports the progress of reconciliation in his native 
country after decades of conflict, which resulted in the deaths of more 
than 200,000 people between 1958 and 2012. He explores the sig-
nificance of pastoral conversations and the work of the Commission 
for National Reconciliation set up by the Catholic Church. As 
regards the challenges the future holds in store, González points to 
the need to implement the agreement negotiated between the gov-

ernment and the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC). 
He stresses that the Church will continue to play an important role 
in promoting dialogue between the various oppositional groups in 
the country.

 In the final article in this volume Matthew Hasan Kukah looks at 
religion and violence from an African perspective with a particular 
focus on the situation in his home country of Nigeria. He puts the 
spotlight on the Truth Commissions that have been set up in South 
Africa, Nigeria and Ghana in which Church representatives have 
played an important part. He also draws attention to the involvement 
of the Church in Sierra Leone and Liberia in efforts to bring about 
reconciliation. 

 Discussion of an issue like “Religion and Violence” is influenced 
not only by the situation in which people live, but also by media 
coverage of the various lines of conflict. Moreover, the thematic 
focus of this volume is highly emotional, given that violence always 
involves both perpetrators and victims, and it also highly complex, 
since violence manifests itself not only in martial excesses, but also 
in structural processes. The contributions in this volume reflect the 
views and perspectives of the individual authors and do not neces-
sarily coincide with the assessment of the editors. 

 We owe a debt of gratitude not only to the authors who have 
contributed to this volume in the One World Theology series, but 
also to the missio staff members Lydia Klinkenberg, Dr. Miriam 
Leidinger, Dr. Marco Moerschbacher and Katja Nikles, without 
whose conceptual advice this volume would not have been 
possible. Our thanks also go to Martina Dittmer-Flachskampf and 
Nina Dransfeld for the careful preparation of the manuscripts and to 
Ina Lurweg and Christine Baur for their attentive proofreading. We 
hope very much that this latest volume in the One World Theology 
series will generate interest in the theological discourse within the 
universal Church and provide fresh ideas on how theology and the 
pastoral ministry of the Church can be re-thought and realised in the 
age of migration.

Klaus Krämer
Klaus Vellguth
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Violence in and around the Christian Bible
Andreas Michel

 Let us be honest. When it comes to violence, Christianity has 
developed its very own expertise. Violence is formulated in numerous 
passages in Holy Scripture and even more violence forms part of its 
history, Christians being both victims and, regrettably, also prominent 
perpetrators1. The Bible explicitly addresses the violence of the many 
in the story of Cain and Abel in Genesis 4 and follows it up with the 
violence of the one God after the story of the Flood in Genesis 6–9. 
The Bible is very much the product of attempts to come to grips with 
catastrophic violence: the military demise of the Kingdom of Israel in 
722 BC and of the Kingdom of Judah in 586 BC, which brought the 
destruction of its territory and the Temple in Jerusalem followed by exile 
to Babylon – in other words, the apparent end of all the great promises 
– and then the crucifixion of Jesus in 30 AD and the Judeo-Roman 
War in the Holy Land, which culminated in the second destruction of 
Jerusalem in 70 AD. No wonder such developments left their own 
occasionally distasteful stamp on the Bible. Indeed, right at the heart 
of Christianity stands the cross and the crucifixion of Jesus – a brutal 
act and, as such, an intolerable symbol of violence. Intolerable, too, 
is the fact that the crucifixion at the heart of Christianity gave rise to 
unspeakable formulations in the New Testament which served as a 
catalyst for violence against Jews over the next 2,000 years. One 
need only think of the so-called blood curse in Matthew 27:25, in 
which – in a fictitious scene – the people of Israel “every one of them” 
take the blame for Jesus’ death on the cross, the fateful words being 
“Let his blood be on us and on our children”. There are even earlier 
passages in 1 Thessalonians 2:15, in which Paul makes the shocking 
statement about “the Jews” who “put the Lord Jesus to death, and the 
prophets too, and persecuted us also. Their conduct does not please 

1 Cf. Angenendt, Arnold, Toleranz und Gewalt. Das Christentum zwischen Bibel und 
Schwert, Münster 2007. 
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God, and makes them the enemies of the whole human race”.2 One 
might put it sarcastically and say that Christians are in a class of their 
own when it comes to violence.

Fundamental issues

 What violence is, or is felt to be, including the wide range it 
covers, is not identical at all times and in all cultures.3 Anyone on the 
lookout for violence in the Bible, a book with a history stretching back 
almost one thousand years and hence compiled from diverse sources 
and subject to much editing, is therefore well advised to ensure that 
their search does not fall victim to anachronism. Standards which 
have only become more or less the norm in Europe and America in 
the 21st century cannot be the yardstick for biblical texts, which are 
documents rooted in their time. One example of such a time-related 
practice is the use of beating in bringing up children, which is nothing 
unusual even in the Bible.4

 It should be borne in mind that the Bible is not just the “Holy” 
Scripture. It is also a work of literature comprising “the words of God, 
expressed in human language”, as the Second Vatican Council put 
it. As a consequence, Christianity – and Catholicism, in particular, 
which can draw on wide-ranging sources of theological knowledge – 
has a markedly relaxed attitude to its Sacred Scripture. It is perfectly 
obvious that the Bible as a work of literature must comply with literary 
principles if it is not to be deadly boring. In a certain sense the indi-
vidual biblical texts, be they prose or poetry, must follow literary and 
topological patterns in order to portray conflicts and generate tension. 
This includes the description of violence, which varies from culture 
to culture. The Bible, as a work of literature in its time, is likewise 
influenced by the structural guidelines of its time, as the question 
of the upbringing of children makes clear. Culturally determined 
structural inequalities of this kind are particularly serious if they 
continue to cast a shadow on ecclesiastical reading right up to the 

2 For more on this highly problematic passage see: Hoppe, Rudolf, Der Erste 
Thessalonikerbrief. Kommentar, Freiburg 2016, 165–182.
3 Readers interested in the ancient contexts of violence might like to consult: Zimmermann, 
Martin, Gewalt. Die dunkle Seite der Antike, Darmstadt 2013.
4 For more on the larger issue see: Michel, Andreas, Gott und Gewalt gegen Kinder im 
Alten Testament (FAT 37), Tübingen 2003.

present. A good example is the Bible’s androcentrism, which has had 
a dramatic and far-reaching impact on the image of God and, in the 
Catholic Church for example, on the image of priests, resulting in 
the exclusion of women from ecclesiastical office, for which there 
is no justification. Such instances make it perfectly comprehensible 
that biblical passages or the reading of them can be experienced 
as violent and offensive. Modern-day readers will inevitably criticise 
such passages and the time-related cultural concepts they reflect. 
Sometimes, of course, the problem does not reside in the source text 
but is rather a product of inner and post-biblical reception. This is 
the case, for instance, in the crucial admonition to grown-up children 
to look after their parents, which is the essence of the duty towards 
parents formulated in the Old Testament (Exodus 20:12; Deuteronomy 
5:16). The shift in emphasis to younger children who must be brought 
up and taught to obey, which finds expression in Ephesians 6:1–4 
and later on in the catechismal tradition – in Germany especially after 
Luther –, was geared very much to producing well-behaved children 
whose natural liveliness was rigorously suppressed and, in the case 
of adults, citizens who were even better behaved5.

 It should be borne in mind that a text which is full of good ideas, 
well received by its readers and morally impeccable by moder-day 
standards can at some stage be misinterpreted, appropriated or 
exploited for base or violent purposes. The text itself is hardly in a 
position to prevent that happening. Once it has been released by its 
author it may have a validity of its own, but it is also subject to a certain 
extent to the discretion of the reader, which in turn allows for a wide 
range of interpretations. Hence it is important that the Church(es) as 
a community of readers should endeavour to arrive at the better inter-
pretations and not leave interpretation as such to arrogation by indi-
vidual readers, even though this conflict between individuals and the 
Church as readers is largely unavoidable. That applies especially to 
texts which, at first glance, betray an affinity for violence and requires 
the Church(es) as communities of readers to engage with these 
difficult, violence-ridden texts, to talk about them and grapple with 
them instead of pushing them to one side or sweeping them under the 
carpet, as so often happens. After all, what has been suppressed will 

5 See the sub-heading in Luther’s Great Catechism on the Fourth Commandment: “God 
punishes those who would be their own master and do not obey the authorities”.
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inevitably resurface at some stage. It is better, therefore, to confront 
the issue straightaway before those with an affinity for violence are 
the only ones versed in the “interpretation” of such texts. Admittedly, 
opinions ultimately differ not so much over the expression or inter-
pretation of violence as over practical acts of violence in everyday 
life. In this respect Christianity has developed a special empathy for 
potential or actual victims of violence, an iconic example of which is 
the Parable of the Good Samaritan and the background to it in Luke 
10:25–37. Concrete human rights, developed in part in conflict with 
the churches of the time, and the dignity of each and every individual 
being are very much the fruit of such biblical texts, which are the sole 
font of ethical authority.

Texts that explain man’s affinity for violence

 The violent nature of a large number of texts, especially in the 
Old Testament, is attributable to their realistic depictions and a desire 
to enlighten readers. Their aim, therefore, is to help limit and reduce 
violence. Many of these texts are very well known, especially the 
narrative accounts in the Old Testament. They include the murder of 
Cain (Genesis 4), the brute force of human beings and animals prior 
to Creation (Genesis 6) and the sexual threat posed by the Sodomites 
(Genesis 19) and the Gibeonites (Judges 19), to say nothing of the 
rapes and murders committed even at the heart of the royal house 
of David (2 Samuel 11–13; 1 Kings 1–2). There are normative for-
mulations, especially in Old Testament law, which are designed to 
stem violence of this kind, such as the prohibition of killing in the 
Decalogue, which is extended in Matthew 5:21–26 to discrediting by 
means of social ostracism, which today we would probably refer to 
informally as bullying or harassment. This is also the basic intention 
behind the biblical regulations governing sexual offences, although in 
the meantime one could well argue whether they were effective or had 
a humanising influence in practice.

 The so-called lex talionis, or law of retribution, deserves special 
attention. The famous expression “eye for eye, tooth for tooth“ first 
occurs in Exodus 21:22–27, specifically in verse 23f.: “If further harm 
is done, however, you will award life for life, eye for eye, tooth for 
tooth, hand for hand, foot for foot [...]”. This first mention essentially 
determines the subsequent understanding of “eye for eye, tooth for 

tooth”, including later references to the lex talionis in Leviticus 24:20 
and Deuteronomy 19:21. Exodus 21 is clearly about a monetary 
settlement of claims of the kind we are familiar with in modern-day 
legislation. That is made clear by the use of the term “award” in verse 
23. Nobody awards their eye or their tooth; they offer the notional 
equivalent, as they would do in a claims settlement. In principle, 
therefore, the lex talionis is not really about physical punishment 
at all (despite what is said in Leviticus 24). Protection is afforded, 
incidentally, to the physical integrity of women6 and elsewhere in 
the chapter – in verse 27 – to that of legally incapable slaves: “If he 
knocks out the tooth of his slave, male or female, he will give the slave 
his freedom to compensate for the tooth.” These are very far-sighted 
rules. When Jesus cites that particular passage in the Sermon on the 
Mount (Matthew 5:38–42) he does so not to criticise the supposed Old 
Testament principle of corporal punishment but rather to encourage 
his listeners to dispense with monetary compensation and any legal 
disputes.7 That can also help to reduce violence, but not even our 
modern societies have got that far yet.

What should we do with texts portraying religious violence against 
individuals?

 The Bible, especially the Old Testament, is not exactly sensitive in 
its normative texts concerning the imposition of the death penalty for 
individual misconduct or when dealing with personal misdemeanours 
that end in death, especially for religious offences such as touching 
Mount Sinai (Exodus 19:12), profaning the Sabbath (Exodus 31:14f.; 
Numbers 15:35f.), giving children to Molech (Leviticus 20:2), cursing 
God (Leviticus 24:15f.), wanting to be priests (Numbers 16:31–35) 
or for apostasy from God (Deuteronomy 13:6). There is compara-
tively harsh punishment for social offences such as striking (Exodus 
21:15) or cursing (Exodus 21:17; Leviticus 20:9) one’s father or 
mother, kidnapping or enslaving brother-Israelites (Deuteronomy 
24:7), oppressing the poor and needy and charging interest (Ezekiel 
18:10–13) as well as for sexual taboos such as adultery (Leviticus 
20:10), extramarital intercourse (Deuteronomy 22:21–24) or inter-

6 Cf. Albertz Rainer, Exodus, Band II: Ex 19–40 (Züricher Bibelkommentare Altes 
Testament 2.2), Zurich 2015, 94f.
7 Fiedler, Peter, Das Matthäusevangelium (Lexikon für Theologie und Kirche NT 1), 
Stuttgart 2006, 145, calls this the “renunciation of a legal right”.
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course with an animal (Exodus 22:18; Leviticus 20:15). The list could 
easily be extended.

 There is no indication that the New Testament individually 
corrected or rescinded all these Old Testament statements. Seen 
from a historical point of view that was not necessary, because con-
temporary Jewish interpretation had mostly long since placed these 
formulations in a different context and put less emphasis on their 
violent aspects. You might well think that the paramount demand 
within Christianity that God’s name be hallowed, which likewise orig-
inated with contemporary Jewry (Matthew 6:9; Luke11:2), ought to 
have poured oil on the fire of an anti-blasphemy paragraph, but that 
was not the case at the time of the New Testament at least. However, 
the New Testament does contain one sin which will not “be forgiven” 
– that of speaking against the Holy Spirit (Matthew 12:32; Luke 
12:10) – “either in this world or in the next”, according to Matthew. 
It is, therefore, by no means sufficient to point to the all-forgiving or 
indifferent New Testament exhortation “Do not judge, and you will not 
be judged” (Matthew 7:1, cf. Luke 6:37) by way of substantiation for 
the abrogation of the Old Testament norms.

 It would be mistaken anyway to see the Old Testament norms 
as simply the continuation of previous legal practice. Despite their 
clear casuistic form and the formulation of penal consequences for 
the relevant offences, such texts often had no legal function, being 
from the outset more of an ultimatum or admonition. A good example 
of this is the text recounting the “repudiation of a son” in Deuteronomy 
21:18–21. It is intended to make clear that sons should not shirk their 
responsibility for looking after their ageing parents. It does not really 
expect the stoning it urges to take place, if the assumption is that 
father and mother should act together against their son and “all” the 
fellow-citizens of his (new) home town must stone him to death. There 
is no known case in the history of Israel of such a stoning taking 
place. Unless, that is, we take the story of a young man from Nazareth 
who moved to nearby Capernaum (“his town”), had a few problems 
with his family (Mark 3:20–21, 31–35) and was called a “glutton and 
a drunkard” (Matthew 11:19; Luke 7:35, cf. Deuteronomy 21:20). 
Admittedly, the man was not stoned – and certainly not for disobeying 
his parents. He came to a violent end all the same. The manner of 
his death is anticipated in Deuteronomy 21:18–21 and stated quite 

clearly in verse 22: he was hung from a tree. Which brings us back to 
the symbol of violence in Christianity.

The violence of war and wars of extermination waged against entire 
peoples?

 Among the most awkward texts in the Bible concerning the use 
of violence are those which call for the “destruction” of entire peoples 
(herem from the Hebrew word ḪRM). The normative case is regulated 
in Deuteronomy 7, while the very brutal narrative accounts are to 
be found later on, primarily in Joshua 6–11 and 1 Samuel 15. The 
reception of these texts in the Christian world probably cannot be over-
estimated8, given that it extends right up to the system of apartheid 
in South Africa in the modern era. That said, a sober reading and 
interpretation of these texts, in particular, shows that the issue is not 
that of the destruction of enemy nations or of the killing of the previous 
inhabitants of the “Holy Land”.9 Deuteronomy 7 makes it clear that the 
real objective of the text is neither the announced destruction of the 
Canaanites in verse 2 nor even the ban on intermarriage in verse 3. 
Rather, it is the ban on certain cult practices which was evidently to be 
enforced for the first time within Israel itself at this stage, specifically 
the ban on idols, with which the list of prohibitions in verse 5 comes 
to an emphatic end. Practices previously authorised in Israel are 
stigmatised in this text as alien; groups within Israel which continue 
to pursue such more or less traditional practices are to be excluded. 
The purpose of the text, therefore, is not the killing of the previous 
occupants of the land but the introduction of a revised identity, in other 
words an act of internal consolidation entailing the excommunication 
of those who worship idols. It is certainly lamentable that otherness, 
supported by endless narratives, should used as a vehicle to this 

8  Drawing on the texts in 1 and 2 Maccabees, which refer to Joshua, the Christian 
chronologists used the term “destruction” for the conquest of Jerusalem in 1099; the 
merciless text 1 Samuel 15 attained fresh significance on the papal side at the beginning 
of the High Middle Ages, see: Althoff, Gerd, “Selig, die Verfolgung ausüben”. Päpste und 
Gewalt im Hochmittelalter, Darmstadt 2013, here: 223. These texts probably exerted a 
crucial influence on the missionary awareness of many a Western Christian in the conquest 
of new countries and continents and the annihilation, enslavement and marginalisation of 
their previous “heathen” occupants, cf.: Knauf, Ernst Axel, Josua (Züricher Bibelkommentare 
Altes Testament 6), Zurich 2008, 34.
9 Detailed evidence can be found in Michel, Andreas: “Gewalt bei der Landnahme Israels. 
Eine historisch-kritische Auslegung von Deuteronomium 7,1–6”, in: Mohagheghi, Hamideh/
von Stosch, Klaus (eds.), Gewalt in den Heiligen Schriften von Islam und Christentum 
(Beiträge zur komparativen Theologie 10), Paderborn 2014, 33–50.
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end. However, it should not be forgotten that the Old Testament also 
comprises a much stronger tendency in the opposite direction, in 
which identity is established precisely by means of otherness, espe-
cially in the form of solidarity (Deuteronomy 26:5–11)10 with foreigners 
and a love of resident aliens (Leviticus 19:34).

 A final word at this point on texts such as Psalms 137:8–9 (the 
shattering of the babies of Babylon against a rock). Perhaps we 
Western Christians have qualms about texts like this because they 
leave us in no doubt as to the situation in world history in which we 
now find ourselves. It is certainly not the situation of the exiled and 
oppressed Israelites “by the rivers of Babylon”, but far more likely that 
of the Babylonians. We are all more deeply involved as perpetrators 
of violence than we would care to concede.

Justice for the victims, too – but also God’s compassion and forgiveness

 The Bible knows of no remote God who has nothing to do with 
events on earth. The only ones in the Bible to think along those lines 
at least are fools or evil-doers (Psalms 94:6f.), but that is a typical 
feature of modern deist thinking. The God of the Bible is a highly 
dedicated God who wants justice and is extremely empathetic 
towards those who endure suffering, in particular. Admittedly, the 
implementation of justice, especially for the victims, can sometimes 
have undesirable consequences for the offenders, as the Bible makes 
all too plain. In God a struggle rages between his passion for justice 
and his mercy, which transcends all else; the biblical expression for 
this is “God’s forgiveness”.11 The Old and the New Testament are 
at one in showing that God’s mercy counteracts the need to punish 
and that mercy without justice is inconceivable. The Last Judgment 
speech in Matthew 25:34–46 also has a drastic message for those 
who have done nothing for the hungry, the thirsty, the strangers, 
those who lacked clothes, who were sick or in prison – in short, for 
refugees: “Go away from me, with your curse upon you, to the eternal 
fire prepared for the devil and his angels” (verse 41). As portrayed by 

10 On the central biblical theme of “identity through otherness” see: Michel, Andreas, 
“Wem nützen Glaubensbekenntnisse? Eine Reflexion auf das heilsgeschichtliche Credo in 
Deuteronomium 26“, in: Theologische Quartalschrift 185 (2005), 38–51.
11 According to Jeremias, Jörg in Theologie des Alten Testaments (GAT 6), Göttingen 
2015, 492, “God’s forgiveness is also part of his being”.

Matthew, Jesus too resorts to verbal violence in the form of threats of 
judgment.12 Indeed, one might well ask how it is possible to live in a 
peaceful and non-violent manner with someone who has been cursed 
and condemned by God. There is more evidence of such inherent 
tendencies towards violence to be found in the New Testament.

 At all events, fine words can certainly be deceptive. That is true 
even in respect of the wonderful biblical statement “God is love” in 
1 John 4:8. The preceding verse 7 makes it clear what kind of love 
is meant: only that among “brothers”. It is very revealing to read 
Hans-Josef Klauck’s magisterial commentary on 1 John and see how 
he tries to wriggle his way out of conceding that the Johannine tradition 
has betrayed Jesus’ spearheading of the love of one’s enemies.13  
There is no mention of it in the Johannine tradition, including St. 
John’s Gospel. Instead it uses the finesounding statement adapted 
from the Hellenistic tradition: “No one can have greater love than to lay 
down his life for his friends” (John 15:13). In their dualistic worldview 
the Johannine texts betray a cosmic or global hostility which bears 
within it the germ of violence, to say nothing of the highly dangerous 
description of the Jews in St. John’s Gospel. How this contrasts with 
Luke 6:27: “Love your enemies, do good to those who hate you.” A 
genuine exhortation of this kind calls for empathy with one’s adversary, 
because without seeing things from the other person’s perspective it 
is impossible to determine what this “good” is and how it can be put 
into practice: as something that is “good for the enemy”.14 Jesus 
Christ was crucified for his friends, but not only for them.

God’s need for ambivalence?

 Keeping in mind the inner tension in God between justice and 
mercy and the problematical concept of love, there is another simple 
fact which needs to be stated here: biblical monotheism is, indeed, 
inherently violent in a certain sense, although not so much because 

12 For a more differentiated exploration of the subject of violence in the New Testament 
see: Schreiber, Stefan, “Am Rande des Krieges. Gewalt und Gewaltverzicht bei Jesus von 
Nazaret”, in: Biblische Notizen 145 (2010), 91–112.
13 Cf. Klauck, Hans-Josef, Der Erste Johannesbrief (EKK XXIII,1), Zurich/Braunschweig/ 
Neukirchen-Vluyn 1991, 277–280.
14 Such Jesuanic empathy on the part of Christians is very much an alternative model to 
the excessively Johannine “de-secularisation” of the Church.
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of its perilous claim to the truth.15 On the contrary, the enforcement of 
monotheism means that that the story of the Flood, for instance, can 
no longer be told the way it was in the ancient Oriental myth, in which 
angry gods like Enlil cause the flood and sympathetic gods like Enki 
save at least one human life. A statement like that in Isaiah 45:7: “I 
form the light and I create the darkness, I make well-being, and I create 
disaster, I, Yahweh, do all these things” is absolutely unavoidable 
in terms of theology and the history of religion. In human terms the 
Judeo-Christian faith would no longer be around if, after the disasters 
of 722 BC and especially 586 BC, courageous groups of writers like 
those in the tradition of Amos and Hosea, the Deuteronomists and 
the authors of the Book of Lamentations had not ventured to assert 
that the catastrophe was the work of the invisible or punitive will of the 
one God of Israel and not that of the powerful gods of the Assyrians or 
Babylonians. Alternatively, the assumption would have to have been 
that this one God was driven by the random or fateful events of history 
which were beyond his control. This courage is the hallmark of the 
tradition of St. Mark, in which Jesus’ path to the cross is described as 
being God’s will (Mark 14:36). This makes it clear that the problem 
of biblical violence associated with God cannot be resolved by the 
attribution of the violence in the image of God to the angry God of 
the Old Testament, the Father, whose anger needs to be assuaged, 
while love is assigned to his suffering son in the New Testament. 
The problem with this view of things is not so much the concomitant 
devaluation of the Old Testament as the underlying Trinitarian theory, 
which implies the existence of several, or at least two, competing wills 
in God, which in theological terms would be tantamount to Tritheism.

 In actual fact, the possibility of establishing some sort of rela-
tionship between the often disastrous aspects of reality and the one 
God rests on older and pre-monotheistic intensifications of religious 
experiences which can be subsumed in conceptual terms under the 
heading of the “ambivalence” of the divine. The experiences Israel and 
the Israelites had of their God cannot be reduced to the statement: 
“God is the source of all that is good”. Instead, God’s ambivalence 
is “enacted” for the individual all the way through the Book of Job.16  

15 On the debate over this issue see, for example: Schieder, Rolf (ed.), Die Gewalt des 
einen Gottes. Die Monotheismus-Debatte zwischen Jan Assmann, Micha Brumlik, Rolf 
Schieder, Peter Sloterdijk und anderen, Darmstadt 2014.
16 On the issue of violence in Job see in particular: Baumann, Gerlinde, Gottesbilder der 

At the collective level the so-called sacrifice of Isaac and the figure 
of Abraham in Genesis 22 are used for a consideration of whether 
Israel still stands by its God, if he seems prepared to take back all his 
promises, or whether Israel will only abide by its God as long as he is 
the giver of all good things.17 Israel‘s answer is: no, not only then.

 Moreover, the Old and New Testament – but not so much 
Christianity – are familiar with the complaints about God and the 
accusations levelled at him, right up to Jesus’ final cry on the cross.18  
The inevitably awkward experience of excluding God can also betray 
signs of a denial of reality. On the other hand, biblical texts such as the 
prayers of lament encourage people to talk to God about their adverse 
experiences and to hold their heads up high when addressing him. 
That may result in them discovering in God someone who defends 
their right, whom they can call upon to exact revenge and to whom 
they can delegate violence (as in Romans 12:19). It can help the 
victims of violence to find a voice in defiance of their tormentors by 
resorting to violent psalm prayers and not falling silent. But it can also 
help them to find a voice in addressing an often incomprehensible 
God. When they are faced with a God who is subjectively felt to be 
highly ambivalent in certain situations in life – and who would wish 
to deny that possibility to someone who is suffering? When they 
come face to face with a God who is not simply subject to our moral 
rules as human beings, for otherwise he would not be God. Modern 
science calls the capacity to withstand such contradictions “ambiguity 
tolerance”. It is a precious asset.19 Ambiguity tolerance, together with 
empathy for others, especially those who are suffering, is something 
which – more than anything else in the Christian tradition – is capable 
of encouraging and enabling people to resist any narrow fundamen-
talism, to show kindness and generosity to one’s fellows and thus to 
renounce violence.20 For despite many an ambivalence in the image 

Gewalt im Alten Testament verstehen, Darmstadt 2006, 138–154.
17 Cf. Michel, Andreas, “Isaaks Opferung, exegetisch gelesen”, in: Katechetische Blätter 
130 (2005), 97–101.
18 Cf. Michel, Andreas, “Psalmen und Christologie”, in: Fornet-Ponse, Thomas (ed.), 
JESUS CHRISTUS – Von alttestamentlichen Messiasvorstellungen bis zur literarischen 
Figur (Jerusalemer Theologisches Forum), Münster 2015, 11–29, here: 16–23.
19 See the instructive book in respect of Islam by Bauer, Thomas: Die Kultur der Ambiguität. 
Eine andere Geschichte des Islams, Berlin 2011.
20 To that extent it is not simply an empathy directed more towards religions which only 
arose – free of religious traditions – in the humanitarian education and reading revolution 
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of God, which admittedly cannot ultimately call the predominance of 
God’s mercy and forgiveness into question, the Bible is unambiguous 
is respect of ethical requirements. That, in turn, rules out the possi-
bility of calling on a supposedly violent God in support of one’s own 
inclination to violence. Those who attempt to emulate God in this 
manner are really engaging with the devil.

of the 18th century, which leads to the systematic limitation of violence, according to Pinker, 
Steven in: Gewalt. Eine neue Geschichte der Menschheit, Frankfurt 2011, 269f. But the 
focus on empathy is certainly correct.

Regulations on Worship in Exodus 25–31
Nazek Matty

 As an act of devotion directed to God, people for ages have 
believed that worship draws humans closer to God, and changes 
them for the better. Forms and regulations of worship could differ 
from one religion to another; and even in the same religion, there are 
different forms of worshiping. Despite the variety of forms of worship, 
in its most general sense, worship is meant to help humans participate 
in the life of heaven by creating that environment where the divine 
and human (community) meet. Moreover, in Christianity, the act of 
worship condenses all for which the human is created. To put it in 
other words, since it is believed that “man exists for God,”21 worship 
is not only forms or actions performed at a certain time and place, 
but rather it is an opportunity for humans to affirm the reality that 
he/she is directed toward God through what they believe, and how 
they live. This means that worship includes decisions and actions that 
shape human existence as well. Additionally, and most importantly, 
we all believe that the God we worship is the God of peace. Therefore, 
coming closer to the God of non-violence surely affects the attitude of 
humans in everyday life.

 In order to clarify what this paper intends to present, I should like 
to study a biblical text that is really related to the topic. Exodus 25–31, 
which contains instructions and regulations about worship, is one of 
the well investigated texts. Yet, approaching it from the perspective 
of worship and non-violence, and using different methods to focus on 
how it presents significant aspects of worshiping could be helpful to 
gain insights about the true meaning of worshiping that can contribute 
actively to the creation of a peaceful world. 

 Methodologically, there are two main phases in this modest 
study: first, the text under examination will be investigated in its larger 

21 Ratzinger, Joseph, The Spirit of the Liturgy, San Francisco 2000, 25.
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context, and secondly, some key words within the text itself will be 
studied. At the end, a conclusion will be drawn to round off what the 
present discussion intents to demonstrate.

Exodus 25–31 in the context of Sinai narrative

 The first point that captures attention, when we read Exodus 
25–31 in its present form, is the fact that the regulations about worship 
have been placed in the context of the Sinai narrative. Having fled 
from Egypt, and after a rather long journey, the people of Israel with 
Moses stop at the foot of Mt. Sinai; the biblical texts which record this 
event extend from Exodus 19 to Numbers 10: 11. What was given and 
revealed in these sections shaped Israel for the rest of its journey with 
Yahweh. Of course it is beyond the goal of this paper to deal with the 
whole context that presents Israel’s staying at the foot of Mt. Sinai. 
The focus, therefore, will be on what makes the regulations of worship 
distinctive, and how their position in the context affects the meaning 
of worship.

Therefore, this part of the paper will be dedicated to looking at the 
text (Exodus 25–31) within the whole context of the Sinaitic Covenant. 
The focus will be on determining the relationship of our text (Exodus 
25–31) with its immediate and remote context in order to know the 
position the text occupies in the whole unit that records Israel’s stop 
at the foot of Mt Sinai. Doing so will be helpful to recognize better the 
message of the regulations of worship and what attribution they add 
to the identity of Israel as people of the covenant. 

Structure of Exodus 19–Numbers 10:11

 To start reasonably, presenting the structure of the wide context 
of the instructions about worship is now appropriate. Breaking down 
the structure in the present work is based on the main event or topic 
that the passage contains; places of where things happen are also 
considered.

Text Event or topic Place
Exodus 19: 1–25 God reveals the 

way through which 
he wants to be 
related to Israel, 
and determines the 
space between him 
and the people.

The people are in 
the wilderness and 
God on the mountain 
speaks with Moses.

Exodus 20: 1–21 God gives the ten 
c o m m a n d m e n t s , 
and Israel reacts.

The people are in 
the wilderness and 
God on the mountain 
speaks with Moses.

Exodus 20: 22–23: 
33

Instructions about 
the behaviour and 
attitude of covenant 
people.

God on the mountain 
speaking to Moses

Exodus 24: 1–18 Enacting the 
ceremony of the 
covenant: affirming, 
accepting and 
responding.

God on the mountain 
with Moses and 
some people.

Exodus 25: 1–31: 18 Plan of the tab-
ernacle: God’s way 
of being amidst his 
people.

God with Moses on 
the mountain

Exodus 32: 1–34: 35 Making the golden 
calf; people’s way of 
thinking about God.

People are in the 
wilderness

Exodus 35: 1–40: 38 Making the tab-
ernacle: a new 
opportunity for 
obedience.

The people are in the 
wilderness

Leviticus 1–27 Regulations about 
sacrifices and puri-
fication: Holy God 
Holy people.

God speaks to 
Moses in the tent 
of meeting (in the 
wilderness)
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Numbers 1–10 Preparation to leave 
Sinai.

God speaks to 
Moses in the tent 
of meeting (in the 
wilderness)

Observations

 Looking at this structure, some significant observations can 
be made. It is clear that the placement of the regulations about 
worship in Exodus 25–31 sheds light on the meaning and function 
of these regulations. The structure shows that the regulations have 
been integrated into the events of The Sinai Covenant, and worship 
does not stand in independently from that covenant. That is obvious 
from the movement and the flow of the events recorded in the Sinai 
Narrative. God first reminds Israel of his covenant (Exodus 19: 4–5), 
and what he has done for them, and accordingly, decides what kind 
of relationship he intends to have with Israel  this time a long one it is 
covenant relationship. This action forms the ground of what follows. In 
other words, God’s salvific action gives all the meaning to what Israel 
should say and do. Then, the commandments are given, and after that 
the covenant is enacted. Having done all that, the instructions about 
worship arose. As Fretheim well puts it “The movement in the book 
of Exodus as a whole is one from slavery to worship, from service 
to Pharaoh to service of God.”22 This means that instructions about 
worship find their meaning within this context only. 

 Literarily, there are factors that show that Exodus 25–31 is meant 
to be read as part of the whole narrative. Primarily, Durham directs our 
attention to narrative special waw consecutive with which Exodus 
25: 1 starts. This shows that Exodus 25–31 is meant to be a con-
tinuation of the revelation that Moses received on the mountain.23  
Secondly, there are some items and expressions that link Exodus 
25–31 with the immediate and remote context. E.g., Exodus 25: 1 
starts with the phrase: “And the Lord spoke…” using the Hebrew verb 
rbd. Usually, when this verb occurs in the Sinai Narrative (with the 
Lord as the subject of the verb), it refers to some critical passages 
that are essential in the whole narrative. Like Exodus 20: 1 which 

22 Fretheim, Terence E., Exodus. Interpretation, Louisville, 1991, 264.
23 Cf. Durham, John I., Exodus. Word Biblical Commentary, Vol. 3, Dallas, 2002, 353.

starts the text about giving the ten commandments; and Exodus 24: 
24: 7 which refers to the words of the Lord in the passage of enacting 
the covenant; and Exodus 40: 1 when the Tabernacle is established. 
Additionally, what is mentioned about the Sabbath in the context of 
the commandments (20: 8; 23: 12) is, also, repeated at the end of 
the instructions concerning the regulations of worship. Moreover, the 
theme of liberation that is emphasized at the very beginning of the ten 
commandments (Exodus 20: 2) is, also repeated in 29: 45. Through 
the act of worshiping, people firstly and most importantly, experience 
the saving action of the Lord. God is present so that people may know 
that he is the one who liberated them. So, the act of worshiping is 
mainly reminding Israel of God’s liberating action. Thirdly, considering 
the places as shown in the chart above, it will be clear that what is 
given in Exodus 25–31 is on the mountain, exactly where the ten 
commandments were given to the people through Moses (Exodus 
20), and where the enacting of the covenant happened (Exodus 24). It 
is obvious that the compiler intentionally juxtaposed the three events 
(giving the commandments, enacting the covenant, and building the 
tabernacle) in order to convey the message that the three topics are 
very much integrated and inseparable. 

 From what has been said, one can conclude that instructions on 
worship find its real meaning in the context of covenant. People of 
God, who want to worship the Lord properly, have to be in a covenant 
relationship with God. This implies that they are liberated people, 
their heart is fully given to the Lord, and they have to keep the com-
mandments that suit God’s people. Only then, people can worship 
the Lord properly and in the full sense of the act. The placement of 
Exodus 25–31 indicates that worshiping God does not mean what 
is being done or performed in the tent of meeting or in the temple. It 
goes beyond that; it includes people’s behaviour and their attitude in 
their daily lives. One can agree with J.L. Watts who, in his discussion 
about the laws, describes the laws as “God’s own establishment of 
religious institutions and practices.”24 Proper worship (coming closer 
to God) means reconciliation with nature and with the other.

24 Watts, James L., “Legal Characterizations of God in the Pentateuch”, in: Hebrew Union 
College Annual 67 (1997), 1–14, here: 7.
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Regulations concerning Worship in Exodus 25–31

 Having considered Exodus 25–31 in its larger context, and having 
seen how significant is its placement in the context of Sinai Narrative, 
the discussion moves forward to study the text itself to focus on some 
basic elements of worship that are emphasized by the Lord himself. 
The following discussion will demonstrate the essential aspects of 
worship that contribute in creating a more peaceful and non-violent 
community. 

 The most evident point to start with is God’s call for worship. As 
mentioned in the discussion above, Exodus 25:1 starts with the Lord 
speaking to Moses. The whole regulations start with God’s initiative. 
God is the one who calls people to be in His presence. Even more, 
He gives instructions to create an environment in which He can meet 
with His people, not on a mountain anymore, but rather in a tent, 
in their midst. Accordingly, worship is not an invention of humans, 
but rather, it is human response to God’s call. In fact, by taking the 
initiative, God commits Himself first, and this commitment is free and 
gracious,25 then and only then, humans choose to accept or to reject 
the invitation, to commit themselves or not. It all originates from God’s 
first attitude. 

 The other noticeable point in the text is human response that suits 
God’s gracious initiative. One can immediately realize the principle of 
this response which is well expressed in Exodus 25: 2. The instant 
and first reaction to God’s call is to bring a contribution “from every 
man whose heart moves him…” The Hebrew words used for the 
expression “whose heart moves him” are the verb nadab with leb 
(heart) as subject of the verb. The meaning of this verb and what 
it refers to is worth our taking a pause. In the following discussion, 
the study of Conrad about the verb nadab is greatly significant. The 
verb occurs 17 times in the OT; and every time it occurs, the element 
of free will is decisive. When this verb is used in the text, the act 
of giving is free and voluntary. The verb is usually used in a cultic 
context, and denotes making a voluntary donation.26 From this defi-
nition of the verb, one can state that human response should be given 

25 Cf. Cob, L., “The Ten Commandments”, A course syllabus presented for student at 
Babel College for Philosophy and Theology (in Arabic), Baghdad 2004, 11.
26 Conrad, L. J., TDOT, Vol. 9, 19–226, here: 220–222.

out of love, nothing is necessary in this response. It is all out of free 
will; this means that there is no fear, no anger. In his discussion on 
liturgical offering, Ben Quash rightly argues that there is “importance 
of gladness and love in giving. This generosity ought not to even feel 
like an effort [offering] belongs to economy beyond that of utilitarian 
calculation”.27 Of course, this has effects on ethics; because only an 
act of free will is moral. 

 The other important fact that deserves attention is the design of 
the desert-sanctuary: it should be as God plans for it to be. That is 
obvious from the text. In Exodus 25: 9, the text says: “According to all 
that I show you concerning the pattern of the tabernacle, and of all its 
furniture, so you shall make it.”

 To create an environment and space to meet with humans, God 
does not only take the initiative, but also, He designs the place and 
describes its furniture so that the place might be heavenly, and reflect 
what is in God’s mind. The word maäah is noteworthy in this context. 
It is from the verb har which occurs four times in Exodus 25–31. In 
the verse under discussion, the form of the verb is hiphil and the verb 
means “to show.” God shows Moses the pattern of the new sanctuary. 
To put it in other words, God is the subject of the verb, and Moses 
is the subject of the act of seeing; both God and Moses look at the 
same thing. They share the same vision of the sanctuary in which God 
wants to meet His people.

 The last point to be treated, before coming to a conclusion in this 
brief study, is the text Exodus 29: 42–46 that is considered by some 
scholars as a suitable summary of the chapter and all the chapters of 
instruction preceding it.28 The text focuses on Israel’s awareness of 
God’s presence through which Israel comes to know its identity and 
the purpose of worship. 

 The key word in Exodus 29: 42–46 is y’d that came to be repeated 
twice in the text (29: 42; 29: 43). In his discussion about the verb, 
Gorg directs the attention toward the importance of this verb. In his 
discussion, he states: “The relationship to Yahweh takes on specific 
nuances when niphal of y’d is used at the very heart of P’s theology for 

27 Quash, Ben, “Offering: Treasuring the Creation”, in: Hauerwas, Stanley/Wells, Samuel, 
Christian Ethics, Oxford 2004, 305–318, here: 310.
28 Durham, John I., Exodus. Word Biblical Commentary,Vol. 3, cit., 397.
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a mode of revelation of deity”.29 Gorg continues clarifying the factors 
in this verb that make it significant in the passage. These factors could 
be summarized in three points: emphasis on the locus of worship, on 
the addressees, and on the purpose of meeting (God talks to people). 
By using this verb, the sanctuary as a whole is considered in the act 
of worship: people (not only Moses) and place.30 Gorg’s discussion 
could be even more of a benefit to the present paper if the meaning of 
the verb in niphal form is considered. The meaning of the verb (in its 
niphal form) is “to let oneself be met” which effectively and practically 
means that God is not the only participant in this act; but rather there 
are others who will do the act of meeting (with God). The purpose of 
this action is stated in verse 46 “And they shall know that I am the 
LORD their God, who brought them forth out of the land of Egypt 
that I might dwell among them; I am the LORD their God.” The aim of 
worship is to know God as liberating saviour who wants to be with His 
people. Accordingly, the act of worship demands first of all an intimate 
relationship between partners. It is not only a human act in which 
people would engage; but rather, it is a full presence of partners: 
God as liberating and human as expressing gratitude through daily 
attitudes and living moral life that respects others.

Conclusion

 Having dealt with the rules and regulations of worship in Exodus 
25–31 in their large context, and in the text itself, some points can be 
made about the meaning of worship. First of all, Worship is mean-
ingless without remembering the event of Exodus. God liberated 
Israel, only then can Israel worship appropriately. In the event of 
Exodus, God invites people to be born in a new kind of existence. 
Israel, after Egypt, is invited to respond to the call of freedom that is 
based on loyalty to God, and respect of the dignity of the neighbour. 
It is because Israel is free, and lives the Ten Commandments, Israel 
can have a real presence in the sanctuary. The other thing is, in the 
act of worship, the Israelites do not commit themselves to orders or 
commands, but rather to a person: God.31 Exodus 25–31 is part of 
a story in which Israel learns how to enter into a personal and moral 

29 Gorg, B. M., TDOT Vol. 6, 135–144, here: 142.
30 Ibid., 142–143.
31 Fretheim, Terence E., Exodus. Interpretation,op. cit., 210–211.

relationship with God.”32 Thus, understanding worship in its wide 
context of life, in relationship with other and God, enables persons to 
understand the Holiness of God and to esteem human dignity.33

 Having said that, all ethical decisions and actions, made by 
human, will be based on the fact that the congregation as a whole is 
a unit called to be transferred and to transfer society. In the presence 
of God (during worship), people learn the value of others. They learn 
to be loyal to only one God; they learn to respect the lives of others 
because the God they worship is the source of life; they learn to be 
faithful because the God they worship is faithful to them.

32 Newman, Louis E., “Covenant and Contract: A Framework for the Analysis of Jewish 
Ethics”, in: Journal of Law and Religion, 9 (1991) 1, 89–112, here: 96.
33 Malcolm, Lois, “Divine Commands”, in: Meilaender, Gilbert/Werpehowski, William 
(eds.), The Oxford Handbook. Theological Ethics, Oxford 2005, 112–129, here: 114.
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Violences against women at home: 
Interpretations and Challenges through 
texts of the Bible34

Ivoni Richter Reimer/Keila Matos/Haroldo Reimer

In each act of violence, we suffer each and every one of us. 

(Carlos Sluzki) 

 The domestic violence, where both moral and psychological intim-
idation and physical force are employed, is unfortunately a common 
place in violence against women since antiquity, as can be perceived 
also in Judaic-Christian biblical texts, and reveal itself with even stronger 
force in contemporary times. Today, and not only in Brazil, it is common 
that children, young or adult women live under physical, moral and psy-
chological coercion in their own homes, which should be a place that 
provides them a minimum of security and material and spiritual protection. 
However, this ‘home sweet home’ is being profaned by people from both 
inside and outside, what has also motivated the edition of the book Lar 
nem tão doce lar (Home not so sweet home) (2009) for information and 
reflection over domestic violence, necessary and possible actions against 
it, as well as prevention measures. The domestic violence denounces 
this space – the home – as a place of extreme horror and violence, in 
which the justice and law are replace by strength and power. To read 
sacred texts considering this reality has being and will be a challenge 
that can contribute to prevention measures by continued education and 
construction of a ‘peace culture’, that should start inside the house itself.

34 This text, in a reworked form, was published in: Duncker, Christina/Keita, Katrin (eds.), 
Lieblingsfrauen der Bibel und der Welt. Ausgewählt für Luise Metzler zum 60. Geburtstag, 
Norderstedt 2009, 73–86. Free translation from Portuguese by Aleixo Nuss de Oliveira and 
Daniel Richter Reimer.
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Violations of each day 

 The human rights violations, according Carbonari35, produces 
victims, “human beings who suffer any kind of diminishment or 
negation of their human being qualities, of his ethical being” or, 
according to Dussel, “living human ... [who] has his own requirements 
not met in the reproduction of life in the system.”36

 The house as a reference of refuge and support, construction of 
primary identities, care of material and emotional needs of the indi-
vidual, synonymous with warmth, serenity, fun, according to statistical 
reports of the National Movement for Human Rights (MNDH) has 
been highlighted as a potential place for violence, more specifically, 
violence against women and children.37 Chesnais even affirms that 
crime in family, in which homicide consists of the death of a family 
member, caused by another member, is very common, although the 
least reported, and that “there is more danger of being killed within 
the family group than in any other social group, except the army and 
police.”38

 The first manifestation of the presence of women in the con-
struction of human rights emerged as a result of concern about 
domestic violence against them. The domestic violence as well as the 
impunity of its offenders, are brutal realities and metaphors of exclsion 
of women from human rights.

 According to Oliveira, attacks against physical and mental integrity 
of women in the domestic environment are documented worldwide 
and is a global problem of human rights.39 

 The Declaration on Violence against Women was adopted offi-
cially by the United Nations General Assembly in September 1993. 

35 Carbonari, Paulo César, „Sujeito de direitos humanos: questões abertas e em 
construção“, in: Godoy Silveira, Rosa Maria, Educação em direitos humanos: fundamentos 
teórico–metodológicos, João Pessoa 2007, 169–186, here: 170.
36 Cf. Ibid., footnote 3.
37 de Araújo, José G., „Casa e valores: espaço e dimensões da violência“, in: de Oliveira, 
Dijaci David/Geraldes, Elen Cristina/de Lima, Ricardo Barbosa (eds.), Primavera já partiu: 
retrato dos homicídios femininos no Brasil, Brasília 1998, 145–154.
38 Ibid. 146
39 Cf. de Oliveira, R. D., „Direitos de mulheres, direitos humanos“, in: Pinheiro, Paulo 
Sérgio/Pinheiro Guimarães, Samuel (eds.), Direitos humanos no século XXI, Brasília 2002, 
987–1004.

In its first article states that violence against women includes any 
act of Gender-based violence that results in injury or physical pain, 
sexual or psychological, including threats of such acts, coercion or 
arbitrary deprivation of liberty, whether occurring in the life public and 
in private life. The definition includes acts of violence strikes, sexual 
abuse of female minors, violence related to exploitation of women, 
forced prostitution.40

 Machado claims to be real to say that the victimization of women 
by men, because women are killed mostly by men and the homicides 
are just the tip of the iceberg of domestic and love violence.41

 According to the Brazilian report to the Conference in Beijing, 
every two minutes, a Brazilian woman is a victim of violence. 
Another document of the Pan American Health, domestic violence 
is the etiological factor of the exponential growth of mental illness 
in the world, being women its greatest victims. According to Oliveira 
the Inter-American Development Bank warns that violence against 
women demands a high economic and social cost to the governments 
of Latin America and that this may become an obstacle to socioec-
onomic development, since studies show that sexual abuse of women 
lows their abilities between 3 and 20%, impacting negatively on their 
emotional performance and their health, affecting their productive 
activities. He also says that recent data from the World Bank on global 
resources spent on health suggest that violence is responsible for 
the loss of one out of five days of productive life of women and the 
medical costs with a woman victim of violence are two and a half 
greater than of a woman preserved of such a humiliation.42

 According to the IBGE [Brazilian Institute of Geography and 
Statistics], violence against women in the household is concentrated 
on ages from 18 to 29 years and 65.8% of abusers are relatives. 
Data from Latin America confirm the Brazilian experience. Between 
approximately 45% and 60% of murders of women are committed 
within the family context and, in most cases the abuser is a partner or 
husband of the victim. Also the centres of care for victims of violence 

40 Ibid., 1004, footnote 2.
41 Cf. Machado, Lia Zanotta, “Matar e morrer no feminino e no masculino”, in: Oliveira, 
Dijaci David/Geraldes, Elen Cristina/de Lima, Ricardo Barbosa (eds.), op. cit., 98–121.
42 Cf. ibid., footnote 2.
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reveal that between 40% and 58% of sexual assault against girls aged 
15 or less are committed at home.43

 Empirical data collected by research conducted by the NMHR 
on violence practices related to woman-victim and man-victim in 15 
states of the Brazilian Federation, between 1995 and 1996, found that

 [...] the cause of death among women is of the order of private 
violence that permeates the inter-subjective relations between men 
and women, and that, in general, has sexual relations origins, where 
the female body still constitutes a merchandise in the market of 
masculine desire. Thus, cases of rape followed by murder, physical 
injury associated with rape and murder followed, cases of incest, 
where occurs victims of death and other forms of rape as torture, 
suffocation etc, are not seen by many men as practices of violence. 
On the contrary, are part of the ‘conjugal debit’. So, the love-sex rela-
tionships, which once was thought to be purely private or social, are 
in fact masked with usually unequal power, that is, to some extent, 
backed by the public authority. [...] for (rape] only is admitted and 
confirmed when it is shown that left ‘bruises’ and ‘signs’ on the body 
of the victim.44  

 In this context, emotional and financial dependence, and the 
presence of children, are still the major factors inhibiting reporting of 
domestic violence by women. In the 1970s, women still died in silence 
for the fact that domestic violence is a matter of male honour and 
female shame or of a private, silent and secret order.45 

 According to Bento, the rupture of women with structures based 
on asymmetry and androcentric hierarchies has caused some 
instability in their relations with men, because women start to have 
aspirations and build identities no longer linked to the private sphere. 
This rupture often causes another type of violence, symbolic, where 
men, who do not hit her physically, cannot value the academic or 
professional performance of women to climb in a public sphere or 
accept their demands for a higher quality relationship.46 

43 Cf. ibid.
44 Bandeira, Lourdes, „O que faz da vítima, vítima?“, in: Oliveira, Dijaci David/Geraldes, 
Elen Cristina/de Lima, Ricardo Barbosa (eds.), op. cit., 53–95, here: 70f.
45 Cf. de Oliveira, R. D., op. cit.
46 de Melo Bento, Berenice Alves, „O acusado: quem é?“, in: Oliveira, Dijaci David/

 [... ] ‘The individual wants to be recognized as a subject’, build his 
own existence [independence] not be wholly dependent on roles and 
rules [liberty, pleasure], be able to get away and not be obliged to do it 
[autonomy]. He intends, for example, to make such choices that allow 
him to refer himself to a collective identity [parenthood, be Brazilian], 
without being completely tied to produce himself [difference], and not 
only reproduce himself.47 

 The affirmation and the rescue of female citizenship must ensure 
and preserve their dignity and promote equal opportunities between 
women and men at all levels of public and private life. Men and women 
are different but not dissimilar!

Violences against Women and Sacred Texts 

The occupation with the past is also to deal with the present. 
The past is not just memories, 

but survival as entered in this reality. 
(Julio Plaza) 

 In the dialogical interaction of the present with the past, the 
Feminist Theology presents biblical characters, historical subjects 
silenced for millenniums in their experiences of oppression, but also 
of resistance, activism, liberation and transformation in their cultural, 
ideological, social and economic relations.48

 Many experiences of women in the Bible are conceived according 
to a patriarchal paradigm in which women were dominated by men, 
both in private and in public spheres. The discipleship of equals 
practiced in origins of domestic Christian churches attracted slaves 
and women to Christianity, however caused at the same time tensions 
and conflicts with the dominant cultural ethos of the patriarchal family, 

Geraldes, Elen Cristina/de Lima, Ricardo Barbosa (eds.), Primavera já partiu: retrato dos 
homicídios femininos no Brasil, Brasília 1998, 155–171.
47 Wieviorka apud José G. de Araújo, Casa e valores: espaço e dimensões da violência, 
op. cit., 152, our emphasis, interpolations of the author.
48 Richter Reimer, Ivoni, “Bíblia e direitos humanos”, in: Fragmentos de Cultura 11/5 
(September – October 2005), 823–848; Ders., Grava–me como selo sobre teu coração: 
teologia bíblica feminista (Coleção Teologias Bíblicas, v. 8), São Paulo 2006; Ders., Direitos 
Humanos: enfoques bíblicos, teológicos e filosóficos, São Leopoldo 2011.
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because they were not clearly separated in the Christian context of 
the religious public sphere of the church and the private sphere of the 
patriarchal family.

Complicity and Silence in the Violation of Women’s Human Rights 

 Although the culture and the worldviews in the Bible and the 
Declaration of Human Rights are different, many socio–cultural 
situations of oppression and patriarchal relations are similar. We 
refer to the biblical texts as Judge 19 and 2 Samuel 13 as a type 
of physical and psychological violence of gender and the ‘domestic 
rules’ (Haustafeln) of Colossians, Ephesians and 1 Peter as symbolic 
forms of violence that justifies and sustains violent practices based on 
them until today.

Violence against them are still and also ours…

 The first text we chose to highlight the history of violence against 
women is in the last part of the book of Judges. This book testifies 
a time saturated of violent conflicts, both in political and structural, 
sacred-religious, as well as in relational levels between men and 
women, resulting in the ravishment of the Levite’s concubine and their 
consequences in a broader socio-political context.49 The violence is 
a real and present fact, including assumption; it is not questioned in 
the book, just ‘scattered’ in their tragic-dramatic manifestations. So 
it is necessary to clarify methodologically and hermeneutically the 
“oppression of women as a historical process”50, not as a fatality, 
destiny or God’s will, and highlight strategies for which the subjugation 
of women is introduced and consolidated in and by the sacred texts. 
Along with this procedure, we need to devise concepts and postures 
of deconstruction and reconstruction of this reality through intertextual 
approaches and evaluation of interpretative history of such ‘violent’ 
texts.

 In Judge 19, we have a narrative that involves the story of a Levite 
and his concubine who was unhappy with him and was unfaithful, 

49 Cf. Kegler, Jürgen, “Über die Zeit der Richterinnen und Richter”, in: Bail, Ulrike et al. 
(eds.), Bibel in gerechter Sprache, Gütersloh 2006, 416–417, here: 417.
50 Exum, J. Cheryl, „Das Buch der Richter: verschlüsselte Botschaften für Frauen“, in: 
Schottroff, Luise/Wacker, Marie-Theres (eds.), Kompendium Feministische Theologie, 2. 
korr. Aufl. Gütersloh 1999, 90–103, here: 90.

leaving him and returning to the house of her father in Bethlehem of 
Judah (19.2). The husband wants to reconcile with her, and goes to 
the house of his father in law. The mistress and her father receive him 
in the house and after some days the Levite wants to return to his city, 
taking the woman with him again. On the way back, they stopped in 
a place called Gibea, which belongs to Benjamin (19.14), where they 
receive hospitality by an “old man” who seems to know the realities 
of the region (19.20). At night there appear “men of that city, sons of 
Belial” (20.22) at the door of this house in order to realize their sexual 
desires with the Levite. All indicates that they are homosexuals or 
bisexuals, something common then. The host asks them to spare the 
Levite and offers in exchange his virgin daughter and the concubine 
to be humiliated, doing with them what they desired (19.24). His 
objective is to safeguard the life and sexual honour of the Levite, ful-
filling therefore the law of hospitality. There is reluctance on the part of 
the ‘men of the city’, and now the Levite takes forward the discussion 
and delivered to them his concubine. So, “they abused her all night 
long until morning and then sent her away “(19.25). She managed to 
reach the door of the house, probably dying, which occurred, because 
there was no reaction when her husband called her to continue the 
journey (19.28).

 The report of this concubine – an anonymous woman, whom 
Exum names of Bat-Shever (Hebrew “daughter of the coup”)51 to have 
been cruelly raped by a group of ‘men of the city’ with the consent of 
her husband – causes us indignation. At the time, being a mistress 
was to be recognized as the second wife of a man. Verse 2 tells us 
that the mistress returned to the house of her father due to a misun-
derstanding with her husband. The translations are not unanimous in 
expressing that misunderstanding. The words of the different versions 
of Bibles in Portuguese study commonly researched (BEJ, TEB, BEA, 
BEP)52 present the cause of the return of the mistress to the house of 
her father as follows: she could be irritated with (TEB), bored of (BEA), 
tired of (BEJ), adulterated with (BEP) against her husband. With the 
Bibel in gerecht Sprache53, we chose to understand that she was 

51 Cf. ibid., 101.
52 BEJ: Biblia de Estudo Jerusalém. São Paulo: Paulus, 2002; TEB: Bíblia Tradução 
Ecumênica. São Paulo: Loyola, 1994; BEA: Bíblia de Estudo Almeida. Barueri: SBB, 1999; 
BEP: Bíblia de Estudo Plenitude. Barueri: Sociedade Bíblica do Brasil, 2001.
53 Cf. Kegler, Jürgen, „Über die Zeit der Richterinnen und Richter“, op. cit., 452.

Violences againts women at home



32 Religion and Violence in the Bible  33

“unfaithful” to her husband and abandoned him by her own decision! 
If this ‘be unfaithful’ necessarily means sexual betrayal, adultery etc. 
it is not explained in the text. The immediate association between 
“be unfaithful” and adultery/prostitution, when it comes to women, 
are linked with a patriarchal, sexist imagery to which autonomy and 
pursuit of freedom and independence of women is compared to pros-
titution, perdition and the like. This imaginary is part of social relations 
in which the woman, her body and sexuality belong to her husband 
and is under his domain and control.54 

 These control and disposability of the body and sexuality of women 
appear wide open in 19,24–25: the host offers his virgin daughter 
and the Levite’s concubine to the ‘men of the city’ to make use of 
them; they, however, react negatively to the proposal because they 
want the Levite. Given their insistence with the Levite, he gets/drags 
his concubine out to them (v. 25). This scene, with the expressions 
‘get’ and ‘drag out’, are in the very words completely understood as 
violence. Although there is no unanimity among the different trans-
lations as to whom handed the concubine to the rapists55 which, in 
addition to assault to our dignity, and also frightens and revolt us is the 
fact that while she was brutally raped by men throughout the night and 
on returning (alone, probably numb, bloody, dragging herself, almost 
without forces) dropped to the doorway of the house “until the day was 
clear” (v. 26), her husband rested during the night: her master [!] on 
getting up in the morning (v. 27)! He knew what had happened and 
still commands/order “Get up, come on!” (V. 28) It is clear his no care 
about her suffering, what contradicts his original intention to “speak to 
the heart” (19.3) of his wife to return to him!

 All Bible versions comment on the importance of the law of hospi-
tality in the Old East. One says that the owner of the house was ready 
to cope with his duties as host to the heroism.56 Another even says 
that the Levite (the husband) offers his concubine so the host and his 
daughter may be spared.57 However, all are unanimous in conceiving 

54 Cf. Exum, J. Cheryl, op. cit., 101.
55 The Holy Bible in the translation of Almeida, 2.ed. revised and updated, reflects: “So, 
he [the householder] got the concubine from the Levite and handed to them outside.” The 
Hebrew text, however, is clear in placing the action between man/Levite and his concubine.
56 BEG, 2002, 379, note b.
57 TEB, 1994, 395, note z.

that hospitality was considered as a more sacred right than the dignity 
of a woman ‘created in the image and similarity to God’... We think it 
is a violation of human rights to defend and ensure a law of hospitality 
to the loss of other persons!

 We noticed that the text of Judge 19 ends with another violent 
scene: the ‘master’ of the murdered takes her home, where her body 
is cut into twelve parts with a hatchet and distributed among the 12 
tribes of Israel. Verse 30 is significant in the context: it can express 
criticism for what happened, both with the assassinated woman and 
the rendering. He prepares a memory from the time of slavery in 
Egypt and says: such a thing was never done or seen! He may invite 
to reflect and evaluate the actions sanctioned religiously... Anyhow, 
whatever is the interpretation of this verse that can be understood as 
counter-cultural in the intra-textual analysis, the fact is, in the narrative, 
the body of the woman who died after the rape committed by several 
men, not even received a burial to recover the woman’s dignity face 
the faith community, for which the burying of the body in the earth so 
that God resurrects it. This makes us remember thousands of people 
disappeared, killed under torture, rendered and thrown to the four 
corners under military dictatorships in Latin America until recently. 
Their bodies are claimed by their families, today, to pay them that 
honour.

 The narrative continues, then in Chapter 20 of Judges: there, 
the same Levite, the husband of the murdered, meet with the con-
gregation of God’s people and tells the story in another perspective 
(20,4–6), appearing as the threatened of violence of the men of 
Gibea. He does not deny the fact that they violated and killed his wife, 
but silences about his participation and of the owner of the house 
in the plot, as they were participants and accomplices of violence. 
The narrative uses now, the rendering of the murdered woman as 
a reason for the Levite to encourage people to make calls of war to 
‘repair the shame’ occurred. What follows are new and greater scenes 
of violence against other peoples and, in the end, women and children 
of the tribe of Benjamin (20.48), of Jabes Gilead (21,11–14) and of 
Silo (21.19 – 23) are again the major part of the victims, be it by the 
sword, be it through forced marriages with foreign men to ensure their 
offspring.
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 So, it should be emphasized that violence against women and 
children is a consistent and essential part of the story told in Judges 
and it is a clear demonstration of the violation of human rights of women 
that permeates the story of the peoples, until today. Regardless of the 
fact that this book was written as criticism to “the time when there was 
no king” (Judge 21.25), it is necessary to ask whether violence against 
women in times of monarchy and other forms of later governments 
was eliminated from the daily political situations of the history of that 
and of other peoples. In other words: monarchies, empires, dicta-
torships, democratic governments (corroded by corruption in all parts 
of the world) changed/contributed to really change the conception, 
strategies and political actions to ensure and preserve the dignity and 
human rights of women?

 Linked to this question, we want to highlight a reality that has 
to do with women’s history of life, subliminal to this text is also built 
with the history of such interpretative texts to justify violence against 
girls and women. Even today families put their daughters, mostly 
children under age, alongside the roads, seaside or in the trafficking 
of narcotics in exchange for food or money, and, as in Judge 19.25, 
say: “you can use them and do with them what you want”.58 Alarming 
situation is shown also when the parents (men) themselves, say that 
they did not grow their daughters for other men to fuck, as parents they 
discuss this subject with their daughters, since early age by means 
of lures or explicit violence. Often mothers or other family members 
know what happens, but silence before the ‘authority’ of the husband, 
father, uncle etc. in the name of socio-religious honour/shame… 
Changes the context, time, form of government... however, the family 
often remains agent and accomplice of violence against their women, 
including sexual barbarisms, also in its symbolic expressions. To 
mask or ‘improve’ this situation of human rights violations, it’s began 
to use terms like ‘love violence’, as we saw in the first part of this 
article.

 Texts such as this of Judge 19 reveal the texture and the patriarchal 
conception of world as well as its explicit and subliminal message 
to women: do not behave like a concubine who was ‘unfaithful’ and 
left her husband, because punishment comes in many ways! The 

58 NVI: Bíblia Nova Versão Internacional, São Paulo 2000, 204.

patriarchal control over the expression (search for) freedom and on 
the body and sexuality of women has been and is deeply rooted in 
the construction of our personal and collective identities, so that this 
control is a constituent part of the ‘right of men’59 on the one hand, 
and the domestic aggression against women and children are treated 
as part of ‘family-marital dues’, which favours the husband-father, on 
the other. The punishment of the concubine woman who sought to 
rebuild her life by abandoning her husband was ‘designed’ narrative 
in her ravishment and death and, after that, the rendering of her body 
and, so, in the annihilation of her sexuality. With this last injury, the 
husband symbolically erases the very marks of ravishment suffered 
by women. The fact that the woman has abandoned her husband 
is built as a matrix narrative and base for the violence that followed 
against her and others. With what happened to the mistress it’s 
sought to blame the women themselves who are victims of violence 
and induce them to fear, so they stay together like the patriarchal 
system that extends and enters in most homes and minds: obedient, 
submissive and afraid. “Indem der Erzähler durchblicken lässt, dass 
die Frauen durch Ihr Verhalten die männliche Aggression selbst ver-
ursachen, bedient er sich einer Hauptstrategie des Patriarchats, mit 
der es Frauen unter Kontrolle hält. Mit [...] der Ausnutzung der Angst 
von Frauen vor männlicher Gewalt, wird das Verhalten der Frauen 
gemaßregelt.”60. It is this fear that paralyzes women to the point of 
no longer act proactive and transgressive face the private and public 
situations of violation of human rights.

About fears and silences ... Complicities!

 This fear is often expressed by silence and implies complicity in 
the absence of denunciation of the violations. This is what we can 
perceive in 2 Samuel 13. It is reported here an episode of family 
violence that revolves especially around Tamar and Absalom (whose 
mother was Maacah) and Amnon (whose mother was Ahinoam), 
children of King David. In 2 Samuel 13, Tamar (15 years old) is 
sexually raped by her brother Amnon (22 years old), and she remains 
silent and lonely. What happened? Amnon was in love with his sister 
and arms a plot with his cousin to trap her. Pretending to be ill, he asks 

59 Exum, J. Cheryl, op. cit., 101.
60 Ibid., 102.
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his father, King David, permission for Tamar to prepare food and serve 
him in his room, because “the virgin princesses were zealously kept 
inside the palace”.61 With the permission of the king, she attends the 
request of her brother and prepares food for him. However, when she 
enters the room to serve him, he raped and expelled her from there. 

 While leaving the room, she meets with Absalom, their brother, 
and he advises her to silence because Amnon be hid brother. When 
David learns about the case, becomes angry, but does nothing 
against Amnon, for he is his beloved firstborn.62 After two years, who 
revenges Tamar is Absalom, by preparing Amnon a trap and he is 
killed. According to ancient practice (Genesis 20), Amnon could marry 
Tamar, as she was only his half sister, custom abolished much later 
(Leviticus 18, 11:20, 17; Deuteronomy 27.22).63

 It’s worthwhile to notice the contemporary interpretation of BEP 
on commenting the verses 17 and 1864: “the attitude of Amnon leaves 
the impression that Tamar tried to seduce him.” Here is clear that the 
‘impression’ in the BEP that leads Tamar to ‘seduce’ her brother in 2 
Samuel 13, 17–18 was what led the concubine to adulterate against 
her husband in Judge 19, 2! This patriarchal tradition of the footnotes 
in our Bibles has influenced very much the reading and interpretation 
of biblical texts with the faithful, the laity and the clergy. This should 
be denounced as an instrument of induction to discrimination and 
blaming the attacked victims, still today! Positively, these footnotes 
serve as a warning, in a gender perspective, to develop an always 
critical reading of those comments in the footnotes of Bible study and 
question deeply the exegesis    hermeneutics used by translators as 
a tool of interpretation.

 The end of Tamar was not different from many contemporary 
outcomes in which women suffer domestic sexual violence – also in 
its symbolic expression – and are subjected to silence. The violence 
of men against women and the silence of women and others who 
know what is contributing to the maintenance legitimating the issue of 
“male honour” that sets in and also by the sexuality of the woman or 

61 BEA, 1999, p . 355, note 1.
62 TEB, 1992, 470, note z; BEA, 1999, 355, note l.
63 TEB, 1992 470, note v; BEJ, 2002, 448, note a.
64 BEP, 2001, 336.

of a private order, in which the women – as well as and the men who 
know what happens! – is called to silence not to become, she and her 
home, a cause of ‘shame’. 

 This historical and ancient process of silencing women and of 
silence about violence against women has continuity in the Second 
Testament texts and in the history of Christian theology. We present 
some of them, showing consequences of its interpretative history 
hostile to women and the movements of liberation.

The Domestic Codes and Violence against Women

 An excuse for entering the ‘domestic codes’ is to observe that they 
reformulate statements originated from the receipt of the baptismal 
formula in Galatians 3,26–29, which letter the apostle Paul referred to 
the communities in Galata, around the years 54–55. With Schüssler 
Fiorenza, we understand that this baptismal confession was not 
utopian, because men and women, slaves and free, Asians, Greeks 
and Romans could fully participate in certain religious communities, as 
the model of churches proposed in the mid–century I.65  However, as 
Christians understand it as a new family and expressed understanding, 
this new institutional domestic church, the religious ethos of equality 
entered into conflict with the ethos of the patriarchal family, existing 
in every Mediterranean culture. Thus, the discipleship of equals 
passes through the process of becoming increasingly a community of 
patriarchal subjugation, constructed hierarchically. This is especially 
noticeable when you see how Galatians 3.28 was already notified in the 
oldest version of the three ‘domestic codes’ contained in subsequent 
letters (Colossians 3,18–41; Ephesus 5,22–6,9: 1 Peter 2.18–3, 17), as 
well as written in similar pastoral letters (1 Timothy 2,8–15; 6,1–2; Titus 
2,1–10).

 The ‘domestic code’ of Colossians 3,18–4,1 presents three pairs of 
mutual, but different exhortations, addressed to relationships between 
husband and wife, children, parents, slaves and employers, where the 
first member (socially subordinated) is called to submission/obedience 
to the second. The justifications for the submission and obedience are 
theological-kyriarchal. This justification becomes more hierarchical in 

65 Cf. Schüssler Fiorenza, Elisabeth, As origens cristãs a partir da mulher: uma nova 
hermenêutica. Tradução de João R.Costa, São Paulo 1992.
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Ephesians 5,22–33 in that it presents a Christology and an ecclesiology 
focused on the ‘Head’, Christ, and parallel with family relationships to 
argument and consolidate relations of power and control of the ‘head’ 
– husband, over his wife.

 The ‘domestic code’, 1 Peter 2.11–3.12, no longer presents three 
pairs of reciprocal injunctions, but only slaves, wives and husbands 
(not children and their parents), emphasize the duties of members 
subordinated to the family, although its context is of the Greco–Roman 
discussion about the duties related to the state, to the family and to 
marriage. Also in Titus 2,4–5 aged women are urged to instruct newly 
married women to submit themselves to the husband, sons, daughters 
and love them. The letter to Titus also encourages Christians to submit 
to the authorities.66

 While Colossians is mainly interested in the behaviour of slaves 
convenient to patriarchs, the ‘domestic code’ of Ephesians redraws 
the relationship of husband and wife in the patriarchal marriage, 
strengthening the cultural pattern of patriarchal subordination, since 
the relationship between Christ and the church is not equal, but of a 
bride dependent and subject to Christ as the head/groom. Ephesians 
consolidates the marital relationship in a lower/submissive position of 
the wife in the example of Christ/church.

 At the same time that the Christian message meant liberation 
from patriarchal order, as outlined in Galatians 3,26–28 and in 
other texts of the movement of Jesus, abolishing the politico-social 
stratification of religion, class, slavery and patriarchal marriage with 
the justification of equality in Christ, these letters, by the ‘domestic 
codes’, reinforced the subordination of women to their husbands and 
obedient submission of children and slave persons to their masters. 
Fazit: at the end of the 1st century, there were many conflicts in the 
churches that met in homes about how to build and strengthen family 
and social relations from the confession of Christian faith. There 
were already Christians who supported the Greek Roman order of 
the house and the patriarchal state, replacing genuine short vision 
of equality that had attracted and conquered women and slaves to 

66 Cf. Ströher, Marga J., Casa igualitária e casa patriarcal: dois espaços e perspectivas 
diferentes de vivência cristã, Dissertação (Mestrado em Teologia), Escola Superior de 
Teologia, São Leopoldo 1998.

become Christians. This’ second ‘vision was being imposed, by itself, 
in the theological tradition of the Church also through the history of 
interpretative texts. Instead, for example, of highlighting the novelty 
imposed for the transformation of patriarchal relations through the claim 
that the texts addressed to husbands, fathers and masters, calling 
for treating wives, children and slaves with love and justice, theology 
enforces the conception of conduct of submission, subservience and 
suffering and that, in the quiet, who in history was part of the classes 
and categories marginalized and oppressed, and that the movement 
of Jesus, had gained full citizenship. The theology reinforced, with 
this, a common history of oppression existing in relations ‘of the world’ 
and was weakening the strength of the revolutionary force of the 
original liberating message.

The Challenge of Questioning and Transforming Violent Culture

 To look at these texts is important to realize that millions of women 
violated in their rights remain confined to silence and humiliation. We 
are still part of generations, whose cultural identity is built on the bases 
of the Christian tradition that say no liberation, but submission and 
subordination on the part of those who suffer violence and violation of 
their dignity, also in the house. The requirements for abused women 
to silence, no to denounce the attacker, are not rare, in reference to 
the Word of God! The theology, the church and believers still continue 
to sin when so behave, because they contribute to undercover the 
sins against women, when they should be struggling to overcome, in a 
regenerative and creative way, in dialogue and complaint, in prophetic 
stand against the sin the cruel and merciless destroys the lives of 
millions of women.

 This fight against the violation of women’s rights is also our task, 
our ethical imperative and our theological citizen-vocation. We want to 
dedicate ourselves to this cause, reiterating that men and women are 
different but not dissimilar with respect to their dignity and guarantee 
of their human rights. This fight transcends borders, and fought in 
each and all places in the everyday of our lives. What we can not 
continue is to be silent and re-victimize!
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Religion as a Path to Humanity
Paulin Poucouta

 Violence is a fact of life. Its impact can be felt but its essence is 
hard to define. It is a complex phenomenon, and understanding it 
necessitates an interdisciplinary approach. Moreover, violence pen-
etrates every sphere of life – even religion, in which it serves as a 
pretext in relations with the sacred.67 The Bible itself is full of violence 
from the Book of Genesis right up to the Book of Revelation.68 Is this 
not grist to the mill of those who think that all religions are a source 
of violence, as would appear to be confirmed by the innumerable 
religious wars which have caused such so much bloodshed and 
continue to do so?

 The reason the authors of the sacred books expose the violence at 
work beneath the surface in our lives and our structures is to make us 
aware of it and enable us to find a way out of it. They do not establish 
a link between religion and violence. To demonstrate this I will begin 
my essay by looking at two very different Old Testament texts: Cain’s 
murder of his brother Abel (Genesis 4:1–16) and the sacrifice of Isaac 
(Genesis 22:1–19).

 The first text forms part of the story of creation (Genesis 1–4). This 
consists not of historical texts but of theological writings inspired by 
everyday life. By retracing the origins of mankind the biblical authors 
offer scope for reflection which goes beyond time, space, race, tribe 
and nation.

 The second text is taken from the story of the biblical patriarchs and 
an exploration of it must take account of the latest research carried out 
by historians and archaeologists. While their exegetic and hermeneutic 
endeavours are not exhaustive, these authors enable the forebears 

67 Cf. Girard, René, Violence and the Sacred, London 1981.
68 Cf. Wenin, André, Pas seulement du pain ... violence et alliance dans la Bible, Paris 1998.
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and the institutions in the Old Testament tradition to be identified as 
archetypes bearing witness to a constant upward striving with a God 
who steers us away from religious ideologies which are so often the 
agents of violence.69

 On the one hand, the author of the sacred text shows us that the 
source of all violence must be sought in the human heart. On the other 
hand, God rejects any religion of violence. Jesus’ triumph over death 
puts all religious wars in the wrong and gives religion its dignity as the 
path to humanity.

Cain and Abel: A war over the victim?

The structure of the text

 The well-known story of Cain and Abel (Genesis 4:1–16) has 
been retold ad nauseam in the Jewish, Christian, Gnostic and Muslim 
tradition as well as in profane literature, especially in the 19th century. 
It is a paradigm of violence70 and for some a paradigm of religious 
violence, which would appear to be confirmed by the structure of this 
controversially debated text.

 John Skinner, for instance, divides the text into three sections.71  He 
sees verses 1 to 5 as a unit, whereas I divide them up for good reason 
into two parts in order highlight the aspect of the victim, which is brought 
out by the choice of words in verses 3 to 5. Joseph Blenkinsopp, on 
the other hand, separates off section 5b to 7. This enables him to draw 
attention to the reaction of God and Cain respectively and to focus on 
the freedom Cain has to perform his murderous deed, highlighting this 
as a key issue.72 The text ultimately breaks down into five sections: the 
presentation of the two brothers (4:1–2), the sacrifice to God (4:3–5a), 
Cain’s reaction and God’s response (4:5b–7), the fratricide and the 
judgment (4:8–12) and Cain’s departure (4:13–16).

69 According to Finkelstein, Israël/Silberman, Neil Asher, La Bible dévoilée. Les nouvelles 
révélations de l’archéologie, Paris 2002; Lemaire, André, Naissance du monothéisme, 
Paris 2003; ACFEB, Comment la Bible saisit–elle l’histoire?, Paris 2007.
70 Cf. Cerbelaud, Dominique/Dahan, Gilbert, Caïn et Abel. Genèse 4 (Cahiers Évangile 
Supplément 105), Paris 1998.
71 Cf. Skinner, John, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on Genesis, Edinburgh 1951, 
101–115.
72 Cf. Blenkinsopp, Joseph, Creation, Un-creation, Re-creation. A discursive commentary 
on Genesis 1–11, London 2011.

 Thus the text begins with the presentation of the two brothers, 
their parents having already been introduced. Eve bears her husband 
two sons, Cain and Abel, who is the younger of the two. Abel becomes 
a shepherd, while Cain tills the soil (1–2). 

 The text proceeds from this prologue to a liturgical celebration. 
The two brothers make offerings which correspond to their respective 
activities. Cain offers God some of the produce of the soil and Abel 
the first-born of his flock. The text says nothing about the quality of the 
respective offerings. God looks with favour on Abel’s offering but not 
on Cain’s (3–5a). The intervention of the Lord does not soothe Cain’s 
anger. In keeping with the momentum of the build-up, this section is 
presented as a religious conflict, at the heart of which are the two 
offerings that are made. This seems to be confirmed by the narrative 
framework.

The social and religious framework of the narrative

 Many critics feel that, in a way, the author is pointing to the start 
of social life here. He recounts the lives of two brothers, whereas 
before he limited himself to a man and his wife. This is where the 
experience of a family begins. But this founding act is sealed with 
an act of fratricide. Does this mean that society was a risky creation 
rooted in violence? This would appear to build on the numerous 
cultures whose founding myths bear the stamp of violence. In Roman 
mythology Romulus built Rome after killing his brother Remus.

 For other commentators the text must be seen against the social 
background of the ancient world in which tilling the land and attending 
flocks of sheep were two forms of occupational activity. Accordingly, 
they see this part of the text as reflecting tensions between the 
shepherds and the tillers, between a nomadic and a settled way of 
life. Conflicts between these two occupational groups were, indeed, 
a frequent occurrence in the ancient Orient. By way of an example 
James McKeown presents a story from ancient Egypt dealing with a 
dispute between the shepherd Dumizi and the tiller Enkimdu.73

 Such conflicts were exacerbated by the unpredictable effects of 
the climate, which influenced the fertility of the soil and successful 

73 Cf. McKeown, James, Genesis, Michigan 2008, 40.
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cattle breeding. William Todd sees a connection here between the 
present text and the part of the story of Joseph dealing with a drought 
throughout the region.74

 It should be borne in mind, too, that the story is set in a religious 
framework or, to be more precise, in the framework of a sacrificial 
act. As is the case in all religions the world over, the sacrifice for the 
supreme being is presented here as an act which is intended either 
to thank this supreme being or to obtain his mercy or both. The first 
fruits of one’s labour – either of the harvest or the herd – are offered 
for sacrifice. In return God ensures that the animals will flourish and 
the soil will bear fruit. The midrash Bereshit Rabba goes a step further 
in stating that the dispute between the two brothers arises from their 
joint intention to erect a temple on their territory.75

 But can the different sections be separated from each other? The 
text undoubtedly reflects a social conflict of various dimensions. In 
the Oriental context, however, religion permeates everything. Thus 
religion is used as a vehicle to express everyday tensions. The biblical 
author is very much aware of this religious framework and at pains to 
present the human heart as the source of all violence, as is confirmed 
in Genesis 2–3.

The sources of violence: The human heart

 The final editor of our text has fitted the story of Cain and Abel 
superbly well into the Yahwist text in chapters 2 and 3, in which there 
is a treatment of evil presented in three scenes76: 

 • First scene: Peace in the Garden of Eden (2:4b–25). It is 
apparent in the harmonious relations between the first human couple 
and God, between human beings and fertile creation. The relationship 
between man and woman is one of equality, truthfulness and respect.

 

74 Cf. Todd, William, New Light on Genesis. The narrative explained against its 
geographical, historical and social background, London 1978, 46–48.
75 Cf. Basset, Lytta, “Où est ton frère, ‘souffle’”, in: Études. Théologiques et Religieuses 
73 (1998), 324.
76 Gertz, Jan Christian highlights the close ties between our text (Genesis 4:1–16) with 
chapters 2 and 3; Cf. ders., “Variations autour du récit de Caïn et Abel”, in: Revue d’Histoire 
et de Philosophie Religieuses 94 (2014), 27–50, here: 47.

 • Second scene: Sin, the wish to cast off any dependence on God 
and to decide oneself what is good and evil (3:1–7).

 • Third scene: The consequences of the breach (3:8–22). 
Relations between God and the human couple worsen. Lies, desire, 
greed and the urge to dominate undermine relations between the 
couple. They are also no longer at one with nature.

 If, instead of being guided and transformed by his creator, man 
sets himself up as the absolute arbiter of good and evil, he creates 
a god in his own image to fit his ambitious intentions. This means 
“eating from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil” (Genesis 2:9). 
In doing so, man perverts everything in himself and his surroundings. 
He succumbs to boundlessness, ruins his relationship with God and 
becomes a predator for others as well as for nature. Pope Francis 
makes this quite clear in his encyclical letter Laudato si’: “As a result, 
the originally harmonious relationship between human beings and 
nature became conflictual (cf. Gen 3:17–19).”77 This generalisation of 
sin leads to violence and corrupts religion.

 Before we move on to Genesis 4 it should be noted that the author 
gives us no details of Abel’s death. On the contrary, he overwhelms 
us with details of Cain’s anger. We know why he is so angry and we 
know God‘s response to his anger and its consequences.78 Anger is 
an indication in itself of a refusal to obey God (Genesis 4:7).

 Thus it is obedience which unites the human family with the 
creator. It is not an obstacle to man’s development, quite the contrary. 
It is a shield providing protection against arrogance which can prove 
fatal. Obedience as the foundation of religion has a humanising 
effect. It paves the way for a judicial and legal framework which curbs 
violence. Thus the parallel between the fall of man and the first frat-
ricide exemplifies the social and political effects of disobedience.79 In 
contrast, the partnership with God, as confirmed in the Priestly Code, 
(Genesis 1), transforms the heart and heals it of all violence.

77 Encyclical Letter of the Holy Father Francis on Care for our Common Home, 24 
May 2015, http://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/encyclicals/documents papa–
francesco_20150524_enciclica–laudato–si.html, no. 66.
78 Cf. Schlimm, Matthew Richard, From Fratricide to Forgiveness. The language and 
ethics of anger in Genesis, Indiana 2011, 135–143
79 Cf. Wawter, Bruce (ed.), On Genesis. A new reading, New York 1977.
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 Just as the arrogance of their parents makes work in the fields 
a laborious business for them, so Cain’s murder of his brother Abel 
dries up and pollutes the soil by drowning it in blood. “Your brother’s 
blood is crying out to me from the land.” (Genesis 4:10) Cain’s attitude 
thus leads to a dual breach: a breach with creation, because the soil is 
no longer fertile, and a breach with society. Nevertheless, God rejects 
the social and religious practice of the vendetta (Genesis 4:15), 
even though Cain remains the incarnation of every person rendered 
inhuman by violence. André Wenin puts this very succinctly when he 
says: “[...] incapable of controlling his animal nature, he succumbs to 
violence. For it is Cain’s animal nature which gains the upper hand 
over him when he rises up against his brother Abel and kills him, 
instead of trying to respond in a human manner to what he has expe-
rienced. He thus brings the curse upon himself and condemns himself 
to the life of a restless wanderer (Genesis 4:11–12).”80 

The sacrifice of Isaac

God is not Meloch

While Adam embodies disobedience towards God and the violence 
that results from it, Abraham, the ancestral father of the three mono-
theistic religions, is synonymous with obedience and peace. According 
to the Book of Genesis, he comes from Chaldea and is an itinerant 
Aramean who reveres the gods of his tribe. However, by submitting to 
God’s plan he is no longer the head of a single tribe but the father of a 
multitude of tribes (Genesis 12:1–3). He is God’s true friend.

 This trust and loyalty find special expression in the episode in 
which Isaac is to be sacrificed. God demands of Abraham that he 
should sacrifice his son and thus the heir to the promises. Despite the 
scandalous nature of this demand, the patriarch concurs with God’s 
wish (Genesis 22:1–4). However, at the moment Abraham is about 
to kill Isaac and perform the sacrifice the angel of Yahweh stays his 
hand. Out of this passage, which is the source of endless commen-
taries, Judeo-Christian tradition has distilled man’s “insane” loyalty to 
God.

80 Wenin, André, La Bible ou la violence surmontée, Paris 2008, 65.

 The text has an apologetic function, nonetheless, in that it 
manifests a clear critique of religious violence. Indeed, this story bears 
all the hallmarks of the extensive experience of violence at the time of 
the patriarchate, the monarchy and the period of exile and post–exile. 
At that time Israel’s neighbours – the Phoenicians, the Moabites and 
the Canaanites – practised human sacrifice. Archaeologists might 
have their doubts whether there really was a god called Meloch but 
there is certainly evidence in the Bible that first–born children or boys 
and girls were thrown into the flames by their neighbours.81

 The Bible condemns these sacrifices in polemic fashion but reso-
lutely nonetheless (Leviticus 18:21; 20:2–5; 2 Kings 23:10; Jeremiah 
32:35). In the Book of Judges, Jephthah vows that after his military 
campaigns he will sacrifice to God the first girl he sees when he 
returns home. Low and behold, it is his own daughter he is obliged 
to sacrifice. By using epic narrative and satire as stylistic devices the 
author unequivocally condemns a practice which was also a temp-
tation for the Hebrews (Judges:11:29–39). 

 The biblical authors make it quite plain that you cannot honour the 
God of the Covenant and the Lord of life and at the same time engage 
in such a violent practice. The God of Abraham is not eager for human 
blood like the bloodthirsty gods man invents himself in order to satisfy 
his insatiable quest to rule and possess.

God overcomes violence

 Human sacrifice was part and parcel of the violence that was 
endemic in the ancient Orient at this time. Religion was exploited in 
conflicts over hegemony. Following the example set by other nations 
Israel was likewise tempted to give violence a religious meaning. 
Since land was a gift of God, it could be concluded that this God 
supported or even commanded wars of conquest or wars of self–
defence. The king who led his people into battle was generally a war 
hero like the Judges and David. He was understood to be God’s “lieu-
tenant”82. Moreover, the Lord took the side of the oppressed. Israel, 
God’s chosen people, regarded itself as a victim in the concert of 

81 Cf. Brown, Shelby, Late Carthaginian Child Sacrifice and Sacrificed Monuments in 
Their Mediterranean Context, Cambridge 1991.
82 The French term indicates not just a person with a military rank but someone who takes 
the place of another – in this case God (translator’s note).
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nations. It thought that God would rightly ensure its security by military 
means. This explains why Israel turned the Lord into the supreme 
commander of its forces, even though this was occasionally meant in 
a metaphorical sense. He was Yahweh Sebaoth, the Lord of Heavenly 
forces.

 The Lord of Creation, of history and the peoples was thus not a 
godhead subject to the martial aspirations of a person or a people. 
He was a free God and completely unarmed. For that reason the 
true religion was the one which renounced nationalistic and warlike 
godheads in order to be one with the God who “breaks” battle–lines 
(Hosea 2:20; Judith 9:7; 16:2). He would not tolerate any religious 
justification for acts of violence – either for those Israel suffered or for 
those that Israel performed in God’s name.83 

 On the contrary, every religion must work persistently to implement 
the prophetic dream of Isaiah and Micah to renounce violence and 
the numerous cruelties associated with it: “They will hammer their 
swords into ploughshares and their spears into sickles. Nation will not 
lift sword against nation, no longer will they learn how to make war.” 
(Isaiah 2:1–4; Micah 4:1–4).

The cross or the victory over violence

 In discovering God’s true countenance Israel also discovered its 
own mission. Over the years God’s chosen people had no longer 
experienced divine election as a privilege, as a power factor. In 
Babylonian exile it had to convert to a mission of service in the midst 
of a pluralist world. Deutero–Isaiah expresses this with the help of four 
poems, the culmination of which is the song of the suffering servant of 
God (Isaiah 52:13–53) who takes suffering upon himself in solidarity 
with the “multitudes”. This was an act anticipated by Abel and Isaac.

 For Christians, Abel and Isaac both point the way forward to 
Calvary and the crucifixion of Christ who is at the side of all victims 
of violence4 in history. As the truly suffering servant of God, Jesus is 
crushed by the religious machinery of his time which is set in motion 
on the pretext of warding off blasphemy and heresy. In actual fact, 

83 The capture of the Ark of the Covenant, the symbol of God’s presence, by the Philistines 
provides food for thought in this respect (1 Samuel 4:10–11). God does not interfere in the 
martial exploits of his people.

however, he is sacrificed by the religious leaders so that the uproar he 
has allegedly caused will not be seized on by the Romans as a pretext 
to subjugate Palestine even further. Religious grounds are given for 
the death of Jesus, but in actual fact he is executed for reasons of 
state (John 11:47–50). 

 Since the issue at stake is the defence of certain interests, 
everything is mixed up once again. What takes place on the cross, 
therefore, is the deconstruction of lies, of religious and political 
ideologies. What is revealed is the true religion, the one which 
encompasses the weakness of a God who causes his son to cry out 
in despair on the cross at having been forsaken (Matthew 27:46). 
The vicious circle of violence which exploits religion is broken on the 
cross.84 Christ, who died and rose again, calls for service and gra-
tuitous dedication, for gentleness and compassion, for reconciliation 
and non-violence, for justice and peace. “For this is how God loved 
the world: he gave his only Son, so that everyone who believes in him 
may not perish but may have eternal life.” (John 3:16)

Conclusion: Religion – the path to humanity

 In summary we can say that in the Bible violence is a part of 
everyday life.85 In order to satisfy certain desires religion is used as a 
pretext for violence which, in turn, is rooted in the human heart. The 
biblical author presents God to us as the creator of the universe and of 
every human being and shows us that other people are our brothers 
and sisters. Religion thus points the way out of the animal kingdom 
and down the path to humanity.

 Therefore, in his conversation with the Samaritan woman at 
Jacob’s well (John 4:1–42) Jesus spurns the fundamentalists who 
wish to exploit the story of the sacrifice of Isaac for their own purposes 
and fail to appreciate the apologetic nature and significance of the 
text. For the Jews, Isaac would really have been bound on the hill in 
the land of Moriah (Genesis 22:2) where the temple of Jerusalem was 
later to be built. But for the Samaritans it was Mount Garizim where their 
temple stood. Thus the religious building manifesting the presence of 

84 In the Revelation of St. John the persecuted Christians likewise rely on the sacrificial 
lamb, whose power is founded not on violence but on his death and resurrection.
85 Cf. Ciholas, Paul, “Monotheisme et violence”, in: Recherches de Sciences Religieuses 
69 (1981) 3, 327 
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God and the community between the two peoples became a source 
of violence because of the Promethean will to privatise religion and 
put it at the service of a tribe or people which deemed itself superior. 
This underlines the truth of the following statement:

 “But Jesus ushers in the end of the war of the hills, church towers 
and minarets. For him conflicts in the guise of religion are the outcome 
of fundamentalist and ideological interpretations of biblical experience 
to which Holy Scripture testifies. Faith is worship in the cultural and 
theological sense, but also approval and commitment. Therefore, a 
religion which divides and separates is not a true religion. It cannot 
come from God.”86 

 Poucouta, Paulin, “Les fils d’Abraham. À la croisée des chemins de paix”, in : Nurt SVD 
1 (2016), 313.
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Sacrilege and Religious Violence –
God’s Eschatological Caveat
Arnold Angenendt 

 First of all, we need to clarify the meaning of sacrilege. It comes 
from the Latin sacrilegium, meaning “temple robbery, a stealing of 
sacred things”87, indicating an overconfident attitude towards God or 
the gods who then respond in anger and kill the sacrilegious person. 
Seeking protection from divine wrath is one of the most powerful of 
religious incentives. Indeed, it is the primary source of religious violence 
between humans, since a religious community will endeavour to 
protect itself from divine wrath and execute the person who performed 
the sacrilege, thereby pre empting the infliction of God’s wrath upon 
him. Capital punishment for sacrilege mainly occurred in three areas: 
(1) heresy – false teachings which distort God and his revelation, (2) 
apostasy – contemptuously turning away from God and his religion, 
and (3) defilement as an act of desecrating God and his purity. 

Early Christian tolerance

 The New Testament presents a different solution whereby God 
alone is entitled to punish sacrilege and man is not permitted to do 
so. This allows for freedom from religious violence between humans 
and permits religious tolerance. The clearest teaching on this new 
tolerance can be found in the Parable of the Wheat and the Darnel. 
Rainer Forst comments on this parable in his post doctoral thesis 
Tolerance in Conflict, supervised by Jürgen Habermas, in which he 
describes it as “the most prominent passage justifying Christian toler-
ance”.88 According to the parable, the darnel should not be uprooted 
prematurely. Instead, the advice given is to “let both grow” (Mt. 13:30); 

87 Kluge, Friedrich, Etymologisches Wörterbuch der deutschen Sprache, Berlin/New York 
221989, 232. 
88 Forst, Rainer, Toleranz im Konflikt – Geschichte, Gehalt und Gegenwart eines 
umstrittenen Begriffs, Frankfurt am Main 2003, 65.
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at the end of days God himself will then pass judgment on the good and 
the evil. For the purpose of exegesis we need to realise that “Matthew’s 
parable places the separation of the two groups solely and exclusively 
in the hands of the judge of the world.”89 It follows that there can be no 
final judgment during the time of the Church and certainly no killing of 
heretics. The idea that God alone is entitled to judge can be described 
as an “eschatological caveat”.

 Paul might seem to contradict this eschatological caveat when he 
writes in his letter to the Galatians: “But even if we ourselves or an 
angel from heaven preaches to you a gospel other than the one we 
preached to you, let God’s curse be on him” (Gal. 1:8). Paul presents 
the case of a divine curse – anathema – which places the sacrilegious 
person under God’s authority to end his life. Unlike in the Old Testament, 
however, although the curse is directed at God, it does not lead to 
capital punishment being meted out by humans. “The weapons with 
which we do battle,” says Paul, “are not those of human nature, but 
they have the power, in God’s cause, to demolish fortresses. It is ideas 
that we demolish, every presumptuous notion that is set up against the 
knowledge of God” (2 Cor. 10:4). This means spiritual warfare in the 
power of God, and Paul expressly repeats the eschatological caveat: 
“For that reason, do not judge anything before the due time, until the 
Lord comes” (1 Cor. 4:5). Paul is clearly aware “that it is not he who will 
execute judgement, but God”.90 The killing and physical annihilation 
of God’s enemies is also ruled out in a post-Pauline passage: “Some 
people have put conscience aside and wrecked their faith in conse-
quence … whom I have handed over to Satan so that they may learn 
not to be blasphemous” (1 Tim. 1:19f.). This handing over to Satan is 
meant to initiate a learning process but is by no means intended to kill 
the person who performed the sacrilege. A final and highly significant 
statement opposing the death penalty for sacrilege can be found in 
Paul’s exhortation to let love prevail in all things: “It is always ready 
to make allowances, to trust, to hope and to endure whatever comes” 

89 Luz, Ulrich, Das Evangelium nach Matthäus – Part 1, Mt. 1–7, in: Evangelisch–
Katholischer Kommentar zum Neuen Testament, Düsseldorf, Zürich and Neukirchen–
Vluyn 52002, 347.
90 Sänger, Dieter, “Literarische Strategien der Polemik im Galaterbrief”, in: Oda 
Wischmeyer / Lorenzo Scornaienchi (eds.), “Polemik in der frühchristlichen Literatur – 
Texte und Kontexte”, in: Beihefte zur Zeitschrift für die neutestamentliche Wissenschaft 
170, Berlin / New York 2011,172.

(1 Cor. 13:7 – Old Latin translation: caritas tolerat omnia). The same 
applies to “people masquerading as brothers” (2 Cor. 11:26: falsi 
fratres), whom Paul mentions among the burdens he has to bear.91 
This gives tolerance “an intersubjective meaning: tolerating the faults 
of others out of love”.92 Any anathema always remains anticipatory, 
Paul himself serving as a model for this in that he changed from being 
a punishable enemy of God to a zealous friend of God.93 Hence there 
was always the possibility that someone might renounce sacrilege and 
devote himself to God. Paul’s conversion demonstrated authoritatively 
that “man’s hostility towards God is revocable”.94

 The impact of the eschatological caveat is momentous. Lactantius 
(died around 320), who was trained in both philosophy and theology, 
pointed out that God himself destroyed his sacrilegious enemies. “The 
Lord has annihilated them and wiped them off the face of the earth.”  
95 Lactantius concluded that man had a twofold duty: to worship God 
of his own free will and to refrain from wrath against God’s enemies: 
“We do not expect anyone to worship our God against their will […], but 
neither are we angry with them if they do not worship him.”96 Rainer 
Forst sees Lactantius’ position as being “absolutely crucial, presenting 
arguments that laid the ground for the future debate about tolerance.”97

 John Chrysostom (died 407) drew further conclusions: “What then 
doth the Master? He forbids them, saying, ‘Lest haply ye root up the 
wheat with them.’ And this He said, to hinder wars from arising, and 
blood and slaughter. For it is not right to put a heretic to death, since 

91 See Schreiner, Klaus, “‘Tolerantia’ – Begriffs- und wirkungsgeschichtliche Studien 
zur Toleranzauffassung des Kirchenvaters Augustinus“, in: Patschovsky, Alexander/
Zimmermann, Harald (eds.), Toleranz im Mittelalter (Vorträge und Forschungen 45), 
Sigmaringen 1998, 335–389, here: 336–339.
92 Forst Rainer, op. cit., 55.
93 See Speyer, Wolfgang, “Gottesfeind”, in: Reallexikon für Antike und Christentum 11 
(1981), columns 996–1043, columns 1040f.
94 Ibid., column 1040
95 Lactantius, Of The Manner in which the Persecutors Died 52, quoted from: Des 
Lactantius Schriften – Von den Todesarten der Verfolger – Vom Zorne Gottes – Auszug 
aus den göttlichen Unterweisungen – Gottes Schöpfung (Bibliothek der Kirchenväter2 36), 
edited by Aloys Hartl, Kempten/Munich 1919, 637.
96 Laktanz, Divinarum institutionum libri septem, V, 20, quoted from: Caelius Firmianus 
Lactantius, Divinarium Institutionum Libri Septem – Libri V et VI, edited by Heck, Eberhard 
Wlosok Antonie L. (Bibliotheca Scriptorum Graecorum et Romanorum Teubneriana), 
Berlin 2009, 51612.
97 Rainer Forst, op. cit., 63.
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an implacable war would be brought into the world.”98 The impact was 
substantial in the Eastern Church, as “there wasn’t a single instance 
in Byzantine history of a Christian heretic being sentenced to death.”99  

 The authoritative figure in the West was Augustine (died 430). 
Naturally he, too, was aware of the Parable of the Wheat and the 
Darnel: “For the Lord himself, when the servants were going to gather 
up the darnel, said: ‘Let both grow till the harvest’, explaining this by 
saying: ‘because when you weed out the darnel you might pull up the 
wheat with it’”.100 Augustine sees tolerance as a fundamental duty of 
all Christians. Even when someone refuses to follow in the faith, they 
must be “tolerated as enemies and must even be loved, for as long 
as they are alive one never knows whether they might not change for 
the better.”101 Augustine’s ideas were always coloured by his dispute 
with the Donatists. Indeed, he approved coercive measures against 
them as dissenters, although this was not primarily to strike terror in 
their hearts but rather to rebuke them: “Admittedly, if they were merely 
struck with terror and not instructed, this would seem like some kind 
of tyranny.”102 Nevertheless, he did allow drastic sanctions: “They 
must be admonished by the punishment of exile and the loss of their 
property.”103 Augustine justified such violence by reference to the 
Parable of the Great Banquet in Luke 14:23: “Press people to come 
in” (compelle intrare), in which the invited guests are urged to join the 
feast.104 Theologians agree that, in our understanding, the measures 

98 Chrysostom, John, Homilies on the Gospel of Matthew, 46th Homily, quoted from: 
http://www.documentacatholicaomnia.eu/03d/0345–0407,_Iohannes_Chrysostomus,_
Homilies_on_The_Gospel_Of_Matthew,_EN.pdf (06.03.2020).
99 Beck, Hans-Georg, “Actus fidei – Wege zum Autodafé”, in: Bayrische Akademie der 
Wissenschaften, Philosophisch – Historische Klasse, Sitzungsberichte 3/1987, 1–72, here: 
55.
100 Aurelius Augustinus, Contra Epistulam Parmeniani 3, 2, 13; Corpus Scriptorum 
Ecclesiasticorum Latinorum 51, 114f.
101 Aurelius Augustinus, De Civitate Dei I,9, quoted from: ibid., Vom Gottestaat – Book 
I–10, volume 1, ed. by Thimme, Wilhelm/Andresen, Carl, Munich/Zürich 1977, 181.
102 Augustine, Letter to Vincentius 3, quoted from: Des heiligen Kirchenvaters Aurelius 
Augustinus Ausgewählte Briefe, volume 1, (Bibliothek der Kirchenväter² 29), edited by 
Hoffmann, Alfred, Kempten/Munich1917, 33629.
103 Augustinus, Brief an Vincentius 10, ibid., 34236.
104 Cf. Maier, Hans, “Compelle intrare – Rechtfertigungsgründe für die Anwendung 
von Gewalt zum Schutz und zur Ausbreitung des Glaubens in der Theologie des 
abendländischen Christentums”, in: Schreiner, Klaus/Müller-Luckner Elisabeth (eds.), 
“Heilige Kriege – Religiöse Begründungen militärischer Gewaltanwendung: Judentum, 
Christentum und Islam im Vergleich”, in: Schriften des Historischen Kollegs, Kolloquien 

advocated by Augustine were more than drastic. Yet he rejected the 
killing of sacrilegious persons that was deemed obligatory throughout 
the realm of religion. “Church discipline,” he said, “is exercised without 
bloodshed.”105

Mission

 In the West the earliest manifestation of religious violence was 
the mission of the Church – conducted again with the justification 
of countering sacrilege. The purpose of Christian mission was that 
people should renounce their previous religion. When the pope wrote 
to Boniface (died 754), the “Apostle of the Germans”, he exhorted 
him to take up the cleaver of orthodoxy and eradicate all heathen 
weeds.106 Boniface is presented to us as an opponent of traditional 
beliefs and a destroyer of pagan sanctuaries. Pagans were bound to 
interpret this deliberate religious provocation as an act of sacrilege 
against their own gods which would inevitably incur their wrath. 
Consequently pagans felt compelled to kill the missionaries who, from 
their perspective, were committing sacrilegious offences.107 This is 
why Boniface was eventually killed. It has been said recently that 
“in describing Charlemagne’s wars against the pagan neighbours of 
the Frankish Empire contemporary sources were not familiar with the 
concept of a religious or missionary war”108. With respect to sacrilege, 
however, that is not quite true. Both sides, Christian and pagan, felt 
that their divinities had been desecrated and that this justified a reli-
giously motivated war – a holy war.

 Although missionary violence was never exercised without 
protest being expressed against such coercive conduct and it was 

78, Munich 2008, 55–69.
105  Aurelius Augustinus, 1. Brief an Macedonius IV,10, quoted from: Des heiligen 
Kirchenvaters Aurelius Augustinus Ausgewählte Briefe, volume 2 (Bibliothek der 
Kirchenväter² 30), edited by Hoffmann, Alfred, Kempten/Munich 1917, 8728.
106 Cf. Bonifatius, Brief 60, FSAG IV.b, 174f.
107 Cf. Lebecq, Stéphane, “Vulfran, Wilibrord et la mission de Frise: pour une relecture 
de la Vita Vulframni”, in: Polfer, Michel (ed.), L’évangélisation des régions entre Meuse et 
Moselle et la fondation de l’abbye d’Echternach (Ve–IXe siècle) (Publications de la section 
historique de l’institut grand–ducal de Luxembourg PSHIL 117, Publications du Cludem 16), 
Luxembourg 2000, 429–451.
108 Hartmann, Wilfried, “Heidenkrieg bei Karl dem Grossen?”, in: Beestermöller, Gerhard 
(ed.), Friedensethik im frühen Mittelalter – Theologie zwischen Kritik und Legitimation von 
Gewalt (Studien zur Friedensethik 46), 149–174, here: 171.
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always accompanied by a plea for freedom, missionary activities 
essentially bore the stamp of violence. At the same time, however, 
certain phenomena were eliminated which we would nowadays also 
combat on the grounds of human rights. Germanic sources speak of 
human sacrifices whereby, “at their festivals, the first person to draw 
the lot was immediately sacrificed to the gods.”109 Charlemagne was 
opposed to this: “If anyone sacrifices a human being to the devil and, 
in accordance with pagan customs, offers that person as a sacrifice 
to evil spirits, then they shall be put to death.”110 Furthermore, it was 
common among both Germanic and Slavic tribes to kill girls in the 
wake of a nobleman’s death, and whenever a nobleman died, his 
entire entourage, wives and female slaves had to follow him into the 
grave. This was “apparently fairly widespread among the Germanic 
peoples”.111

Defilement

 Another cause of religious violence was defilement, understood 
as sacrilegiously approaching God with unclean hands. This was not 
a matter of ethical impurity, but impurity caused by certain materials, 
mainly of a sexual kind. It meant that anyone who had been rendered 
impure either through their own behaviour or that of others was 
under a religious duty to undergo ritual cleansing. Such purification 
– even through an act of war – can be found in the First Book of 
the Maccabees, which led to the justification of the Crusades in the 
Middle Ages: The Holy Land, consecrated through the blood of Christ, 
was to be purified from the filth of the pagans through the shedding of 
their blood.112 This was most clearly expressed by Innocent III (died 
1216):113 God would blot out sin on earth, and “the righteous were 

109 Vita Wulframni 6, Monumenta Germaniae Historica SS rer. Merov. 6, 66615.
110 Karl der Grosse, Kapitular von Paderborn, quoted from: Mokrosch, Reinhold/
Walz,Herbert (eds.) Kirchen-  und  Theologiegeschichte  in  Quellen, volume 2, 
Neukirchen-Vluyn 1980, 33.
111 Hultgård, Andreas, “Menschenopfer”, in: Reallexikon der germanischen Altertumskunde 
19 (2001), 533–546, here: 543f.
112 Cf. Angenendt, Arnold, “Die Reinigung Jerusalems – oder: die Pollutio als 
Kreuzzugsmotivik”, in: Frühmittelalterliche Studien 49 (2015), 301–345.
113 Cf. Menzel, Michael, “Kreuzzugsideologie unter Innocenz III.”, in: Historisches Jahrbuch
120 (2000), 39–79.

to wash their hands in the blood of sinners”.114 In addition, the Pope 
added the following intercessory prayer to be said whenever mass 
was celebrated in Christendom: “O God, you who arrange everything 
in Your wonderful providence, we humbly beseech You that the land 
which Your Son sanctified with his own blood (consecravit) shall 
be wrested from the hands of the enemies of the Cross of Christ 
and returned to the Christian cult.”115 However, the pope’s doctrinal 
interpretation met with protest among Canonists, who maintained that 
everyone, including the unbeliever, was created in the image of God 
and that there was even such a thing as a noble pagan.116

 Concepts of impurity were the same on the Islamic side. Christians 
were seen as the “embodiment of defilement” while also being sullied 
with the “impurity of the enemy”.117  It seemed intolerable to them 
that the Franks defiled Islamic territory118 and that their very presence 
polluted119 Islamic believers. And so it was preached that Jerusalem 
must be reconquered for Islam. Allah must be thanked for “cleansing 
his Holy House from the filth of polytheism and from all defilement”, 
so that “the fragrance of holiness” would surely rise up again.120

The dispute over the Parable of the Wheat and the Darnel

 In the Western world the Parable of the Wheat and the Darnel 
prevented the killing of heretics for 1,000 years. It was not until 1022 
that “the first reliably documented burning of heretics in the West” took 
place.121 The Church hierarchy and its clergy were initially “not much 

114 Innocent III, Letter No. I/407, quoted from: Die Register Innocenz’ III., volume 1: 1. 
Pontifikatsjahr, 1198/99, edited by Hageneder, Othmar/Haidacher, Anton, (Publikationen 
der Abteilung für Historische Studien des Österreichischen Kulturinstituts in Rom, II. 
Abteilung, Quellen, I. Reihe), Graz/Cologne 1964, 60933.
115 Linder, Amnon, Raising Arms, “Liturgy in the Struggle to Liberate Jerusalem in the Late 
Middle Ages”, in: Cultural Encounters in Late Antiquity and the Middle Ages 2, Turnhout 
2003, 37–41.
116 Schwinges, Rainer C., “Kreuzzugsideologie und Toleranz – Studien zu Wilhelm von 
Tyrus”, in: Monographien zur Geschichte des Mittelalters 15, Stuttgart 1977, 242–245.
117 Hillenbrand, Carole, The Crusades – Islamic Perspectives, Edinburgh 1999, 285.
118 Cf. ibid., op. cit., 293.
119 Cf. ibid., op. cit., 296.
120 Cf. ibid., op. cit., 301.
121 Cf. Heinrich Fichtenau, Ketzer und Professoren – Häresie und Vernunftglaube im 
Hochmittelalter, Munich 1992, 35.
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interested in executing heretics”.122 Anselm of Liège (died before 
1056) was quite explicit in protesting against weeds being forcibly dug 
up.123 The Christian religion, he said, followed a Saviour who was “of 
mild and humble heart”, who “preferred to suffer accusations, spitting, 
slaps in the face and ultimately death on the cross”124. In his mercy 
Jesus never dismissed sinners straightaway but urged equanimity 
instead, as taught in the Parable of the Wheat and the Darnel: “With 
these words the Lord called for exactly the same patience which, in his 
sermons, he demanded in respect of one’s misled fellows, especially 
since today’s weeds may convert and turn into tomorrow’s wheat.”125 
Since God does not desire the death of a sinner but wishes to see 
everyone achieve repentance through patience and forbearance, 
“we must not seek to remove them from this life by the sword”.126 
The bishops would do well to remember “that they had not received 
the sword of worldly dominion and that God had not commissioned 
them to kill but to bring life”.127 This warning against the killing of 
heretics culminated in the unusual argument that those who had been 
condemned prematurely on earth might one day reach their heavenly 
home and be placed by God above their earthly enemies. Some of the 
people “whom we currently perceive as enemies along the Lord’s path 
may well be placed above us by the Almighty God in our heavenly 
home”.128 In other words, someone who is a heretic in human eyes 
may eventually be the most highly justified in God’s sight.

 One last major defendant of the Parable of the Wheat and the 
Darnel was Gerhoch von Reichersberg (died 1169), who is now 
almost completely unknown. “So where both [wheat and weeds] grow 
at the same time, they are to be tolerated at God’s behest. Even 
where the weeds outnumber the wheat, threatening to choke the 

122 Beck, Hans-Georg, “Actus fidei – Wege zum Autodafé”, in: Bayrische Akademie der 
Wissenschaften – Philosophisch–Historische Klasse, Sitzungsberichte 3/1987, 1–72, 
here: 61.
123 Cf. Worstbrock, Franz Josef, “Anselm von Lüttich”, in: Verfasserlexikon 1 (1978), 
column 392f.
124 Anselm von Lüttich (Anselm of Liège), “Anselmi gesta episcoporum Leodiensium 63”, 
in Monumenta Germaniae Historica SS 7, 22722.
125 Ibid., op.cit., 22739.
126 Ibid., op.cit., 22749.
127 Ibid., op.cit., 2288.
128 Ibid., op.cit., 2284.

latter and beginning to dominate the field, […] care must be taken 
not to dig up the weeds and at the same time remove the wheat that 
grows between them.” Although intervention by the official Church 
authorities is still seen as a requirement, their judgement is never final: 
“It is not wrong to believe and hope that some works of the angels will 
be carried out by the priests even before the end of the world. This is 
because they use clear scriptural proof as they gather together bad 
morals like weeds, demonstrating that they deserve the fires of hell, in 
order that good morals, like grains of wheat, can be seen to be worthy 
of heavenly rewards.”129 Gerhoch was particularly distressed by the 
execution of Arnold of Brescia as a heretic, since he thought this might 
lead to the Holy See being defiled by the culpable spilling of blood. Up 
to the papacy of Innocent III (died 1216) the Church talked about a 
“war on heresy” and a “crusade against heresy”, showing that its war 
was not against heretics as such, but against support for them.130 

The killing of heretics in the West

 There came a time, however, when this tolerant interpretation 
was stood on its head, as popes and theologians began to justify 
the killing of heretics. Pope Innocent IV (died 1254) clearly approved 
of executions and earlier popes may also have done so before him. 
Thomas of Aquinas (died 1274) advocated such practice, even 
though he was fully aware of the Parable of the Wheat and the Darnel. 
Obstinate heretics, he said, “deserve not only to be excommunicated 
by the Church, but also to be excluded from the world through death”. 
Once a heretic had been excluded, the Church left him to “the secular 
courts so that he might be eliminated from the world through death”.131  
This turnaround is doubly surprising: firstly, because Thomas felt 
that a decision based on conscience was binding even when it was 

129 von Reichersberg, Gerhoch, Ex Commentario in Psalmos, Commentarius in Psalmum 
LXIV, edited by Sackur, E. (Monumenta Germaniae Historica Ldl 3), Hanover 1897, 
411–502, here: 48614.
130 Cf. Oberste, Jörg, “Krieg gegen Ketzer? Die ‘defensores’, ‘receptatores’ und 
‘fautores’ von Ketzern und die ‘principes catholici’ in der kirchlichen Rechtfertigung 
des Albigenserkrieges”, in: Holzem, Andreas (ed.), “Krieg und Christentum – Religiöse 
Gewalttheorien in der Kriegserfahrung des Westens”, in: Krieg in der Geschichte 50, 
Paderborn 2009, 368–391, here: 386.
131 Thomas of Aquinas, Summa Theologica II–II, 11,3, quoted from: ibid., Summa 
Theologica – Glaube als Tugend, edited by Christmann, Heinrich M. (Deutsche Thomas–
Ausgabe 15), Graz et al. 1950, 241–243.
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not founded in fact and, secondly, because theologians, ignoring 
all earlier warnings, were now presuming an unequivocal right to 
separate the wheat from the weeds. The outcome was shocking: an 
estimated 10,000 people were executed in the fight against Cathars 
and Waldensians.132 The Catholic Inquisition continued on into the 
18th century when it was first institutionalised, albeit only in Italy and 
Spain. Although different figures are often given, executions in the City 
of Rome in the modern era probably amounted to just under 100,133  
while the Spanish Inquisition, according to Henningsen’s database, 
resulted in 826 deaths. These killings were preceded, however, by 
an uncontrolled phase.134 One solitary figure who remembered the 
tolerant principle of “not pulling out the wheat” was Friedrich Spee 
(died 1635), whose comment on the killing of witches was clearly to 
his credit: “Whenever weeds need to be removed from the field of the 
state, it is important to rule out everything that might entail the risk of 
wheat being pulled out at the same time.”135

The Reformation

 The “freedom of Christians” proclaimed by the Reformation by 
no means paved the way to modern religious freedom. Martin Luther 
initially rejected the burning of heretics, saying: “Heretics must be 
overcome by the Word, not by fire.”136 Later on, however, he came to 
a quite different verdict – based, surprisingly enough, on the Parable 
of the Wheat and the Darnel: “Let both of them grow together. This 
is intended not for the worldly authorities but for the preachers that 
they may not hide behind their office when performing acts of physical 
violence. All this makes it clear that the worldly authorities are duty 

132 Cf. Angenendt, Arnold, Toleranz und Gewalt – Das Christentum zwischen Bibel und 
Schwert, Münster 52009, 263–294.
133 Cf. Tedeschi, John/Monter, William, “Toward a Statistical Profile of the Italian 
Inquisitions, Sixteenth to Eighteenth Centuries”, in: Tedeschi, John, The Prosecution of 
Heresy – Collected Studies on the Inquisition in Early Modern Italy (Medieval & Renaissance 
Texts & Studies 78), New York 1991, 89–126, here: 104.
134 Cf. Henningsen, Gustav, Database of the Spanish Inquisition, 42–85.
135 von Spee, Friedrich, Cautio Criminalis qu. 29, quoted from: ibid. Cautio Criminalis oder 
Rechtliches Bedenken wegen der Hexenprozesse – Mit acht Kupferstichen aus der “Bilder 
Cautio”, edited by Ritter, Joachim-Friedrich, Munich 1982, 13534.
136 Luther, Martin, An den christlichen Adel deutscher Nationen von des Christlichen 
standes besserung, Martin Luthers Werke – Kritische Gesamtausgabe (Weimarer 
Ausgabe 6) edited by Knaake, D., Weimar 1888, 381–469, here: 45521.

bound to fight against blasphemy, false teachings and heresy and 
that they must mete out physical punishment to such adherents.”137 
The Calvinist Heidelberg catechism of 1563 contains the words: 
“That is why he [God] commanded it [blasphemy] to be punished 
with death.”138  The return to New Testament tolerance had to wait 
until the arrival of the Baptist Movement with its pacifist leanings. 
Balthasar Hubmaier (died 1528) stated categorically: “Let both grow 
together.”139  Menno Simons (died 1561) followed suit.

Religious freedom and the Enlightenment

 Thomas Hobbes (died 1679) said that wars between Christian 
denominations arose from religiously motivated consciences that led 
to war instead of peace. The task of the an absolute ruler, by contrast, 
was to restore peace: Christian princes who do not submit to the Pope 
are like “our Saviour” who commanded that “the wheat and the weeds 
must be allowed to grow together.”140 (Check for English original!!) 
John Locke (died 1704), who exerted tremendous influence in the 
pursuit of tolerance, rejected any religious despotism and therefore 
demanded the separation of church and state. His argument is the 
eschatological caveat whereby God alone is entitled to punish those 
who have strayed from the true path. As Christ himself commanded 
in the parable of the weeds, “they must not seek to eliminate heretics 
through violence, but “let both corn and tares grow up together till 
the day of judgment.”141 Even the well-read, yet often immensely 
critical Voltaire (died 1778) was aware of the New Testament concept 
of non-violence. Christ did not “issue blood-thirsty laws or command 
intolerance.”142 Voltaire modifies the phrase “press people to come in” 

137 Brecht. Martin, “Die Menschenrechte in der Geschichte der Kirche”, in: Bauer, Jörg 
(ed.), Zum Thema Menschenrechte – Theologische Versuche und Entwürfe, Stuttgart 
1977, 39–96, here: 58–67; Luther, Martin, Dass weltliche Oberheit den Widertäufern mit 
leiblicher Strafe zu wehren schuldig sei – Etlicher Bedenken zu Wittenberg, Weimarer 
Ausgabe 50 (1914), 6–15, here: 13.
138 The Heidelberg Catechism, http://www.heidelberg–catechism.com/pdf/lords–days/
Heidelberg–Catechism.pdf , Q 100, 549 .
139 Hubmaier, Balthasar, Von Ketzern und ihren Verbrennern 8, Westin Gunnar/Bergsten 
Torsten (eds.), Heidelberg 1962, 97.
140 Hobbes, Thomas, Leviathan oder Stoff, Form und Gewalt eines kirchlichen und 
bürgerlichen Staates, ed. by Iring Fetcher, Neuwied/Berlin 1966, 444f.
141 Locke, John, Brief über Toleranz, ed. by Meyer, Johann Friedrich, Paderborn 2007, 
note, 52.
142 Voltaire, Über die Toleranz) – Veranlasst durch die Hinrichtung des Johann Calas im 
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in the parable of the banquet, seeing it as meaning “entreat, request, 
urge them to enter”.143 In almost all his actions Christ “preached 
gentleness, patience and forbearance”.144 The examples Voltaire 
mentions are the parables of the prodigal son, the worker in the 
vineyard (who received full wages after just one hour’s work), and 
Jesus’ refusal to judge the adulteress.145 With an eye to tolerance he 
says: “not only is it cruel in this short life to persecute those who think 
differently from ourselves, but it also seems extremely presumptuous 
to declare that they are condemned for all eternity. It seems to me 
that momentary atoms like ourselves should not pre-empt God’s 
judgments in this way.”146 This brings us back to the eschatological 
caveat again: “Does an individual human being have to presume the 
rights of the Divinity and decide even earlier than the Divinity itself 
upon the eternal destinies of all human beings?”147

Contemporary religious freedom

 It is a well-known fact that, in the 19th century, the papacy issued 
a magisterial order refusing to grant freedom of religion and con-
science. The rediscovery of the early Christian principle of tolerance 
– “Let both grow together” – proceeded rather slowly. In Catholicism it 
largely occurred in countries which had to defend themselves against 
ecclesiastical powers assumed by Protestant churches. A clear signal 
was sent by the constitution of Belgium where, after the separation 
of the Protestant Netherlands, Catholics and Liberals joined forces in 
1831 and created a constitution in which all modern civil liberties were 
enshrined. Compelling arguments were put forward by the Roman 
Catholic priest, Hugues Félicité Robert de Lamenais (died 1854), 
who was concerned about the sovereignty of the Church, believing 
that it should not be compromised by state interference. Lamenais, 
whose ideas were based on early Christian tolerance, propagated his 
teachings through his own journal entitled L’Avenir (The Future). He 

Jahre 1762, Recht und Politik, Schriften 1, edited by Mensching, Günther, Frankfurt am 
Main 1978, 201.
143 Ibid., 20321.
144 Ibid., 20531.
145 Ibid., 206.
146 Ibid., 235f28.
147 Ibid., 2368.

was naturally familiar with the Parable of the Wheat and the Darnel 
as well as numerous other statements Jesus made about tolerance. 
“He [Jesus] said to his disciples: Let the good and the evil corn grown 
together until the harvest; the Father of the House will separate them 
on the threshing floor. And when he was urged to invoke fire from 
heaven onto an unbelieving city, he called out: You do not know the 
spirit that is within you. The spirit of Jesus is a spirit of peace, mercy 
and love. Those who persecute others in His name, who rummage 
in people’s consciences with the sword, who castigate the body to 
convert the soul cause tears to flow instead of drying them – they do 
not have the spirit of Jesus. Woe to him who desecrates the gospel by 
making it an object of horror to man! Woe to him who writes the good 
news on blood-soaked paper.”148 This is clearly a continuation of the 
religious freedom practised by the Early Church and also during the 
Enlightenment.

 These ideas also spread to Germany and influenced the 1848 
Revolution. The nascent Catholic movement was a “movement of 
freedom and emancipation”149, says Thomas Nipperdey, “and in 1848 
the vast majority of Catholics initially adopted this pragmatic liberal 
position”.150 In Germany, one early Catholic propagator of religious 
freedom was Wilhelm Emmanuel von Ketteler (died 1877), who later 
became Bishop of Mainz. Speaking in the Revolutionary Frankfurt 
Parliament in 1848, he encouraged Catholic delegates to vote for 
religious freedom as the right to profess one’s own faith, to join one 
religious community or another, to remain in it or to leave it. In his 
later publications Ketteler referred to the Parable of the Wheat and 
the Darnel, according to which, in Christianity, any ultimate judgments 
on religious conduct are God’s prerogative not man’s. “No, this 
is so that you do not pull up the wheat along with the weeds.”151 
Ketteler’s definition of religious freedom is very much a concept of 
the Enlightenment and perfectly in line with the ideas of Voltaire: “That 

148 Abbé Félicité Robert de Lamennais, Worte des Glaubens 28, edited by Börne, Ludwig/
Habs, Robert, Leipzig 1880, 76f22.
149 Nipperdey, Thomas, Deutsche Geschichte 1800–1866 – Bürgerwelt und starker Staat, 
Munich 1983, 383.
150 Ibid.
151 von Ketteler, Wilhelm Emmanuel, “Religionsfreiheit”, in: Iserloh, Erwin (ed.), Schriften, 
Aufsätze und Reden 1848–1866 (Wilhelm Emmanuel Freiherr von Ketteler – Sämtliche 
Werke und Briefe, volume I.1), Mainz 1977, 295–310, here: 300.
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no one should ever be forced to participate in any public religious 
practice; on the contrary, everyone must have unlimited licence to 
practise their religion freely and without hindrance, in public or in 
private, without in any way being hindered from doing so, provided 
that he believes in an eternal and almighty God, the Creator and 
sustainer of the universe.”152  Ketteler thus represented “a new era”, 
opening “a space the popes had wanted to keep under lock and key 
with the help of their state doctrine”.153 Frankfurt in 1848 saw the 
formulation of religious freedom incorporating the principles we are 
familiar with today: the freedom to join and the freedom to leave. The 
“amicable” separation of church and state achieved at the time also 
found its way into the Weimar Constitution and eventually into the 
present German Constitution. 

 Today’s view of modern history focuses predominantly on the 
19th and 20th centuries and so the declaration on religious freedom 
adopted by the Second Vatican Council is seen as being entirely 
prompted from outside the Church, as something originating exclu-
sively in the modern-day history of freedom.154 This interpretation, 
however, fails to take note of Christian tolerance in the Early Church 
and in the Church’s earliest history; it ignores the Early Church’s 
refusal to engage in religious violence – a refusal that continued for 
several centuries. The history of Christianity has therefore been more 
than a learning process or, indeed, the result of increasing experience. 
Rather, thanks to the eschatological caveat, it has always included 
a fundamental decision in favour of religious freedom from the very 
beginning. The Vatican II decree on religious freedom fully reinstated 
this element of the New Testament, basing religious freedom once 
again on the Parable of the Wheat and the Darnel and concluding 
that nobody must be prevented from “joining or leaving a religious 
community”: aut ingrediatur aut relinquat (Dignitatis Humanae 6).

152 Quoted from: Voltaire, “Glaubensbekenntnis des Theisten von Le Comte Da…an R.D”, 
in: ibid., Kritische und satirische Schriften, edited by Schalk, Fritz et al., Munich 1970, 487.
153 Uertz, Rudolf, Vom Gottesrecht zum Menschenrecht – Das katholische Staatsdenken 
in Deutschland von der Französischen Revolution bis zum II. Vatikanischen Konzil (1789–
1965), Paderborn et al. 2005, 161.
154 See Altermatt, Urs, “Religionsfreiheit und Demokratie aus der Sicht der Katholizismus 
forschung”, in: Gabriel, Karl/Spiess, Christian/Winkler Katja (eds.), Religionsfreiheit und 
Pluralismus – Entwicklungslinien eines katholischen Lernprozesses (Katholizismus zwischen 
Religionsfreiheit und Gewalt 1), Paderborn et al. 2010, 57–79, here: 75.

The eschatological caveat today

 The eschatological caveat, which was proclaimed in the New 
Testament and had even been followed in the Old Testament, also 
offers a solution to contemporary issues of religious violence. Today 
we see religious freedom as a freedom of choice. An exhibition shown 
in several locations in Germany in 2013/2014, was accompanied by a 
catalogue entitled “Step Right In! Step Right Out!” (meaning: “feel free 
to join, feel free to leave”).155

 This raises two issues. First of all there is the debate initiated 
by Jan Assmann on the claim to truth asserted by monotheistic 
religions. The introduction of the concepts of “true” and “false” into the 
debate, he says, has led to a “distinction between Jews and Gentiles, 
Christians and heathens, Christians and Jews, Muslims and infidels, 
orthodox and heretics, and has led to immeasurable violence and 
bloodshed”.156 It has created “negative potential”157 and “introduced 
a new form of hatred into the world”158 as well as an intolerance 
resulting from “the inability or unwillingness to ensure dissenting views 
and the practices to which they give rise”.159 Surely, he argues, it is 
not without significance “that monotheism in the Bible tells the story 
of its enforcement using the full range of violence”160 and “that the 
monotheistically inspired writings of the Bible depict its enforcement 
[…] in a series of massacres”.161 What is attributed here to the Bible 
as a whole is certainly applicable to the Old Testament but not to 
the New Testament with its eschatological caveat which, in essence, 
says: Abhor sin and heresy, but love the sinner and the heretic as 
individuals and pray for them all. It was early Christian practice to 
distinguish between the issue and the individual: “Anathema must 
only be applied to heretical teachings, while heretics must be spared, 

155 Jewish Museum of Hohenems (ed.), Treten Sie ein! Treten Sie aus! Warum Menschen 
ihre Religion wechseln (Step Right In! Step Right Out! Why People Change Their Religion), 
Frankfurt am Main/Munich 2012.
156 Assmann, Jan, Die mosaische Unterscheidung – oder der Preis des Monotheismus, 
Munich 2003, 22.
157 Ibid., 25.
158 Ibid., 29.
159 Ibid., 31.
160 Ibid., 36.
161 Ibid., 37.
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and we must pray for their salvation.”162 This is clearly love instead of 
hatred. Again and again, though, even in Christianity, there have been 
those who wished to curse heretics as individuals. However, approval 
of the killing of heretics, which has been so common since scholas-
ticism, totally contradicts the Early Church principle of tolerance and 
its eschatological caveat.

 Mention must also be made of Islam at this point. The killing of 
apostates turning their backs on Islam is based on the two ancient 
principles of Allah’s wrath and man’s obligation to kill the sacrilegious 
person. “On these,” says the Quran, “is the wrath of Allah” (Quran 
16:106f.). Like Christianity, however, the Quran does not stipulate any 
specific punishment in the here and now for incurring God’s wrath, 
and this may well indicate an eschatological caveat on the part of 
Allah. Indeed, it says: “But if you are patient – it is better for those who 
are patient.” (16:126). In fact, Islamic history has also known periods 
when divine judgement was described as being “postponed” until the 
afterlife so that man might refrain from judging.163

 The attitude today is quite different. In her study on apostasy 
from Islam (2015) Christine Schirrmacher says: “Scholars adhere 
too closely to the established sharia defined position on apostasy”. 
In fact, the position adopted by advocates of the death penalty is 
only “seriously questioned by a small number of theologians”.164 If an 
apostate comes to harm at the hands of a private individual, “this may 
not lead to criminal prosecution for the perpetrators in some countries, 
or it may only do so to a minor extent (for example, in Pakistan and 
Iran)”.165 Some Islamic theologians even maintain the traditional view 
“that it is the duty of every Muslim believer to kill an apostate if the 
government fails to fulfil its duty in this respect”.166 Apostasy and, 

162 Speyer, Wolfgang, “Fluch”, in: Reallexikon für Antike und Christentum 7 (1969), columns 
1160–1288, here: col. 1279.
163 See Akyol, Mustafa, “A Medieval Antidote to ISIS”, in: New York Times 21 December 
2015, http://www.nytimes.com/2015/12/21/opinion/a–medieval–antidote–to–isis.html?_r=0 
(17.05.2016).
164 Schirrmacher, Christine, “Es ist kein Zwang in der Religion” (Sura 2:256) – Der Abfall 
vom Islam im Urteil zeitgenössischer islamischer Theologen, Diskurse zur Apostasie, 
Religionsfreiheit und Menschenrechten (Kultur Recht und Politik in Muslimischen 
Gesellschaften 32), Würzburg 2015, 488.
165 Ibid.
166 Ibid.

in particular, conversion to Christianity – which is felt to be inferior 
– are seen as totally unacceptable in society, as a result of which 
the death penalty for such a step is accepted by 84% of Muslims in 
Egypt, 86% of Muslims in Jordan and 76% of Muslims in Pakistan.167 
The author concludes that “due to the specific features of sharia law, 
i.e. its character and its genesis, it would be difficult to imagine the 
development of comprehensive civil liberties in relation to religious 
affiliation or a change or lack of religion, unless established Islamic 
theology decided to conduct a fundamental review of sharia law.”168 
There can be no doubt that the eschatological caveat, as proclaimed 
in the New Testament, is of global significance today.

167 Ibid., 490.
168 Ibid., 492.
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Religious Violence in Indonesia, 
and What to do about it
Franz Magnis-Suseno

Four typical cases

 Last August an Indonesian lady of Chinese background in the 
North-Sumatran city of Tanjungbalai lost control of her self. No longer 
able to stand the blaring prayers of the mosque precisely opposite her 
house she demanded with a loud voice that the loudspeaker be turned 
down. In no time news that a Chinese had insulted Islam spread thru 
the social media. The women and her house could be saved, but six 
Buddhist temples were burned down. Days later the city demanded, 
that a six meter high Buddha statue which Muslims had long objected 
against be put down. 

 In July a Catholic priest was attacked during mass at a Medan 
church, but members of the congregation wrestled him down. Later 
the man said, he had got his inspiration from the killing of a priest by 
two ISIS sympathizers in Paris. 

 In July 2015 a small Protestant Church (GIDI) held their national 
congress at the city of Tolikara in Indonesia’s most Eastern Province 
Papua. Since the congress coincided with the Muslim feast of Idul 
Fitri they demanded that Muslim Eid prayers not be held outside their 
mosque, so as not to disturb the congress with their loudspeakers. 
But the Muslims held their prayers – as is custom in Indonesia – at 
an open field because their mosque was much too small. Members of 
the congregation confronted the Muslims, some stones were thrown, 
and some wooden shops of the Muslims, including the mosque, were 
burned.

 Four month later ten churches in the strongly Muslim region of 
Singkil (North Sumatra) were torn down under the pretext that they 
had no building permits.  
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 These four recent cases of religious violence show the com-
plexity of the respective backgrounds. In Tanjungbalai clearly old anti-
Chinese sentiments broke to the surface, causing shudder among 
the ethnic Chinese community (they remembered the last big anti-
Chinese riots in 1998 that lead to the downfall of president Suharto). 
In Tolikara the situation was the opposite. Muslims were the minority, 
consisting of migrants from other parts of Indonesia. The GIDI itself is 
an evangelical Church, consisting only of indigenous Papua, and they 
also reject other Protestant communities and Catholics. Background 
of their “intolerant” behavior was the fact that most Papua reject 
Indonesian authority over Papua. While in the Singkil region of 
strongly islamistic Aceh province the members of the different congre-
gations whose churches were closed down were migrants from the 
neighboring, majority Protestant, Batak people. Thus, as in Tolikara, 
it was also a protest by indigenous people against newcomers. 

 As background: Of the 255 million Indonesians (60 % of them 
living on the island of Java) 87% are Muslims, 10% Christians, 2/3 
of them Protestants, 1,7 % are Hindus (mostly the Balinese), 0,7 % 
are Buddhists, 0,5% belong to indigenous religions. According to the 
Forum for Communication of Religious Communities (FKUB) there 
happened 442 interferences with freedom of worship of Christians by 
Muslims in Indonesia during the last ten years.

Four types of religiously motivated violence

 We can distinguish four types of religiously motivated violence 
in Indonesia. The first one I would call “normal intolerance”. Meaning 
that people just do not like to have activities of other religions in their 
vicinity. Thus traditionally Muslim communities – or, f. i. Christians 
on Timor, a traditionally Christian region – do not want to have other 
religious communities operate their houses of worship amongst them. 
In general there is no violence against persons, and communications 
in daily life run smoothly. But opening a new house of worship of 
another religion amongst them would give, one could say, official 
recognition to the fact that there are “others” and there, suddenly, 
resistance springs up. While existing houses of worship of minorities 
are usually not disturbed.

 Tanjungbalai, Tolikara and Singkil belong to a second type 
where groups of different ethnicities live together, without really being 

integrated. Which is often the case in Indonesia. People of different 
ethnicities meet everyday at markets or using public transportation, 
but actually they do not communicate. If then one community is 
indigenous and the other consists of migrants – which usually are 
economically more successful, – the situation is potentially explosive. 
Small incidents – youths teasing each other – can lead to communal 
violence, even in the capital Jakarta.

 Of special concern are anti–Chinese sentiments still smoldering 
beneath the surface. The 3% Indonesians with Chinese background 
dominate a big part of the country’s economy. In a typical city all (!) the 
shops at the bigger streets would be owned by Chinese. The majority 
of Indonesian Chinese actually are Christians, not Buddhists, and 
since Christians and Muslims are the two big religious communities 
competing in Indonesia, their situation as double minority is exposed. 

 The third form of religiously motivated violence – the attack in 
Medan – stems from Islamic fundamentalist radicalism. One could 
call it ideologically motivated violence. It is rooted in a priori hatred 
of “heathen, associaters and hypocrites”. Since the fall of President 
Suharto terrorism sprang up again in Indonesia (there have been 
spates of terrorism before). Its climax were the Bali bombings 2002 
in which more then 200 people were killed. Logistically amazing were 
the Christmas bombings in 2000 – more than 30 bombs exploded 
within 60 minutes at Christian churches in an area stretching over 
2,000 km, killing 17 people and wounding more then 100. There are 
several terrorist groups in Indonesia, now partly connected with the 
IS. But the Christmas bombings show something else. They were 
never really investigated. Although after the Bali bombings some 
known Muslim terrorists were found involved, the extreme sophisti-
cation of these attacks suggest something more sinister, namely that 
the real planners were among what is called black military, groups 
in the Indonesian military resenting their loss of political power after 
the fall of Suharto. In post-Suharto Indonesia the military still enjoy 
impunity from judicial prosecution.

 The situation in Indonesia is particularly precarious for 
religious groups outside the legally recognized six religions (Islam, 
Protestantism, Catholicism, Hinduism, Buddhism, Confucianism). 
While the existence of the recognized religions and their full status 
as Indonesian citizens is not questioned even by Islamic hardliners, 
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Shiites, Achmadis, and local Islamic sects like Gafatar are object of 
hate speeches and physical attacks. The state does not give them 
full protection, thus they have repeatedly become of mass attacks 
and violence. At this moment there are still more than one thousand 
Shiites and Achmadis living in shelters since many years because 
they cannot return to theirs villages. 

 The fourth form or religiously motivated violence were, of course, 
the two terrible civil wars between Christians and Muslim that raged 
from 1999 till 2002 separately in two Eastern Indonesian provinces, 
where almost 8,000 people were killed and more than half a million 
people displaced. These conflicts were quite typical. In both places a 
Protestant indigenous majority was replaced by Muslim migrants and 
lost corresponding political power. In both places a small incident lead 
to full-fledged war, with warzones and green lines where overstepping 
with the wrong religious identity meant immediate death. Both sides 
committed massacres. In both places traditional local customs limiting 
tribal wars were no longer effective, since since they long been inten-
tionally destructed by the Suharto government. When peace was 
finally restored – by energetic involvement of the Indonesian vice-
president Yussuf Kalla, a no nonsense politician of strong Muslim cre-
dentials who had the trust of the Christians – both warring camps had 
become aware, that they were in fact played up by, mostly military, 
power brokers in Jakarta. Now Christians and Muslim in both regions 
have built up networks of communication that proved able to abort any 
attempt – there were several – to rekindle the war. 

What to do?

 One can learn a lot about religiously motivated violence from 
Indonesia. Obviously, only the third category is purely ideological, 
with very little “rationality”. It is rooted in apriori fanaticism against the 
“enemies of religion”, apriori in the sense that the perpetrators have 
nothing personally against their victims. Their understanding of their 
religion justifies violence – and, of course, psychology could explain 
much about this kind of religious mentality. 

 This situation is recognized by Indonesian mainstream Muslims. 
For them this fanatical, violence embracing understanding of Islam 
poses a theological, social and cultural challenge. They worry about 

their young people being infected by it. They have countered by 
promoting an Islam that is supporting of the Indonesian state and its 
plural society. According to them Islam in Indonesia should, precisely 
because Islam is an universal religion, be integrated into Indonesian 
culture. They even regard pluralist, non-proselytizing Christians as 
their allies. They rack their brains on how to undermine a radical 
understanding of Islam theologically.

 But the three other forms of religious violence are clearly the 
result of a complex mix of a traditional, but narrow understanding of 
what Islam means, with conflicting economic and political interests, 
with feelings of having been left out, thus of suffering injustice. In 
the background there are very often ethnic tensions. In Indonesia, 
society has in fact greater problems in handling inter-ethnic than 
inter-religious conflicts. Even on Java where inter-ethnic tensions do 
not play a big role, if we look closely at places of intolerance towards 
religious minorities, very often ethnic factors are in the background. 
Especially small, ethnically homogenous Protestant congregations 
whose members come – often by car – from all over Jakarta to worship 
in only two or three churches have often very little contact with locals 
and are easily regarded as intruders.

 If we ask what can be done to improve religious tolerance, there 
are three addressees: the state, the people themselves, and religious 
leaders and teachers.

 The state: it can do a lot. It should effectively give protection to 
all religious communities. In Indonesia six religions are officially rec-
ognized: Islam, Protestantism, Catholicism, Hinduism, Buddhism and 
Confucianism. Although local administrations very often opportunis-
tically disregard the right of minority communities to worship, they 
experience difficulties in opening churches and temples, but violence 
is generally not tolerated. But this is different with communities 
outside these six religions, like the Shiites, the Achmadis or smaller 
sects. They often are physically attacked by brutal masses, and state 
apparatus backs off. If the state would insist on zero tolerance towards 
communal violence, most of such attacks would never develop. 
Besides, the state should make sure that court decisions in favor of 
minorities are executed – what often does not happen. 

 As regards the Indonesians themselves, we can actually rely on 
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a remarkable social capital of tolerance. Indonesians know that close 
by there are people with a different culture, language and religious 
orientation. But a harsh economic climate together with ideological 
incitement to hatred can bring people to participate in mass brutality. 
The second principle of Indonesia’s state philosophy Pancasila, “just 
and civilized humanism” addresses precisely this situation. People 
should internalize that self respecting people always behave in a 
civilized and fair manner, ant this means, they reject acting violently. 
People actually know that nobody in their midst should live in fear. But 
this, too, needs education both by the state and by religious leaders.

 Religious leaders and teachers are, of course, the most important 
actors in how their communities see themselves in relation to others. 
A person like the late Abdurrachman Wahid, for many years head 
of the biggest Islamic Organization in Indonesia, the Nadlatul Ulama 
(NU), and from 1999 – 2001 fourth President of Indonesia, one of the 
most open minded and beloved people of the country, has opened 
up the attitude of his 40 million member organization and other 
Muslims towards Christians, Buddhists and others with the effect, that 
minorities now have close relations with NU and NU itself are proud of 
these relations. Thus the existence of open minded, pluralist, dialog 
open religious leaders and intellectuals is of key importance. 

Some remarks

 It seems useful to remember that religious tolerance was first 
practiced by Islam. Thus, for example, the old Middle Eastern 
Churches, about 9% of the population, lived for some 1400 years 
mostly in peace under Muslim governments (until the Iraq war 
changed everything). We Christians had no such tradition. Crusades, 
persecution of Jews and heretics, the inquisition, the burning of 
witches, the expulsion of Jews and Muslims from Spain: we are now 
ashamed of our violent past. Christian intolerance was challenged 
from the outside, by enlightenment (which for quite some time was 
en tout regarded as a modernist heresy by the Church). The real 
breakthrough only happened at Vatican II with Perfectae Caritatis 
and Nostra Aetate and the unblinking declaration in paragraph 16 
of Lumen Gentium that God offers salvation to every human being, 
whatever her or his explicit religious convictions. 

 This actual Catholic position is highly appreciated by many 
Indonesian Muslim friends. Especially that Vatican II successfully 
avoids two pitfalls: exclusivism and relativism. If faith – the condition 
for being saved – means the surrender to the Absolute how ever it is 
conceptually conceived, then people of all explicit convictions can be 
saved. We Catholics need no longer pity – as Saint Francis Xavier 
did – “good heathen” for going to hell. We are even encouraged to 
acknowledge that in other religions too there are elements that are 
“true and holy” (Nostra Aetate 2). On the other hand we reject that 
“all religions are the same”, and Muslims, of course fully agree. We 
are beginning to learn together that you can be convinced of the 
truth of your faith – without having to condemn, or even to judge, 
other beliefs. Repeatedly I got friendly, smiling reactions from Muslim 
audiences when I said that that between us there exist differences 
that cannot be reconciled, but we can leave the final sorting out to 
the one who is Truth, God. Thus we can have tolerance, and even 
more, sincere respect, maybe even admiration, towards each others 
beliefs – without putting our own beliefs at disposition. 

 This also means that one feels no longer threatened by the mere 
fact that there exist sincere religious believers very different from 
oneself. Thus one underlying reason for inter-religious violence, the 
feeling that the existence of others threaten the claim to universality 
of my faith, loses power. On a basis of relaxed mutual acceptance it is 
much easier, then, to find the values we share with people from other 
religions. The letter “A Common Word”, written by 138 spiritual Muslim 
leaders to the leaders of Christianity, is an excellent example of this 
growing awareness that we are rooted in values we own together. 

 But to raise such an awareness among our communities, thus 
not only among some intellectual elites, one thing is of paramount 
importance: getting to trust each other. We have to build up trusting 
relationships among us. And this needs ongoing communication. Thus 
in a country like Indonesia, where Christians are a minority, Christians 
have to take the initiative to open up communications with Muslims 
where ever they are. Called silaturahmi, visiting each other is an 
established custom among neighbors in Indonesia and almost without 
exception leads to real friendship and appreciation of each other. Then 
we should strive for an explicit consensus to reject violence among us 
under any pretext, and we should commit ourselves to practice our 
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religions in such a way that no single person or community should 
have to live in fear because of their religious convictions and practices.

 In spite of ongoing instances of intolerance relations between 
Christians and Muslims in Indonesia have made great progress during 
the last 25 years. But a note of caution must be added. Such relations 
should not be taken for granted. An ongoing effort is demanded: 
dialogue with Islam and other religions, sensitivity for the feelings 
of other religions169, initiatives for communication170 (which must be 
actively organized, otherwise communication will slow down), taking 
time to meet the others. And patience where there are still obstacles. 

 Thus there is no miracle aid against religiously motivated 
violence, but if we Catholics try to live the attitudes Vatican II has so 
strongly reiterated, our relations with other religions, particularly with 
Islam, could develop like our relations with other Christians developed 
during the last 100 years.

169 Why a local bishop agreed to bless a 42 m high statue of Mary, erected by rich Catholics 
in a quite Islamic backyard in Central Java in order to get it into the Guinness Book of 
Records as the biggest statue of Mary in the world, beats me.
170 I “preach” to parish priests (and even bishops) that they should invest 10% of their time 
to get into communication with Muslims.

Religion and Violence in Bolivia
Teresa Rosazza 

 Religion and violence have appeared in various guises in the history 
of Charcas, now the plurinational state of Bolivia, including in relations 
between church and state. There has been a constant back and forth 
between states of reconciliation and discord, the external and internal, the 
“Western world” and the “autochthonous” equivalent, between “rightists” 
and “leftists” and, finally, between “colonialism” and “decolonisation”.

 Links between religion and violence can be discerned in the period 
prior to the Spanish conquest in the form of human sacrifices to the deity, 
for example. These were subsequently replaced by animal sacrifices, 
and sacrifices continue to feature in religious rituals even today.

 There was also a connection between religion and violence from 
the start of the colonial area. Francisco Pizarro, for instance, ordered the 
killing of the Inca Atahualpasea on the grounds of idolatry.171

 On the other hand, many missionaries perpetrated violence by 
rejecting the religious convictions, spirituality and religiousness of the 
indigenous peoples because they refused to acknowledge the seeds of 
the Divine Word working within the cultures.172  

 The invaders met with constant resistance on the part of the 
indigenous peoples. The conquistadors, colonial rulers and missionaries 
launched waves of retaliation for this resistance; these, in turn, prompted 
repeated uprisings in which the religious factor played a crucial role: “At 
the beginning, the Indians rebelled in the name of the fallen deities.”173  

171 Cf. Sarkisyanz, Manuel, Temblor en los Andes. Profetas del resurgimiento indio en el 
Perú, n. P., 83.
172 Cf. letter from Miguel Sunyol to Javier Melloni: http://usuaris.tinet.cat/fqi_sp02/
llavors_sp.htm (9 May 2018). As far as Indian theology is concerned, it can be said that 
“the Spaniards failed to find the ‘seeds of the Divine Word’ as they had already turned into 
trees.”
173 Marzal, Manuel A. (ed.), Rostros indios de Dios. Los amerindios cristianos, Quito 1991, 
28.
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 These revolts took place in both the uplands and the lowlands. 
In the 16th century (1564–1572), Taki Onkoy (Takiy Onqoy) was a 
religious-messianic movement which emerged in Peru and spread as 
far as Chuquisaca and La Paz. It also became known as the Rebellion 
of the Huacas174 and marked an attempt to return to the old religious 
beliefs and reject the Christian God forced upon the indigenous 
peoples by the missionaries and colonial rulers.

 The Rebellion of Ambaná, which took place in the 17th century, 
was distinctly religious in character. It was led by yatris or yachaj 
(in Aymara and Quechua respectively), i.e. ritual specialists who 
advocated “autonomous thought, liberation of the mind and a return 
to our own gods.” It resulted in an “open confrontation with the priests 
and the colonial administration and the reclaiming of power with the 
argument that it was their place to issue commands.”175

 Uprisings also took place in the lowlands, for example the 
Rebellion of Apiaguaiquic-Tumpa (1892). This is a Guaraní term of 
messianic character: man-god-the tumpa (they were the creators of 
all living beings and the iya, their lords and protectors. They were 
also able to lead them to Kandire, the land of immortality and eternal 
plenty).176

 In 1887 Guayocho, a spiritual and political leader in Moxos, 
initiated the messianic movement of the Guayochería, which became 
a hotspot of rebellion and continues to prompt migratory flows of 
people searching for the Loma Santa, or the Sacred Hill177. 

 

174 Huacas may mean the following: mountain, river, stream, an idol made of stone or 
wood, graves or the interred bodies of ancestors.
175 Alejo, Esteban Ticona (ed.), Bolivia en el inicio del Pachakuti. La larga lucha anticolonial 
de los pueblos aimara y quechua (Pensamiento crítico), Madrid 2011; Cusicanqui, Silvia  
Ribera, “Violencia e interculturalidad. Paradojas de la etnicidad”, in: Telar Revista del 
Instituto Interdisciplinario de Estudios Latinoamericanos, 10 (2015) 15, 49–70.
176 Cf. ibid.
177 The myth of the Sacred Hill is part of the religion in Moxos. It is an expression of a highly 
religious culture and its values. Cf. Gutiérrez de Echevarría, Magdalena, El alzamiento de 
Pedro Ignacio Muiba y su trascendencia histórica y social en los pueblos indígenas de 
Mojos. It is also a forest site, an indigenous strategy of resistance against colonial rule; 
cf. Lehn, Zulema, Milenarismos y Movimientos Sociales en la Amazonía Boliviana. La 
búsqueda de la Loma Santa y la Marcha Indígena por el Territorio y la Dignidad, Oxfam 
1999.

Nevertheless, “the silent, heroic presence of the love of many mis-
sionaries178 and, above all, the grace of the Spirit ensured that the 
people, oppressed on so many levels, turned to Christianity and 
decided to enter the Church.”179

 The subdued people nurtured their religiousness by subversively 
incorporating it into the various expressions of the dominant religion. 
This was subsequently termed syncretism. At the time, it signified a 
form of opposition, whereas nowadays it is deemed to be a synthesis 
of Christianity and indigenous religious convictions, spirituality and 
religiousness. 

 The advent of independence changed neither the prerequisites 
upon which the relationship between church and state was estab-
lished, nor those which formed the basis of that between church and 
society. The liberators assumed the right of patronage, following on 
the former royal patronage, which was predicated on the state’s inter-
vention in the Church’s missionary work and its place in society. 

 The Church was plunged into a deep crisis as the majority of 
bishops and members of the religious orders, who had previously 
supported the colonial rulers, were forced to depart the country, which 
left the existing dioceses without leaders for many years.180 One of 
the reasons for the decline of the indigenous clergy, who were more 
or less in favour of independence, was the fact that many decided to 
serve in the public administration of the new state.

 Following independence the relationship between the Church 
and the state altered, initially to the benefit of the former and then to 
the benefit of the latter, depending on the nature and inclination of the 
respective Church or state officials.

 Despite its opposition to the liberator Simon Bolívar, Catholicism 
was recognised as the country’s official religion. This precluded the 

178 Members of religious orders such as Antón de Montesinos, Bartolomé de las Casas, 
Toribio de Mongrovejo, Domingo de Santo Tomás and others are witnesses to this dedication 
to the indigenous population. They advocated the dignified, non–violent treatment of all 
individuals.This prompted the Spanish crown to question the legitimacy of the conquista 
and the way in which it proceeded. Spain was the only subjugating country to question the 
lawfulness of conquest and the manner in which it was carried out. International law, for 
instance, arose from the dispute between Francisco de Vitoria and Francisco Suárez.
179 Jordá, Enrique, Curso Misioneros, Cochabamba 2011.
180 Charcas, La Paz, Santa Cruz.
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public practice of other religions. The following principle was rec-
ognised: “No human authority has the right to control a person’s con-
science” (Art. 6 Political State Constitution of 1826).181 This freedom of 
conscience paved the way for other, non-Catholic Christian religions, 
whose adherents were “permitted” to practice their faith. The first 
Protestants to enter the country were British officials accompanying 
the liberator Bolívar from Venezuela.182 

 On the one hand, Marshal Sucre passed a series of anti -clerical 
laws relating to the Church in 1826. On the other, he invited immi-
grants to settle in Bolivia and encouraged religious tolerance, which 
boosted the numbers of Protestants. The “colporteurs”, or emissaries 
from Bible societies, also came to Bolivia.183  

 This period coincided with the arrival of Guillermo Payne, the 
first missionary to settle in Bolivia with his family. His influence is 
said to have ensured that the Bolivian Congress decreed the right 
of religious freedom:184 “I was summoned before the criminal judge, 
as I had been indicted by the archbishop for publicly declaring that 
salvation could not be obtained via the mediation of the Church of 
Rome, but instead via the mediation of Jesus Christ, as well as for 
distributing pamphlets, selling bibles and holdings meetings [...]. He 
demanded my imprisonment because I had allegedly contravened 
the second article of the constitution, which states that the Roman 
Catholic religion is the only one permitted and that the promulgation 
of any other religion shall be punishable by death.”185 

 

181 As soon as the Latin American countries achieved independence, they accorded the 
Catholic religion official status and included it in their constitutions. The idea of a secular 
state was abandoned, although there was discussion of it, as reported in the press at the 
time. The Constitution of 1871 granted religious freedom for the first time, although this 
was limited to specific areas of Bolivia. The authorities sought to develop these regions 
and attract immigrants. Cf. Luis, Baptista José, “Separemos iglesia y estado. Mejor para 
ambos”, in: Cuarto Intermedio, 28.
182 Cf. Arias, Mortimer, “El protestantismo en Bolivia”, in: Historia General de la Iglesia en 
América Latina, vol. 8. Perú, Bolivia y Ecuador, Salamanca 1987, 260.
183 Cf. Albó, Xavier et al. Una casa común para todos. Iglesias, ecumenismo y desarrollo 
en Bolivia, La Paz 2002, 31.
184 Cf.http://josemallenmalla.blogspot.com/2012/07/el–protestantismo–en–america–latina.
html (12.03.2018).
185 Philips, David, cited in Mortimer Arias, op. cit., 265.

During its rehabilitation, and particularly after 1880, the Church was 
preoccupied with the return of various religious orders, namely the 
Jesuits, Dominicans and Augustinians, as well as with the arrival of 
new male and female congregations. This process lasted for almost 
the entire 19th century and continued on into the 20th century. The 
conservative and Catholic governments of the time fostered this 
development. The Franciscans were almost the only religious to 
remain in Bolivia. They counted a significant number of Bolivian 
brothers among their number who had been posted to rural upland 
regions and Los Valles as well as to missions in the East (lowlands) 
far away from the centres of power.186

 In the early 20th century, religious freedom was decreed by order 
of the liberal governments.187 Various denominations of Protestant 
missionaries arrived in the country. 

 In times of war and peace the Church retained its proximity to 
the people. The ecclesial representatives were educators responsible 
for social work and healthcare in the country’s most inhospitable and 
poorest regions and were continually of service to those most in need. 
In times of war they acted as military chaplains and nurses, looking 
after orphans and widows, but they also worked to educate the upper 
classes.

 The Second Vatican Council elicited a change in the relationship 
between Church, state and society. During the period in which military 
dictatorships dominated in Bolivia (1964–1982) parts of the Church, 
which had been under the influence of the renewal of the Council and 
its implementation in Latin America – specifically since the Second 
General Assembly of Latin American Bishops in Medellín – decided 
to defend human rights, the dignity of the individual, and peace.

 1967 witnessed the guerrilla warfare spearheaded by Che 
Guevara, which took place during the rule of General René Barrientos 
and was supported and rejected in equal measure by various parts of 
the Church. The repression and massacre by the army in the mining 

186 The Franciscan José Antonio Zampa founded the Schools of Christ in Potosí in 1907. 
No school instruction had previously been available in this rural area.
187 1906 religious freedom. The Constitutions of 1938 and 1947 provided for the practice 
of other religions, although the Catholic religion retained its official status.
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centres188 caused the Episcopal Conference of Bolivia (CEB) to 
assume an official mediating role. 

 At a time of persistent violation of human and civil rights the 
Church, which appeared as the only institution with a certain degree 
of freedom, a voice and credibility within society, assumed the role of 
mediator between the state and society. This role was consolidated 
during the lengthy period of dictatorship and the subsequent demo-
cratic governments up to 2006. The ecumenical approach adopted 
by the Catholic Church encouraged joint links with its sister churches, 
particularly the Methodists and Lutherans.

 Several young Christians were members of the guerrilla movement 
“Teoponte”, among them Néstor Paz Zamora, the “Christian guerillero”. 
This movement of revolutionary Christians was spearheaded by the 
ecumenical group Iglesia y Sociedad (Church and Society, ISAL)189 
which emerged from the World Council of Churches. This met with 
opposition in the form of the “Bolivian socialist-nationalist legion”, an 
armed group dedicated to defending the traditional Catholic faith and 
the fatherland190, which addressed both the Church leadership and 
the public on various occasions to officially repudiate the actions of 
priests, members of the religious orders and the laity.191 

 In 1970, ISAL addressed the congress of the Central Obrera 
Boliviana (COB, a trade union), whose members described them-

188 On 24th June 1967, troops from the Ranger and Camacho Llallagua–Huanuni 
regiments approached the camps of the Siglo XX mine. They killed around twenty people 
and wounded seventy others in the course of the San Juan massacre.
189 An exclusively Protestant group, ISAL was founded in 1961. However, Catholics were 
admitted as of 1966. ISAL was accused of being part of the Ejército de Liberación Nacional 
(National Liberation Army, ENL).
190 This organisation, which described itself as Catholic, issued press releases rejecting 
the documents adopted by the Second Vatican Council and the Assembly of Bishops in 
Medellín. One of their articles states: “We do not accept any members of religious orders 
who preach socialism [...]. We are fully aware of the ambiguous, deviant documents of 
the Second Vatican Council and of Medellín as well as of the Papal encyclicals and the 
entire Ordinary Magisterium of the Church [...] for some time now, we have diligently been 
performing a duty [...] to defend the integrity of our faith against the delusions by which it 
is threatened ...” Signed by Brigadier leg. Guido Alarccón M., comandante of the Bolivian 
socialist–nationalist legion (Prensa Libre, Cochabamba, 27 February 1972).
191 That CELAM, or the Latin American Episcopal Council, “is a body approved by the 
Holy See which performs all its activities within the context of the knowledge and actions 
of the Pope does not give it the right to destroy the Church and enslave the world with 
its communist Medellinisms” (Presencia, open letter to the Bishop of the Diocese of 
Cochabamba, 23 April 1972).

selves as Christians committed to furthering the revolution: “Our 
revolution must take love as its starting point, not hatred [...]. We are 
not opposed to violence as a last resort. However, we do not glorify 
it.”192 

 The violent military coup led by Hugo Banzer (1971) was staged 
under the banner of “Christianity”, its perpetrators claiming to defend 
Christian values and those of the faith. In the region surrounding Santa 
Cruz the highest form of piety, the veneration of the Virgin of Cotoca, 
was appropriated in order to give thanks for victory “over the powers 
of evil”. These actions were designed to legitimise the dictatorship 
and gain the support of the bishops and clerics who joined them in 
championing the anti-communism that propagated as the foundation 
of the regime. 

 The Ministry of Relations and Religion and the Sub–secretariat of 
Religious Affairs were created in the midst of an extremely tense social 
situation in 1971, allegedly with the aim of “consolidating relations 
between the government and the Church” and of demonstrating the 
leaders’ Catholic piety and their dedication to the Church. However, 
this act essentially constituted an attempt to control the Church 
and demand the registration of all its institutions, organisations and 
communities with this authority. The same approach was taken with 
other non-Catholic churches, denominations, religions and religious 
movements.

 In a context of continual repression, the Episcopal Conference 
of Bolivia issued a series of documents condemning “the violent 
oppression which has resulted in a large number of dead, injured and 
displaced persons”. It insisted, “with ardent zeal, in the name of the 
Church and of the principles of the Gospel, namely justice, love and the 
common good”, that the dialogue partners should give priority to “the 
ultimate good of the fatherland over all other individual, group–related 
or ideological interests”, and demanded “the administration of justice 
in accordance with the law, particularly as regards detainees [...] and 
respect for human rights, specifically the repudiation of physical and 
moral torture, [...] and acknowledgement of the traditional right of the 
Church to grant asylum.”193 

192 CEP, Signos de Liberación, testimonios de la Iglesia en América Latina, 1969–1973.
193 See the following for the previous citations in this section: Comité Permanente de la 
CEB, Declaración sobre el documento “Evangelio y Violencia”, 30.01.1973.
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 The Committee of “Justice and Peace” (1975) stated: “In 150 years 
of republican life no other regime has so sharply attacked the Church, 
its institutions and its principles [...]. It is with profound dismay and 
great alarm that we have learned of the imprisonment of two priests 
who worked for the Committee of “Justice and Peace”. For ‘justice and 
peace’ are vanguards of the Church. This act of imprisonment con-
stitutes an attempt to silence the Bolivian Committee of “Justice and 
Peace”. It will be followed by further attempts to repress the Church.”194 

 Voices of dissent, such as the Frente Universitario Católico (FUC)195  
expressed their “disgust at the political stance of Archbishop Manrique 
and several other extremist bishops.”196 The so-called “University Bible 
Group John XXIII” wrote to Bishop Manrique to question the actions of 
bishops, priests, members of the religious orders and the laity in the 
Committee for “Justice and Peace”. The letter ended with the claim 
that the Committee for ”Justice and Peace” had turned the archdiocese 
into “a playground of politicians” and the archbishop himself “into a 
run-of-the-mill trade union leader or a leader of some politicising group 
or other.”197  

 The Committee for “Justice and Peace” was declared dissolved 
and replaced by the Permanent Assembly of Bolivian Human Rights 
(APDBH) as an ecumenical and non-denominational institution inde-
pendent of the Episcopal Conference198. Its purpose was to defend 
human rights, which were subject to persistent violation.

 After the fall of the Banzer dictatorship199, followed by a brief 
two-year period of democratic opening, the dictatorial regime led by 
Luis García Meza was established. The torture and brutal murder on 22 

194 MIEC-JECI, Padecerán persecución por Mí causa. Diez años de conflicto en América 
Latina, Lima 1978, 72.
195 This comprises various Catholic and Protestant organisations.
196 Nueva Jornada, 17.03.1972.
197 MIEC-JECI, Padecerán persecución por Mí causa. Diez años de conflicto en América 
Latina, Lima 1978, 65.
198 Its founding members included Bishop Bernardo Schierhoff, the priests Gregorio 
Iriarte, Luis Espinal and Arturo Sist, the nun Amparo Carvajal, the Lutheran pastor Gerardo 
Dumchen and the Methodist pastors Mortimer Arias and Anibal Guzmán.
199 The fall of this government was sparked by the hunger strike staged by four women 
from the mining centres. They demanded a complete amnesty and freedom for the trade 
unions.They were joined in their demands by Luis Espinal and Xavier Albó, who were 
members of the APDDHH. The government was forced to sign an agreement with the 
APDDHH, which acted as spokesperson for the strikers.

March 1980 of Luis Espinal SJ, who was well-known for his unrelenting 
fight for the poor, for human rights and for his denunciation of the drug 
trade, formed the prelude to – and savage hallmarks of – this new 
phase.

 The country experienced a wave of repression and massacres 
which affected several sections of society and some of its key players 
as well as social organisations affiliated to the Church. Bishops, priests, 
religious and lay people were threatened and vilified. The Minister of 
the Interior referred to the Archbishop of La Paz as follows: “He is a 
well-known agitator [...] so far we have refrained from keeping him in line 
in view of his age, but everything has its limits.”200

 The new dictatorship also called itself Christian, although it per-
secuted, slandered and attacked the Church and its members. Garcia 
Meza claimed: “I would like to take this opportunity to assure the Church 
leadership of the government’s firm intention to continue its traditional 
relations with the Catholic Church in a context of mutual, reciprocal 
understanding.”201 

 The Minister of Information commented that the ideology of the 
so-called “government of national renewal” was localised “within the 
humanist, Christian world view”. “Man is the bearer of transcendent 
values.”202 

 In its Monitory Letter on the Occasion of the Military Coup of July 1980 
the Episcopal Conference of Bolivia repudiated the military uprising and 
condemned “the acts of violence committed and the intention to silence 
the voice of the Bolivian people [...], which demands justice and social 
welfare.”203 Moreover, in a pastoral letter entitled Crisis and Morality it 
denounced the links between the government and the drug trade.204

 In 1982, the military regime came full circle and Bolivia took further 
steps on its long journey to democracy. In October the reinstated congress 

200 Presencia, 10.08.1980.
201 Hoy, 17.08.1980.
202 Ultima Hora, 24.10.1980.
203 Presencia, 24.07.1980.
204 This was the first time the Episcopal Conference of Bolivia denounced the links 
between the political system and the drug trade in a pastoral letter.
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elected Dr. Hernán Siles Zuazo as Bolivia’s president, who, together with 
the Unidad Democrática y Popular205, accepted the historic responsibility 
of leading the country on the path of democracy.

 After 18 years’ domination by a series of dictatorships the 
government was faced with a country unpractised in the ways of 
democracy and a state characterised by extreme economic frailty as 
a result of the high level of national debt. Bolivia proved ungovernable 
and so President Siles resigned prior to the expiry of his term of office 
and called new elections (1985).

 Several days after entering office Dr. Paz Estenssoro gave a 
famous speech which is remembered for its hard-hitting diagnosis 
of the country’s situation: “Bolivia is dying”, was the argument he put 
forward in favour of decree 21060, which heralded a new political 
and economic era and sought to guarantee monetary stability and 
counter hyperinflation. The consequences of this new law included 
the dismissal of over 22,000 miners and their resettlement in tropical 
areas such as Chapare, which went on to become one of the key 
centres of coca leaf cultivation. In the light of this blow the miners, 
joined by many other members of society and the labour force, 
initiated the first March for Life (1990), accompanied by priests and 
members of the religious orders and the laity with the support of the 
Episcopal Conference of Bolivia. 

 The seventies, eighties and nineties were marked by great 
Catholic enthusiasm for the Gospel. This went hand in hand with 
symbolic ecumenical acts performed at grassroots level, which united 
various churches and Christian denominations, as well as with pub-
lications by theologians, intellectuals and specialists from a host of 
different fields.

 During the first twenty years of its democratic development, 
Bolivia underwent a process marked by the implementation of an 
economic policy shaped by liberal currents (1985–2005). Sections 
of the population formed new movements and new leaders emerged, 
including 

205 UDP (Peoples’ Democratic Union), comprising the Movimiento Nacionalista 
Revolucionario de Izquierda (MNRI, national revolutionary movement of the left), the 
Movimiento de Izquierda revolucionaria (MIR, movement of the revolutionary left) and the 
Partido Comunista (PC, Communist party)

the current president, Evo Morales, then the general secretary of the 
trade union representing the six coca federations.206 

 The situation between the government and certain sections of 
society, marked as it was by conflict and confrontation, once again 
prompted the Church to intervene in order to avoid situations of 
violence and to help consolidate the still weak democracy in Bolivia.207

 January 2006 witnessed a new milestone in the history of Bolivia. 
President Morales’ accession to power was marked by a clear decision 
to re-emphasise the age-old ethos of the agricultural community and 
ethnic identity with its mythical and symbolic resources and the ideal 
or paradigm of Buen Vivir (a “fulfilled life”) in order to inform a reflexive 
search for an alternative path of development founded on “liberation 
from neo-liberalism” and “decolonisation”.

 These two strategic approaches combined to usher in the wide 
spectrum of changes which accompanied the new political devel-
opment known as the “democratic and cultural revolution”. They 
found expression in the Political Constitution of the State (2009) and 
in its normative framework.

 The Constitution recognises the country’s religious and socio 
cultural diversity. “The State respects and guarantees freedom of 
religion and spiritual beliefs in accordance with their view of the world. 
The State is independent of religion.” (Article 4 of the Constitution). As 
a result, and as part of the enacted civil rights, it recognises “freedom 
of thought, spirituality, religion and cult, expressed individually or col-
lectively, in public and in private, for authorised purposes” (Article 21, 
no. 3).

 A system of coexistence is being established with political 
institutions which are not legitimised in religious terms but rather by 
popular sovereignty in line with the model of a state which defines 
itself as secular, as enshrined in Article 1 of the Constitution.

 

206 This trade union currently represents the six coca federations of Chapare.
207 The country’s civil and political structures have undergone changes since 1993 as 
a result of the law regulating participation by the people, the INRA law [regulating land 
redistribution] and educational reform. The continuation of these laws ensures the 
existence of a Bolivia in which there is a higher level of participation and inclusion.
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 Nevertheless, a degree of uncertainty surrounds the separation of 
church and state. The situation is volatile with reactions ranging from 
open government hostility towards the Catholic Church, especially its 
leadership, to demonstrations of respect and veneration for specific 
Catholic forms of expression. Avowals of closeness to Evangelical 
churches and the revival of fundamentally Andean religious con-
victions and spirituality are also to be found.

 The “decolonisation” issue has been at the heart of political 
discourse in the country over the past decade (2006–2016). The gov-
ernment considers the Church and, in particular, the Church hierarchy 
to be the main bastion of internal colonialism. It therefore takes every 
opportunity to undermine the legitimacy of the Church and to subvert 
its social role and function (its educational, healthcare and social 
institutions in general) as well as its role as defender of human rights 
and social justice by launching attacks on its hierarchy in particular. 
This is an attempt to “put the Church in its place” and deprive it of 
its legitimacy, based on the argument that its actions – which are 
deemed to be politically motivated – are steered by partisan interests 
serving the opposition and imperialism.

 Paradoxically the president is creating an image of himself at 
the national and international level as a follower and “ally” of Pope 
Benedict XVI, and, in particular, of Pope Francis, thereby seeking 
to gain the support of the shepherd of Christ’s flock, His universal 
Church, in an attempt to split the institution into two camps, “good” 
and “evil”: those in favour of the interests of the people and hence 
those of the state, and the hierarchy which opposes the people and 
the state.

 After his meeting with Pope Francis the president used the 2013 
World Youth Day as a platform to advocate the foundation of the 
“renewed Catholic apostolic Church of the plurinational state.”208 This 
may constitute an attempt to “replace” the Catholic Church by another 
of national character (operating at grassroots level), independent of 
Rome and assigned to the state: “The government seeks to split the 
faith of the Bolivians by initiating something which is not so much 
a church as a sect. This is unfortunate, since many people allow 

208 In Venezuela, this parallel church identifies with the political project of the late president, 
Hugo Chávez, a development which could be replicated in Bolivia (Aleteia / InfoVatólica, 
31.07.2013).

themselves to be deceived and the population is unaware that this 
“church” is a breakaway group enforcing government policy instead 
of promulgating the teachings of [the Catholic Church].”209 

 The Episcopal Conference of Bolivia affirmed its unity with the 
one People of God, which serves together to build the Kingdom of 
God in organised hierarchical fellowship.210 

 As a result the Church has taken to warning its worshippers 
against religious groups calling themselves the Catholic and Apostolic 
National Church of Bolivia, which has its headquarters in Brazil.

 The publication of the pastoral letter on the drug trade and drug 
addiction in 2016, entitled Hoy pongo ante ti la Vida y la Muerte 
(“Today I set before you life or death”), put its finger in another wound. 
It drew attention to these serious social issues, highlighting the fact 
that the drug trade infiltrates key institutions nationwide. Morales 
issued the following statement in response: “I demand that these 
leading members of the Catholic Church provide me tomorrow with 
the names of those individuals who are both officials of the state and 
drug dealers [...]. I fail to comprehend how some leading members of 
the Catholic Church can claim that the drug trade has its roots in state 
institutions.”211  

 This clash resulted in frequently tense relations between the 
Church and the government as well as attempts to deprive the Church 
leadership of its legitimacy. A new image of Evo Morales emerged 
which presented him as a new “Messiah”. This is readily apparent 
when the government and its political project experience moments of 
weakness.

 These instances of messianism reveal religious and political traits 
with one reinforcing the other. It takes physical shape in the form of the 
president as redeemer of the people, the sole alternative able to sow 
justice in society and respond to the needs of civilians. A “movement”, 
which could be termed “messianic”, has sprung up around him, which 
deliberately exalts and promotes this “messenger of truth and justice”.

 

209 Bishop Cristóbal Bialasik, “Bishop of Oruro”, in: La Patria, 27.07.2013.
210 Cf. Secretariat of the Episcopal Conference of Bolivia, 18.07.2009.
211 Morales, Evo, in: Correo del Sur, 04.04.2016.
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 Two ceremonies were held on the occasion of the president’s 
investiture in 2006. The first was a religious ceremony held by the 
Andean Aymara people in Tihuanacu, the second a civil / political one 
in La Paz. The ceremonies’ religious character was emphasised more 
strongly during the second and third investiture celebrations, under-
scored by the use of symbols and clothing. Morales was referred to as 
Apu Mallku or “spiritual leader” of the plurinational state of Bolivia.212 

 Researchers and amautuas213 of the Aymara people reported 
that the third investiture celebration, which took place in 2015, 
followed the custom attributed to the old Indian communities of the 
Andes, according to which the president invoked “the energy of the 
old deities, Pachamama and the cosmos”: “Today is an historic day 
of affirmation for our identity and for our democratic and cultural revo-
lution. We are witnessing the era of the Pachakuti [the new age], the 
awakening of the world to the culture of life and the beginning of the 
end of unbridled capitalism.”214 

 This turning towards the past is based on religious, cosmic 
beliefs of the indigenous peoples, who assert the return of political 
leaders who were formerly religious figures. The evocation of these 
former times is linked to moments of fear and oppression, in which 
a messianic figure returns to redeem the people. The phenomenon 
of the Pachacuti or Pachacútec (signifying shifting times of change, 
a new age, paradise and an incipient regency) dominates in Andean 
culture, while in the lowlands the leaders search for the Loma Santa, 
the Sacred Hill, or earthly paradise. 

 Indigenous messianism is a collective phenomenon in which the 
cultures and history of the country coalesce – a world view also appro-
priated by several non-indigenous caudillos who styled themselves 
“messengers and redeemers”.

212 The ceremony in Tiwanaku gave priority to the Andean element. Evo was appointed 
the “spiritual leader” of the indigenous peoples, cf. http://eju.tv/2010/01/ceremonia–en–
tiwanaku–da–prioridad–a–lo–andino–evo–ser–declarado–gua–espiritual–de–los–
indgenas/ (12.03.2018). 
213 Sages or philosophers in the Inca empire, people with moral authority and the ability to 
rule, http://lexicoon.org/es/amauta (12.03.2018).
214 Morales confirms the indigenous character of his revolution in an address delivered in 
Tiahuanaco, cf. EFE [Latin American news agency] 21.01.2015.

 The attempts to equate President Morales with the Messiah 
resulted in him being linked to the figure of Túpac Katari, revered as a 
liberation hero of the Aymara and Quechua peoples.215 It is important 
to emphasise that references to this hero and his glorious deeds have 
been repeated with greater or lesser frequency throughout the history 
of rural Bolivia. One example is the name given to the institutional rep-
resentation of this sector: Confederación Sindical Única Campesina 
Túpac Katari (“Sole Confederation of the Túpac Katari Union of 
Small Farmers”). This grassroots support was also expressed in 
comments made by the trade union leader, Jenaro Flores, in 1979: 
“We are adopting the name of ‘Tupaj Katari’ as we have no need of 
borrowed heroes. We Aymara, Quechua and others have fought for 
our liberation and brought forth great leaders in the course of this 
struggle [...]. We must be proud of what we are [...]. Tupaj Katari is 
no mere peasant martyr. He is the ultimate, self-sacrificing proof of 
the resistance of the oppressed people. Our slogan is: ‘Power to the 
people.’”216 

 Ascribing messianic qualities to the resident consolidates his 
identification with Túpac Katari. This attribution is due not just to his 
indigenous origins as a member of the Aymara people or to his ability 
to lead and wield power or because he has embraced the cause of 
social change, but also because an ideological construct has been 
created around him which presents him as the “spiritual leader of the 
peoples of Abya Yala217”. 

This “concept”, “understanding” or “imposition” did not come about 
of its own accord. The growth and consolidation of the figure of the 

215 Túpac Katari (1781–1782) was a caudillo, i.e. a leader of the Aymara, who claimed to be 
a messenger of God and the Word of the Holy Spirit and to have the power to defend the 
brothers of his people. “He speaks in the name of the God of the Catholic faith, not in the 
name of some Aymara deity. He is obeyed as if he were a godhead.” (P. Borda) Cf. Gisbert, 
Teresa, Iconografía y Mitos Indígenas en el arte, La Paz 2004, 1; Carta a Segurola, in: 
Ballivián y Rosas, cited after del Valle de Siles, M. Eugenia, Historia de la Rebelión de 
Túpac Catari, 1781–1782, La Paz 1990. The following statement is also attributed to him: 
“I will return, and I will be millions.” However, no documents exist to prove that he actually 
uttered those words.
216 Speech in Antipampa, Aroma province, La Paz in Ayo 1979. Written reproduction with 
several stylistic improvements by Cáceres, Florentino, cited in: Albó, Xavier/Layme, Félix, 
Literatura aymara Antologia, Jayma 1992.
217 Abya Yala is the term used by the Kuna people to describe the American continent 
before the arrival of the Europeans. http://www.ecoportal.net/Temas–Especiales/Pueblos–
Indigenas/ABYA–YALA–el–verdadero–nombre–de–este–Continente (12.03.2018).
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president over the past 15 to 20 years is the outcome of a complex 
theoretical elaboration which was deliberately designed to present 
him as a higher being. 

This new image of the president can be said to derive from two 
sources: firstly, the recovery, appreciation and recreation of the 
indigenous religiousness which was originally practised by the 
Aymara and Quechua and their leaders and is now termed Andean- 
Amazonian religiousness and, secondly, the political project known as 
the “democratic and cultural revolution” or “process of change”. Both 
sources, the religious and the political, complement each other and 
give this new image form and substance. 

As yet there is no answer to the question of where this blend of 
religious references and forms of expression, on the one hand, and 
an interest in the preservation of power on the other, is likely to lead. 
History alone will reveal the outcome of this stage, in which the past 
is invoked in order to justify the practices of a present which is witness 
to great efforts to impress the following truth onto the collective con-
sciousness: there is no future without Evo Morales.

In short, we are experiencing a period of closure and opening offered 
by a secular state. Closure, inasmuch as the Church is faced with 
the challenge of new codes arising from an ideological exaltation of 
the past and a yearning for its return; opening to the extent that this 
signifies the independence of the Church from the state and its power 
centres, releasing it in order to continue building the Kingdom of God.

Killing for God in Nigeria: Looking Forward 
by Looking Backward
Raymond Olusesan Aina

 There are socio-economic, ethnic, political, legal, and religious 
dimensions to protracted social conflicts in Nigeria. Religion is just a 
variable in protracted social conflict. This thesis on the relationship 
between religion and violence in Nigeria appears contrary to popular 
opinion. In defending my thesis, I suggest that Samuel Huntington’s 
‘clash of civilisations’ and ‘cleft countries’,218 and John Paden’s analysis 
of Islam in Nigeria in the context of ‘civilisational fault lines’  219help 
us understand religious violence in Nigeria. Nevertheless, Nigeria is 
not fated to self-destruction. Beyond its ‘clashes of civilisations’, it is 
possible to pursue ‘embrace of civilisations’. Paradoxically, religions 
have unique role to play.

‘Fighting and Killing for God’ in Nigeria

 For a country that recently celebrated its centenary, religious 
conflicts in Nigeria is a recent development. The first documented 
instance of overt religious conflict in the country happened in Zaria, 
Kaduna state (north west) in October 1977. However, prior to Boko 
Haram terrorism (2009 till date), the most devastating religious 
violence, called the Maitatsine uprisings, took place between 1980 
and 1984, in north-east and north-west Nigeria. These precursors 
of Boko Haram were intra-religious.220 They were violent irruptions 
within the Ummah (Islamic community) to purify the community which 
had been corrupted by ‘bad Muslims’ who were holding traditional, 

218 Huntington, Samuel P., The Clash of Civilizations and the Remaking of the World Order, 
New York 1996, esp. chapts 6 and 9.
219 Paden, John, Muslim Civic Cultures and Conflict Resolution: The Challenges of 
DemocraticFederalism in Nigeria, Washington D.C. 2005, 36.
220 Ibid., table 1–2.
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religious, political, and economic powers.221 This drive towards 
Islamic revivalism equally has an ideological motivation. It desires to 
impose religious ideology on a cleft country222 like Nigeria, by building 
on the Maitatsine uprisings in northern Nigeria (Kano, 1980, Kaduna, 
1982, Yola, 1984, Bauchi, 1985).

 Religious conflicts are not peculiar to northern Nigeria. None of 
Nigeria’s six geo-political zones is free of ‘fighting and killing for God’. 
For instance, in predominantly Christian Anambra state (south-east), 
there is sectarian conflict ongoing between Anglicans and Catholics. 
However, the conflict has nothing to do with metaphysical claims of the 
two denominations. On the contrary, the conflict is about the scramble 
for political power and access to scarce state resources. Anglicans 
were accused of dominating Anambra’s state politics for a long time 
before Catholics rallied themselves and wrestled political power from 
the Anglicans. In this process, political violence happened, though 
with religious undertone. We should not forget that the conflicts 
between two sects have farther historical origin. During the colonial 
period, the Catholic missionaries were largely Irish, while the colonial 
officers were largely English and Anglicans. The Irish and English 
nations transferred their unresolved conflicts to the mission territories.

 Edo state (south-south) is multi-religious, with the three religions 
strongly represented. Hence, the religious conflicts in Edo are inter-
religious (Christians vs. ATR, and Christians vs. Muslims). On a 
particular occasion, Christians were attacked by masquerades on a 
Sunday morning while the Christians were going for Sunday worship. 
This intimidation was meant to provoke a reaction. As it was between 
ATR and Christians, so it was between Christians and Muslims. For 
instance, an altercation in the town of one of my students between 
a Christian woman and her Muslim neighbours led to violence. The 
woman in question unleashed verbal violence (abusive words) on her 
Muslim neighbours. The Muslim neighbours simply went to the    to 
narrate how she uttered blasphemy against them and their religion. 
This provoked the Muslim community which in retaliation went on 

221 Cf. Kaigama, Ignatius, “Living the Christian Faith in the Face of Islamic Extremism in 
Nigeria”, in: Abuja Journal of Philosophy and Theology 3 (2013), 4–6; Paden, John, Muslim 
Civic Cultures, op. cit., 57.
222 Cleft countries are evenly divided between two or more competing cultural and religious 
value systems. Nigeria has a population divided almost evenly between Muslims, mostly in 
the north, and Christians, mostly in the south.

rampage. The Christians in reprisal went and desecrated the mosque 
by urinating in it.

 Lagos state, Nigeria’s commercial capital, has its share of inter-
religious conflicts, especially between Muslims and ATR. A violent 
eruption not too long ago in a section of Lagos Mainland was due to 
mutual transgressions against religious symbols. On a particular day 
when traditional religionists were having a public parade with their 
masquerades, a Muslim woman defied the traditional rule that women 
were forbidden from walking on the road while the masquerades 
made their parades. In anger, the traditional religionists pulled off her 
hijab, a veil covering her head and neck. This to a Muslim is haram 
(forbidden). The woman ran home to mobilise Muslim men. These 
rushed back to the parade ground, engaging the masquerades in a 
scuffle. In the process, they stripped some of the masquerades of 
their clothes. This to the traditional religionists is eewo (an abomi-
nation). This would have led to a free for all fight if not for the quick 
intervention of the traditional ruler and Muslim leaders.

 North-central Nigeria, especially Nasarawa and Plateau states, 
is multi religious and multi-ethnic. Violence here is ethnoreligious 
between Muslims and Christians, between ATR and Muslims. Violent 
conflicts in this zone arise due to ethno-religious collaboration 
between Hausa-Fulani and Muslims from other ethnic groups to 
prevent Christians and traditional religionists (the aborigines) from 
accessing levers of control in the state. So, there are several initiatives 
by the marginalised to liberate themselves. From the violent conflicts 
in this zone we recognise that religion is an instrument for political 
ascendancy by politicians. Anything can be used to get power, even if 
it means invoking religion. Hence, what concretely starts as struggles 
over territories and political power spills over into religion.

 Taraba state is a peculiar one in the north-east zone. Though this 
zone is predominantly Muslim, the state is predominantly Christian. 
Up till the 2011 national elections, most of the violent conflicts in this 
‘Christian’ state had to do with the territorial expansionist tendencies 
of Jukun ethnic group (mostly Muslim).223 However, in the run up to 
the 2011 national elections and thereafter, ‘religious’ conflicts became 

223 Cf. Emmanuel, Monica, “Federalism in Nigeria: Between Divisions in Conflict and 
Stability in Diversity”, in: Stückelberger, Christoph (ed.), Ethics Theses, Geneva 2016, 
170–171.
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more pronounced. Christians in the state held that the governor should 
be a Christian. The Muslims replied in kind by enlisting the support of 
political and religious actors in neighbouring Muslim-dominated states 
to fight this ‘injustice’ of the Christian political elite. Consequently, 
2011 and 2015 gubernatorial elections in this state were one of the 
most violent and bloodiest in the country precisely for this reason.

 In north-west zone, we have Kaduna state that is a ‘cleft’ state. 
This configuration is at the heart of the endless interreligious violence 
in Kaduna state. We can appreciate the nature, source and depth of 
the conflicts in Kaduna state, if one bears in mind the centrality of 
the Emirate system which British colonialists left intact during and in 
the lead up to Nigeria’s independence in 1960. This emirate system 
allowed emirs in Northern Nigeria to appoint “their representatives 
(district Heads) who are mainly of the Hausa/Fulani stock and Moslem 
in semi–urban Northern towns whose suzerainty covers matters 
ranging from local taxes, land, dispute settlement, et cetera.” 224 
Consequently, the Hausa/Fulani became more institutionally favoured 
above the indigenes of the place.

 A phenomenon which has been on the increase since the beginning 
of 2016 is religious violence against individuals. Between May and 
June 2016, two Christians in Niger and Kano states were murdered 
because of the claim that they ‘committed’ blasphemy. One of the 
victims was a 74year old woman. During the Ramadan, a Christian 
youth in Kaduna state was savagely attacked because the attackers 
accused him for not fasting. Though the young man protested that 
he was not a Muslim, the Muslim gang inflicted machete cuts on 
him. On July 9, 2016, while doing her normal round of morning evan-
gelism around her neighbourhood, a deaconess of one of Nigeria’s 
Pentecostal churches was hacked to death in Kubwa, a satellite town 
in the Federal Capital territory. On July 15, 2016, a Catholic Church 
in a border town between the Federal Capital territory and Niger state 
was attacked by Muslims after their Jumaat prayers. It appears this 
impunity is on the increase because no one has been successfully 
prosecuted for these wanton attacks and extrajudicial killings.

224 Cf. Ibid., 172.

 Summarily, desire for homogeneity in a heterogeneous society 
drives interreligious violence in north-east and north-west Nigeria. 
It appears Muslims want to rid Christians of their presence in order 
to restore the ‘homogeneity’ of Islamic northern Nigeria.225 This 
reasoning helps us make sense of the endless attacks on Christians 
and their properties, especially with the Boko Haram terrorist 
activities, and the growing attacks of Fulani herdsmen. These attacks 
are moving beyond north-east and north-central to southern Nigeria. 
These attacks are a mixture of territorial expansionist adventures and 
religious crusade. These ‘killings for God’ bring us to a fundamental 
question disturbing Muslims. Is it possible to be ‘good citizens’ and 
‘good Muslims’? Indeed, both Muslims and Christians have the same 
fundamental ambivalence to Nigeria’s constitutional secularity.

Ambivalence of Islam and Christianity to Constitutional Secularity

 When there is no respect for the constitutional provision for the 
right to freedom of thought, conscience and religion,226 there is bound 
to be the clash between custom and individual right and integrity. This 
happens in forced conversion, honour killing because of change of 
religion, discrimination against one or those who converted to another 
religion or refuses to convert to a dominant religion.

 Section 38 of Nigeria’s constitution equally forbids denial of 
right to religious assembly. Section 38.2 guarantees freedom from 
compulsorily attending religious ceremonies and receiving religious 
instructions if these are different from one’s religion or unapproved by 
one’s parents or guardian. In several northern states and in several 
faith-based schools, there is lack of respect for these constitutional 
boundaries and rights. In northern Nigeria, Christian Religious Studies 
are prohibited in public schools. The Nigeria’s Catholic Bishops put 
this across to President Muhammadu Buhari during a visit to him on 
May 6, 2016. In some faith-based schools, even in the south, there 
is rarely provision for another mode of worship apart from that of the 
school’s proprietor. There is a unique case of a Nigerian university in 
the south-west that refuses the right to religious worship on campus. 

225 Cf. Kukah, Matthew Hassan, Religion, Politics and Power in Northern Nigeria, Ibadan 
1992, 256.
226 Constitution of the Federal Republic of Nigeria and Fundamental Rights (Enforcement 
Procedure) Rules with Amendments, 1999, section 38.
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Students are not allowed to gather together for religious purpose. 
Interestingly, the proprietor of the university is one of Nigeria’s most 
respected legal luminaries. It seems there is a de facto attitude of 
various religionists to view their religions as above Nigeria’s consti-
tution. The clash of interpretations of constitutional provisions, espe-
cially about sections 10, 38, 39 (right to freedom of expression), 40 
(right to peaceful assembly and association), 41 (right to freedom of 
movement), 42 (right to freedom from discrimination), and 43 (right 
to acquire and own immovable property anywhere in Nigeria) are 
normally fought on the streets, not in the court.

Looking Forward beyond Religious Violence

Inspiration from the Catholic Bishops’ Conference of Nigeria

 This final section begins offering an inspiration from the Catholic 
Bishops’ Conference of Nigeria. In April 2014, the Catholic Bishops’ 
Conference of Nigeria (CBCN) issued as statement on the relationship 
between state and religion in Nigeria on the occasion of the National 
Conference called by the former president, Goodluck Jonathan.227 
In this document, the CBCN revisits the general assumption about 
Nigeria’s constitutional secularity. Nigeria is neither a godless country 
nor a religious state (no. 3). As a multi-religious country, government 
should have limited role in religious practices. It rules out government 
patronage (no. 4). The priority for a multi-religious country is “our 
common citizenship for everyone everywhere in Nigeria” (no. 2). This 
can be achieved through a dialogue of civilisations whereby the civi-
lisations in Nigeria can harness their common values and challenges 
for national unity and integration (no. 2). Hence, a multi-religious 
option that runs on tyranny of the majority “should be discouraged and 
discontinued in its many forms” (no. 6). What then is the way forward?

 Nigeria must return to the path of rigorous interpretation of and 
adherence to article 10 of Nigeria’s constitution: “The Government 
of the Federation or of a State shall not adopt any religion as State 
Religion.”228 Accordingly, the country must purge its constitution and 

227 Catholic Bishops’ Conference of Nigeria (CBCN), Religion and State in Nigeria: 
A Statementof the Catholic Bishops’ Conference of Nigeria on the National Dialogue 
Conference [Abuja], Catholic Secretariat of Nigeria, 04.04.2014.
228 Constitution of the Federal Republic of Nigeria, 1999, section 10.

practices of ambiguities that are contrary to the letter and the spirit of 
the constitution. Without the required streamlining, the nation cannot 
experience effective governance.229 The CBCN Statement rec-
ognises that this proposal for the rigorous implementation of section 
10 of the constitution will be opposed by those who are used to the 
contradictions. Nevertheless, this proposal is realizable if everybody 
puts “the unity and good of the nation first” (no. 7). Islam, therefore, 
must accept its status as “just a religion like others in the country” 
(no. 9). It must stop seeking special status as prevalent in northern 
Nigeria. In conclusion, the CBCN Statement admits the ambivalence 
of religion. It can be and has been a force for heinous atrocities in 
Nigeria. Yet, it is has potentials for good and peace “only if and when 
we find the courage to remove contention from religion as much as 
we can.”230 Neutrality of the state in religion, without the state or any 
of the federating units assuming a confessional status, is not inimical 
to religion.

      Inspiration from Islam in Yorubaland

 What the CBCN demands is neither impossible nor unthinkable. 
Islam in Yorubaland (south-west Nigeria) offers an inspiration for 
civic values and interfaith mixing in a multi-religious context. Islam 
in Yorubaland’s approach appears to be an exception to northern 
Nigeria Islam.231 Yet, Islam’s approach in Yorubaland followed Islam’s 
approach in West Africa in the 19th century despite the indirect 
impacts of jihads in Hausaland (northern Nigeria). 

 Generally, Islam in 19th century West Africa adopted “the quietist, 
pacific approach.”232 The pacific, evolutionary and quietist approach 
to societal transformation might have been dictated more by circum-
stances than by doctrine.233 The earliest converts to Islam remained 
embedded within their families. Their families and the society, though 
in the majority, did not persecute or marginalise them. Yoruba civic 

229 Cf.Catholic Bishops’ Conference of Nigeria (CBCN), Religion and State in Nigeria, op. 
cit., no. 6.
230 Cf. ibid., conclusion.
231 Cf. Peter B. Clarke, West Africa and Islam: A Study of Religious Development from the 
8th to the 20th Century, London 1982, 153.
232 Cf. Ibid.
233 Cf. Ibid.
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values interface with family values and interfaith mixing. With this 
complexity of Yoruba family life, “many families have active identity 
adherents from traditional, Christian, and Muslims communities.”234 
This openness was largely missing in other parts of Nigeria. Hence, 
they experienced and are still experiencing the antagonism and 
religious conflicts.

 This brief history of Islam in Yorubaland offers a salient point. 
The reality of “interfaith mixing in family patterns may help to depo-
liticize religion.”235 Paden suggests that “the Yoruba experience with 
religious identity and community values may have wider salience in 
the Nigerian context.”236 I agree with Paden. Islam in Yorubaland 
adapted itself and remains an active participant in secular democracy 
more than its northern Nigeria (jihadist) counterpart. The future of 
Islam, or peaceful coexistence in Nigeria, depends on the adoption 
of the traditional approach of Islam in Yorubaland. Unfortunately, this 
approach is now threatened at home due to activities of new gen-
eration Islamic fundamentalists like the present governor of Osun 
state (south-west). It is deprecated by northern Nigeria Muslims who 
think that any strategy apart from their jihadist approach is unislamic. 
Significantly, Western analysts who are interested in Islam in multi-re-
ligious Nigeria neglect the salience of Islam in Yorubaland. This inad-
vertently appears to confirm the prejudice that Islam in Yorubaland 
does not represent what Islam stands for. Yet, the best chances for 
partnering with Muslim moderates are with Yoruba Muslims.

Conclusion

 Our future lies in embrace of civilisations. Through this embrace 
we can birth commonalities of civilisation, built around theology and 
morality that religions have in common, especially on public policies 
and issues that are of common interest to them.237 This perhaps 
informs Nigeria’s new curriculum of basic education which has raised 
a lot of dust. To underscore the necessity of creating shared values 
that can summarise what it means to be a Nigerian, the new cur-

234 Cf. Paden, John, op. cit., 113.
235 Ibid.
236 Cf. ibid., 114.
237 Cf. Rasoul Rasoulipour, “The Challenge of Religious Freedom”, in: Pro Dialogo 150 
(2015), 108–115, here: 114.

riculum contains a new subject “Religion and National Values”, which 
is a composite subject. It subsumes five separate subjects (Christian 
Religious Studies, Islamic Religious Studies, Social Studies, Civic 
Education, and Security Education).238 Though this appears salutary, 
the manner it was adopted and implemented became a source of 
acrimonies and conspiracy theories that it was another subtle strategy 
of Islamisation that wants to deemphasise the normativity of the 
Christ-event. Yet, in my opinion, the subject “Religion and National 
Values” is one step that can inch Nigeria closer to the Singaporean 
example. Rather than rejecting it as many Christian faith-based 
schools have done, the subject should be taught with its noble goal 
in view – interreligious education xing shared values that summarise 
the essence of being a Nigerian in the 21st century. This is the way to 
form a new generation of Nigerians with a different spirit.

238 Cf. Charity O. Igbokwe, “Recent Curriculum Reforms at the Basic Education Level 
in Nigeria Aimed at Catching Them Young to Create Change”, in: American Journal of 
Educational Research 3, no. 1 (2015), 31–37.
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Religions under Suspicion of Violence. 
Theories on the relationship between 
monotheism and violence supplemented by 
empirical evidence
Klaus Vellguth

 Monotheistic religions have traditionally been distinguished by 
their humanitarian stance, a desire to bring nations together and 
compassion towards the less fortunate. On the other hand, there are 
regular reports from around the world of acts of apparently religiously 
motivated violence perpetrated by radical adherents of monotheistic 
religions. The Middle East is one regional trouble spot where violence, 
supposedly legitimised by religion, has flared up time and again – and 
not just in the past few decades. The states set up in this region by 
the Sykes-Picot system during the colonial era took no account of 
specific contexts nor was any sensitivity shown by their creators for 
cultural, ethnic or historical factors. The Near and Middle East is home 
to Arabs, Kurds, Turkmens, Armenians, Arameans, Greeks, Iranians, 
Turks and Nubians, to mention only the most prominent of the peoples 
living in the region. This multitude of peoples is matched by a host 
of different religious believers: Sunnis, Schiites, Alawites, Christians, 
Jews, Druzes, Baha’i, Zoroastrians, Yazidis and Mandeans.239 There 
is also considerable overlapping between ethnic and religious iden-
tities, e.g. Arab-speaking Christians, Kurdish Muslims, Yazidi Kurds, 
Syrian Alawites, Turkmen Schiites, Aramaic-speaking Chaldeans, 
etc.240 This ethnic and religious heterogeneity has given rise to a 
complex overall situation with an inherent potential for violence that 
has existed for decades now. 

 

239 Cf. Vellguth, Klaus, “Freude und Trauer, Hoffnung und Angst. Globale Herausforderungen 
der Katholischen Kirche”, in: Akademische Monatsblätter 128 (2016) 2, 38–47.
240 Cf. Vogt, Matthias, “Ende der religiösen Pluralität? Zur Zukunft der Christen im Nahen 
und Mittleren Osten”, in: Herder Korrespondenz 70 (2016) 1, 13–16, here: 13
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However, the religious violence we have witnessed since the start of 
the third millennium is not a phenomenon exclusive to the Near and 
Middle East. Boko Haram, an Islamist terrorist group which originated 
in Nigeria, is extending its area of influence in West Africa.241 Boko 
Haram first attracted attention in 2004 when it set up its “Afghanistan” 
training camp on the border between Nigeria and its northern 
neighbour Niger. This Islamist terrorist group is known for its attacks 
on Christians and Muslims in Nigeria.242 Al-Shabaab is broadening its 
influence in East Africa over a geographical area which now stretches 
from Somalia via Kenya to the Tanzanian island of Zanzibar. Since 
2012 Al-Shabaab has presented itself as a regional offshoot of the 
Al-Qaida movement which deliberately sets itself apart from the Islamic 
State. While Boko Haram, Al-Shabaab and the terrorist militias of the 
Islamic State first conducted their terrorist attacks outside Europe, 
Islamist terrorism has in the meantime spread to the continent with 
attacks being carried out, for example, in Paris, Brussels, London and 
Copenhagen. 

 The global phenomenon of fundamentalist religious violence 
raises the question of the extent to which the religions involved in 
violent excesses have an inherent potential for violence which erupts 
in different contexts. Needless to say, this is not a phenomenon 
restricted exclusively to the present. For long periods the history 
of the Christian Church was marked by intolerance or violence 
towards non-believers or members of other denominations and 
religions. One need only refer here to the Crusades, the religious 
wars, the Inquisition, the treatment of heretics, anti- Judaism, etc. 
From a German perspective, of course, mention must also be made 
of the Shoah, in the course of which Germans, most of whom had 
been baptised as Christians, systematically persecuted and brutally 
murdered six million Jews just eighty years ago in a deliberate and 
meticulously planned manner that was previously inconceivable. In 
view of the Nazi genocide, reference has repeatedly been made to 
the fact that National Socialism was able to unleash its potential for 
violence by assuming the guise of a political religion.243

241 Cf. Kukah, Matthew Hasan, Boko Haram – Nachdenken über Ursachen und Wirkungen, 
missio–Studienreihe Menschenrechte vol. 34, Aachen 2009.
242 Cf. Vellguth, Klaus, “‘Westliche Bildung ist verboten’. Der Terror von Boko Haram 
erschüttert Nigeria”, in: Deutsche Bischofskonferenz (ed.), Solidarität mit verfolgten und 
bedrängten Christen in unserer Zeit: Nigeria (Arbeitshilfe 295), Bonn 2017, 6–7.
243 Cf. Vellguth, Klaus, “Die Dekonstruktion des Nationalsozialismus als Politische 

Monotheism and violence

 Initiated by the religious violence which continues to dog the 
modern world, a debate has been under way for some time now 
in the German-speaking countries about the relationship between 
monotheism and violence. It was sparked by Jan Assmann, a cultural 
scholar and Egyptologist from Heidelberg, who published a book in 
1997 entitled Moses der Ägypter. Entzifferung einer Gedächtnisspur 
in which he advanced the argument, subsequently much discussed 
in theological circles, that Judeo-Christian monotheism244 with its 
differentiation between a “true” and a “false” religion is the cause of 
violence which is supposedly legitimised by religion.245 Assmann put 
his central argument as follows: “It is this revolutionary, exclusive 
monotheism on which we shall focus here. It alone rests on the 
distinction between true and false religion, which I have called the 
Mosaic Distinction, and ultimately leads to the distinction between 
God and the world.”246 Assmann made it clear that the biblical sources 
contain numerous accounts of violence which should be treated 
not as historiography but as a narrative illustration of the difference 
between true and false religion. Even today this remains constitutive 
for the monotheistic religions, including for Judaism, but especially 
for Christianity and Islam. These accounts of violence polarise and 
foster integration into a specific religious community while at the same 
time making a distinction between the adherents of different religions. 

Religion”, in: Lebendiges Zeugnis 68 (2013) 1, 52–64.
244 An exclusive form of monotheism can be shown to have existed in the worship 
of the sun god Aton under Echnaton in the 14th century BC. Later on, however, Egypt 
returned to polytheism. Cf. Ludger Schwienhorst Schönberger, “Keine Wahrheit ohne 
Gewalt? Ein Gespräch mit Jan Assmann”, in: Tück, Jan Heiner (ed.), Monotheismus unter 
Gewaltverdacht. Zum Gespräch mit Jan Assmann, Freiburg 2015, 34–54, here: 43
245 Cf. Assmann, Jan, Moses der Ägypter. Entzifferung einer Gedächtnisspur, Munich 
1998 (published a year earlier in English: Assmann, Jan, Moses the Egyptian: The Memory 
of Egypt in Western Monotheism, Cambridge/Mass. 1997). A few years later Assmann 
returned to his argument, treating it in greater depth in: Assmann, Jan, Die Mosaische 
Unterscheidung oder der Preis des Monotheismus, Munich 2003.
246 Assmann, Jan, Die Mosaische Unterscheidung oder der Preis des Monotheismus, op. 
cit., 2003, 56f. Later on Assmann contrasts the tendency towards violence in monotheism 
with the tendency towards peace in polytheism, saying: “The so-called monotheistic 
religions are intrinsically violent, whereas the so called polytheistic religions are intrinsically 
peaceful.” (Assmann, Jan, “Monotheismus und Gewalt. Eine Auseinandersetzung mit Rolf 
Schieders Kritik an ‘Moses der Ägypter’”, in: Schieder, Rolf, (ed.), Die Gewalt des einen 
Gottes. Die Monotheismus-Debatte zwischen Jan Assmann, Micha Brumlik, Rolf Schieder, 
Peter Sloterdijk und anderen, Berlin 2014, 37.)
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As a consequence, the world is divided up into Jews and non-Jews, 
Christians and pagans, Muslims and infidels. Although Assmann later 
disassociated himself from the term “Mosaic Distinction”, which he 
had coined, and conceded that Moses was primarily concerned not 
so much with an abstract truth as with practical liberation (and thus 
primarily with the distinction between servitude and freedom rather 
than a differentiation between “true religion” and “false religion”), he 
held on to “the concept of the distinction between true and false and 
its revolutionary novelty as a religious category”247. To support his 
argument Assmann cites prominent Old Testament passages from the 
Pentateuch in which he sees “quite explicitly the distinction between 
friend and foe”248 as the reason for the prohibition of alien gods and 
aniconism: “You must not bow down to these gods or serve them. For 
I, Yahweh your God, am a jealous God and I punish the parents’ fault 
in the children, the grandchildren and the great-grandchildren, among 
those who hate me; but I show faithful love to thousands, to those 
who love me and keep my commandments.” (Deuteronomy 5:9f.; cf. 
Exodus 20:5f.; Exodus 34:7).

 Assmann regards the exodus myth as a narrative aimed at estab-
lishing an identity. This is the narrative in which the Jewish religion, 
which is based on the concept of loyalty, has its roots. He replies 
to objections that the Old Testament also contains passages which 
document a respect for others and, indeed, a positive assessment of 
their religion by referring to the origins of the Pentateuch. The editorial 
linking of the books of Genesis and Exodus in the sixth century BC, 
he says, resulted in the emergence of a kingdom of priests. It merges 
lines of tradition concerning the patriarchs in the Book of Genesis 
with texts telling of the liberation and the Covenant in the Book of 
Exodus (Exodus 19:5–6; Numbers 23:9), thereby paving the way for 
a new development in the history of religion. In linking the relationship 
with God in the Book of Exodus, which is based on the concepts of 
liberation and loyalty, with the notion of God in the Book of Genesis, 
which treats God not just as the guardian of the law but as the creator 
of heaven and earth and the origin of the law, Assmann detects a 

247 Assmann, Jan, “Mose und der Monotheismus der Treue“, in: Tück, Jan-Heiner (ed.), 
Monotheismus unter Gewaltverdacht. Zum Gespräch mit Jan Assmann, Freiburg 2015, 
16–33, here: 17
248 Ibid.

major difference compared to all the known concepts of God in Egypt, 
Babylon, Greece, Persia, India, Canaan, etc. Whereas as the lines of 
tradition in the Book of Genesis contain no attacks on alien gods and 
even cite the Canaanite King Melchizedek, who sees no difference 
between his god and the God of Abraham (Genesis 14:18–20), the 
Exodus myth with its exclusive monotheism negates any polytheism 
or cosmotheism. It makes a sharp contrast between immigrants and 
native inhabitants and their respective gods, although it states that 
a “Holy War” involving violence and destruction must be waged on 
the Canaanites.249 In the Priestly Code both lines of tradition are 
intertwined and interlinked, although the differentiation between friend 
and foe, especially in the Covenant agreed with God and elsewhere, 
applies to the peoples settling in the Promised Land.250 The Book 
of Deuteronomy makes the following strongly worded remarks about 
these peoples: 

 “When Yahweh your God has brought you into the country which 
you are going to make your own, many nations will fall before you: 
Hittites, Girgashites, Amorites, Canaanites, Perizzites, Hivites and 
Jebusites, seven nations greater and stronger than yourselves. 
Yahweh your God will put them at your mercy and you will conquer 
them. You must put them under the curse of destruction. You must 
not make any treaty with them or show them any pity. You must not 
intermarry with them; you must not give a daughter of yours to a son 
of theirs, or take a daughter of theirs for a son of yours, or your son 
would be seduced from following me into serving other gods; the 
wrath of Yahweh would blaze out against you and he would instantly 
destroy you. Instead, treat them like this: tear down their altars, smash 
their standing- stones, cut down their sacred poles and burn their 
idols. For you are a people consecrated to Yahweh your God; of all 
the peoples on earth, you have been chosen by Yahweh your God to 
be his own people.” (Deuteronomy 7:1–6)

249 In the Bible a “Holy War” is described as a war of destruction in which no spoils of war 
are taken. Instead they are dedicated to God. The first mention of a Holy War in the Bible 
occurs in the Book of Numbers (Numbers 21:1–3). The term “Holy War” does not have its 
origins in the Bible, as is evidenced, for example, by the inscription on a stele of King Mesha 
of Moab dating to the 9th century BC. Cf. Kang, Sa-Moon, Divine War in the Old Testament 
and the Ancient Near East, Berlin/New York 1989; Lang, Thomas, Buch der Kriege – Buch 
des Himmels. Kleine Schriften zur Exegese und Theologie, Leuven 2011.
250 Cf. Assmann, Jan, Mose und der Monotheismus der Treue, op. cit., 23f.
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 Similar words are to be found in the Book of Exodus: “He then 
said, ‘Look, I am now making a covenant: I shall work such wonders 
at the head of your whole people as have never been worked in any 
other country or nation, and all the people round you will see what 
Yahweh can do, for what I shall do through you will be awe–inspiring. 
Mark, then, what I command you today. I am going to drive out the 
Amorites, the Canaanites, the Hittites, the Perizzites, the Hivites and 
the Jebusites before you. Take care you make no pact with the inhab-
itants of the country which you are about to enter, or they will prove a 
snare in your community. You will tear down their altars, smash their 
cultic stones and cut down their sacred poles, for you will worship no 
other god, since Yahweh’s name is the Jealous One; he is a jealous 
God.“ (Exodus 34:10–14)

 According to Assmann, it is only later – during the exile in Babylon 
– that this Israelite-Jewish monotheism of loyalty251, which provides 
the breeding ground for the development of a concept of Holy War, is 
accompanied by a religious exclusivism described as a “monotheism 
of the truth”, which categorically denies the existence of other gods 
and is at first not committed primarily to the God of the Exodus tradition 
but to the God of creation in the tradition of the Book of Genesis (see 
Isaiah 45:5–7; Joshua 24:14f.). This exclusivist monotheism, which 
finds expression in the biblical texts of the post-exile prophets (espe-
cially Deutero–Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, Zechariah and Daniel), now 
stands alongside the monotheism of loyalty. “The one God, in whom 
Jews, Christians and Muslims believe, is regarded not just as the only 
God, next to whom there are no other gods, but also as the one loving 
and therefore jealous God who demands absolute allegiance. The 
true religion is defined as the sole religion which makes its believers 
free – or in the Christian reinterpretation – ‘blessed’. Freedom and 
truth coincide. This is something completely new in the history of 
religion.”252 The codification of this religious conviction, which is 
understood to be a revelation, generated a polarising momentum in 
the Persian and early Hellenistic period. According to Assmann, it is 

251 Cf. Assmann, Jan, “Monotheismus der Treue. Korrekturen am Konzept der 
‘mosaischen Unterscheidung’ im Hinblick auf die Beiträge von Marcia und Micha Brumlik”, 
in: Schieder, Rolf (ed.), Die Gewalt des einen Gottes. Die Monotheismus-Debatte zwischen 
Jan Assmann, Micha Brumlik, Rolf Schieder, Peter Sloterdijk und anderen, Berlin 2014, 
249–266.
252 Assmann, Jan, “Mose und der Monotheismus der Treue”, op. cit., 28.

this codification which enables violence to be legitimised by reference 
to a divine law.253

 Considering the potential for violence in the texts of the post 
exile prophets, in particular, Christian theologians point out that the 
conflicts between nations that are related in these texts are allegorical 
and existential or should be interpreted as inter-personal disputes. 
They refer in particular to Origenes254, who noted with regard to 
the texts in the Book of Joshua that: “We find in ourselves all these 
sin-ridden peoples who constantly and incessantly attack the soul. 
The Canaanites are within us, the Perizzites are within us and the 
Jebusites are within us. How hard must we try, how vigilant must we 
be and how long must we persevere so that ‘our country will finally be 
free of warriors’, after all these vice-ridden peoples have been driven 
out of us? […] Even while it may seem that we have emigrated from 
Egypt and have left the idolaters behind us, we have not been relieved 
of the ignominy of Egypt.”255

 In addition, the response to the hypothesis of a potential for 
violence within monotheistic religions, which was formulated by 
Assmann with respect to the three Abrahamic religions, is that 
alongside the biblical texts, “which warn of alien gods and denigrate 
their adherents as idolaters, there are other less well-known texts 
which demand respect for the gods of other nations (see Micah 
4:5)”256. Referring inter alia to Rolf Rendtorff257, Michael Theobald 
points out that in addition to intolerance, polemics and religious satire 
a corrective line of tradition can be traced in the Old Testament, given 
that the Book of Exodus, for example, states: “You will not revile God, 
nor curse your people’s leader” (Exodus 22:27).258 Thomas Söding 

253 Cf. ibid., 32.
254 Theresa von Lisieux, patron of the world mission, is cited as another example of how 
a language which sounds warlike and militaristic can be understood in a spiritual or even 
mystic way when she talks of an armour which Jesus has put on her and with which she 
moves from “victory to victory”. (Cf. Schwienhorst-Schönberger, Ludger, op. cit., 54.)
255 Origenes, hom. inIos 1,7, quoted from: Elsner, Thomas/Heither Theresia, Die Homilie 
des Origenes zum Buch Josua. Die Kriege als Heilswirken Jesu (Beiträge zur Friedensethik 
38), Stuttgart 2006, 23f.
256 Tück, Jan-Heiner, Preface, in: idem. (ed.), Monotheismus unter Gewaltverdacht. Zum 
Gespräch mit Jan Assmann, Freiburg 2015, 7–15, here: 8
257 Rendtorff, Rolf, Theologie des Alten Testaments. Ein kosmischer Entwurf (vol. 2: 
Thematische Entfaltung), Neukirchen-Vluyn 2001
258 Theobald, Michael, “Über die Götter sollst du nicht schlecht reden!” Ex 22,27 (=28LXX) 
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explores the theology of the Apostle to the Nations, which is closely 
bound up with the biography of St. Paul, who prior to his conversion to 
Christianity on the road to Damascus attacked Christians on religious 
grounds. Söding argues that a declaration of belief in the one God – as 
the case of Paul makes clear – can in itself curb religiously motivated 
violence. Paul, he says, regarded the persecution of Christians as the 
mistake of his life and came to realise that “the use of violence against 
people of other faiths […] is not an act of goodness but one of sin […], 
for which God must be asked for forgiveness”259. The objection is also 
raised that, in contrast to the Old Testament, in which a distinction is 
made between “true” and “false” religion, the New Testament links the 
concept of truth with respect to God to “a semantics of kenosis and 
love”260.

Widening horizons

 It is apparent from the theological discourse on the relationship 
between monotheism and religious violence that the monotheism 
founded in the Old Testament has the potential for both violence 
and a humanising influence. As we have seen, Assmann deals with 
the potential for violence emanating from an exclusivism rooted in 
the Exodus tradition, which rejects other notions of the truth and 
their development in monotheistic religions. However, the tradition 
in the Book of Genesis reveals other approaches which are based 
not on exclusivism leading to self-isolation but on inclusivism aimed 
at pluralism and are, therefore, open to dialogue. It transpires from 
this differentiating approach that the statements in the Bible are not 
self-explanatory (for instance in a fundamentalist understanding of 
them) but that the meaning of biblical texts is created by those who 
read them.261 This applies to the question of the extent to which 
religion implies violence as well as to the question of the extent to 
which religions harbour a potential for peace and humanisation. 

im Frühjudentum, im Neuen Testament und in der alten Kirche, in: Tück, Jan-Heiner (ed.), 
Monotheismus unter Gewaltverdacht. Zum Gespräch mit Jan Assmann, Freiburg 2015, 
55–88
259 Söding, Thomas, “Diesseits und jenseits der Gewalt. Der paulinische Monotheismus in 
der Kritik”, in: Tück, Jan-Heiner (ed.), Monotheismus unter Gewaltverdacht. Zum Gespräch 
mit Jan Assmann, Freiburg 2015, 89–123, here: 95
260 Tück, Jan-Heiner Tück, Preface, op. cit., 8
261 Cf. Pemsel-Maier, Sabine, “Texte ohne Leser/innen sind bedeutungslos. Entwicklungen 
und Perspektiven biblischen Lernens”, in: Anzeiger für die Seelsorge 125 (2016) 10, 30–32.

Ottmar Fuchs points out in this context that “the crucial question 
about the humanising power of religions is addressed not primarily to 
their traditional texts but to the way in which the respective readers 
address it in their time.”262  

 Jan Assmann explores the discourse on the relationship 
between violence and the claim to truth asserted by monotheistic 
religions from an exegetic standpoint and with an eye to the history 
of ideas. However, it is very important that this discourse should be 
supplemented by a historical, ethnic, political, economic and social 
analysis of the contexts263 in which the apparently religious potential 
for violence can erupt.264 It was to fill a gap in research in this field 
that missio launched its project on “Religion and Violence” in 2014.265 
This involved an empirical and partly documentary regional study of 
the relationship between religions and violence in Tanzania, Côte 
d’Ivoire, Mali, Chad and the Central African Republic.266 In view of the 
many trouble spots with an apparently religious background in Africa, 
people affected by violence, including the leaders of religious groups, 
were asked In the course of the project to give their assessment of 
the role played by the various religions in the respective conflicts. 
Semi- structured individual interviews and focus group discussions 
were conducted and documented to this end. The empirical material 
was then evaluated against the background of the relevant theories 
on the relationship between religions and violence. It turned out that 
fundamentalist religious violence is bound up, on the one hand, with 
the historical sins of the past, ranging from colonialism to totalitar-
ianism, racism, genocides, wars, etc.267 and, on the other hand, with 
tribalism, despotism, nepotism, corruption, etc. – these latter being 

262 Fuchs, Ottmar, “‘Wenn Fremde bei dir in eurem Land leben …’ (Lev 19,33–34). 
Zukünftige Herausforderungen durch die aktuelle Migrationsbewegung”, in: Theologie der 
Gegenwart 60 (2017) 1, 47–71, here: 58.
263 Cf. Söding, Thomas, op. cit., 91.
264 Cf. Schweitzer, Friedrich (ed.), Religion, Politik und Gewalt (Veröffentlichungen der 
wissenschaftlichen Gesellschaft für Theologie 29), Gütersloh 2006.
265 See the article in this volume by Marco Moerschbacher on “Religion and Violence – the 
Importance of Dialogue”.
266 There are plans to continue the regional studies with a look at the situation in Northern 
Nigeria, Kenya and the Democratic Republic of Congo.
267 Cf. Polak, Regina, Migration, Flucht und Religion. Praktisch-Theologische Beiträge vol. 
1: Grundlagen), Ostfildern 2017, 36; see. idem., “Flucht und Migration als Chance”, in: 
Zeitschrift für Missionswissenschaft und Religionswissenschaft 99 (2015) 3–4, 202–212.
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highlighted, in particular, by proponents of dependence theories. The 
research project represents an “African” contribution to the current 
global discussion. While it primarily examines the connection between 
religion and violence from a Christian perspective, it can nonetheless 
be built on in inter-religious terms, particularly with a view to the 
Islamic-Christian dialogue. For example, Ahmed Mohamed el-Tayeb, 
President of the Al-Azhar University in Cairo, recently pointed to 
the exploitation of religion for political and imperialist purposes and 
warned that: “If you are searching for the causes of this violence, 
there is no point looking in the Koran, in the Gospels or in the Torah. 
You will not find the real reasons there. It is not the sacred texts of the 
religions which are the problem but the injustices of global politics, the 
tendencies towards hegemony, the attempts at occupation, and the 
urge to control sources of wealth and natural resources.”268 

 Other aspects highlighted by the results of the research are the 
connection between the lack of opportunities for political participation 
and radicalisation, the role of religions in a secular state and the 
exploitation of religious convictions and feelings for political purposes.

Conclusions

 The inclusion theories developed by the social sciences may well 
be a source of assistance in conducting an analysis. They point out 
that the fear of others (with different religious persuasions) and the 
inability of members of a religious group to see the presence of, or 
coexistence with, members of different religions as an opportunity 
ultimately highlight social deficits and inequalities, as a result of which 
groups such as the poor, the unemployed, the old, the educationally 
disadvantaged, women, the sick, children, young people and others 
find themselves cut off from social development and condemned to 
a life on the fringes of society.269 Social inequality often goes hand 
in hand with political and religious fundamentalism which, in turn, 
breeds hate and violence. This would seem to confirm what the 
psychoanalyst Horst Eberhard Richter has pointed out: “If you don’t 

268 al-Tayyeb, Ahmad Mohammad, “Freiheit ohne Grenzen heißt Chaos”, in: Herder 
Korrespondenz 72 (2018) 2, 19–21, here: 20.
269 Cf. Ataç, Ilker/Rosenberger Sieglinde, “Inklusion/Exklusion: Ein relationales Konzept 
der Migrationsforschung”, in: idem. (eds.), Politik der Inklusion und Exklusion, Vienna/
Göttingen 2013, 35–52

want to suffer, you have to hate.”270  Ottmar Fuchs adds to that by 
saying: “If you don’t want to share, you have to injure, discriminate 
and ultimately destroy.“271 

 The question also arises as to whether the claim to the truth 
asserted by Judaism, Christianity and Islam is the cause of intolerance 
and violence and whether the suggestion made by Jan Assmann is 
helpful, whereby the aspiration to the truth should be relativised in 
order to open up the monotheistic religions for inter-religious dialogue 
and thus to curb the religious violence that is based on a particular 
religion’s claim to the truth. Taking up Lessing’s Ring Parable, 
Assmann advocates the development of an understanding of the truth 
which will enhance the ability of the monotheistic religions to accept 
plurality and thus help representatives of Judaism, Christianity and 
Islam to build viable alliances for justice and peace. A dialogue based 
approach of this kind could build, for example, on the tradition line of 
a theologia negativa which can be found throughout the theological 
history of Christianity.

270 Richter, Horst Eberhard, Wer nicht leiden will, muss hassen. Zur Epidemie der Gewalt, 
Hamburg 1993.
271 Fuchs, Ottmar, op. cit., 55.
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Religious Violence and its Causes
Salim Daccache

The violent nature of religions – a neglected issue before 1980

 In 1975, UNESCO called a large-scale meeting of experts 
to consider the causes of violence in the world and subsequently 
launched an investigation, the results of which were published in a 
now famous book.272 However, the enquiry completely ignored the 
question of religious violence and its causes. In this groundbreaking 
study the causes of violence were limited to the ideological, ethnic, 
political, economic and social spheres. Violence was viewed predom-
inantly from the perspective of class warfare, namely the struggle 
between proletarians and capitalists, for which Marxist and Communist 
ideology provided the intellectual and practical thrust.273 

 This model of violence emanating from social classes, which left 
its stamp on the period after the Second World War and hampered 
the development of relations between the world’s major powers, was 
short-lived nonetheless. The main reason was that many countries, 
populations and regions, particularly in the Near and Middle East, 
bitterly disappointed by the behaviour of the so called socialist gov-
ernments and shocked by the repeated failure of Arab and interna-
tional policy to solve the “Palestinian problem”, resorted to religion 
as their lifeline. The outcome was what has come to be known as 
a “religious awakening”. This was not limited to Arab countries but 
spread to the African continent, Asia and South America as well, even 
reaching fringe populations in the Western world. In specific instances 
this politico-religious revival turned into a violent retaliation in the 
name of religion which was bound up with ethnic loyalties, for instance 
the armed struggle against the Soviet presence in Afghanistan.

272 Cf. Domenach, Jean-Marie et al., La violence et ses causes. Collections actuel, 
UNESCO 1980.
273 Cf. Corm, Georges, La question religieuse au XXIe siècle, Paris 2006, Introduction.
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The undeniable return of religion

 The renaissance or revival of religion, or the violent return of 
religion to the social, political and public sphere, is an undeniable fact 
and has been a fiercely debated issue since the 1990s.274 For over 
a century, religion was thought to have been rendered irrelevant by 
the course of history. Sociologists, historians and philosophers from 
Max Weber to Marcel Gauchet were agreed that rationalism was the 
dominant force in society and concluded that “the world had lost its 
mystique”, the Divine had forfeited its presence in the modern world 
and individuals were asserting their autonomy in the face of all forms 
of external authority.275 History, however, has intervened to reverse 
the process of increasing demystification identified by the sociologists. 
Groups and communities the world over which have invoked their 
religious convictions to promote and defend their political interests 
have been torn apart by bloody altercations and long-running conflicts. 
International developments have regularly provoked latent or open-
ly-declared wars in which, for instance, Christians and Muslims 
stand opposed in Nigeria, the Congo, the Sudan and the Philippines, 
Buddhists and Hindus fight one another in Sri Lanka, Muslims waylay 
Hindus in India, Catholics wage war on Protestants in Northern Ireland 
or Muslim Kosovars and Orthodox Kosovars engage in conflicts which 
began between the ethnic groups of the former Yugoslavia. Religious 
violence and terror in today’s world are part of an ongoing trend which 
could continue if appropriate measures are not taken to eliminate their 
root causes. Common sense and academic analysis interpret these 
conflicts as religious confrontations or disputes between followers of 
different religions. However, a more precise analysis is required to put 
this interpretation into perspective, making it possible to differentiate 
more precisely between the political aspects of these conflicts and 
those which arise from religion or, rather, from its exploitation for 
political purposes in highly complex situations.

274 Cf. ibid.
275 An essay by Jean Louis Schlegel, in: Études. The journal Revue de culture 
contemporaine (1985) 10 referred to the end of religion in the light of the demystification 
of the world, as recognised and asserted by Marcel Gauchet. In an interview with the daily 
newspaper Le Mon de of 21.11.2015 the author stated that the violent return of religion 
should be taken seriously, but that it did not constitute an alternative to the current way of 
life in the West. The only response was power against a power which cannot be defined as 
such.

A peaceful and a violent comeback

 That said, it is important to bear in mind that the return of religion 
has occurred in two different ways. On the one hand, it has taken 
place in the context of a contest between religions, each of which 
proclaims salvation for a vulnerable, helpless world, albeit under con-
ditions which are peaceful and geared to co-existence. On the other, 
it goes hand in hand with the unleashing of boundless violence which 
refers to God or is exercised in direct or indirect relation to him. This 
is the case with the jihadist and terrorist movements, the majority of 
which are Islamist. When we talk of violence in the name of religion 
or in direct or indirect reference to religion, we immediately associate 
it with a murderous process, even if that process sometimes fails to 
achieve its goal and does not result in the physical annihilation of the 
prospective targets, be they individuals or groups. Its primary goal is 
the destruction of others and their tangible and intangible heritage. The 
will to make others disappear, the will to cast them out, to ostracise 
them, to silence them outweighs any willingness to communicate with 
them and hear what they have to say. Here, violence does not refer to 
conflict per se, to discourse or dispute. Violence is, rather, that which 
infiltrates and contaminates, hindering a satisfactory conclusion to a 
conflict and preventing anything being learned from it. Violence is 
that which results in the physical or psychological negation of others. 
What are the causes of this violence that is held to be religious? Are 
the motives for this unleashing of violence inherent in religion by 
definition, as those who criticise monotheistic religions would have 
us believe? Is it a natural corollary of their creeds and dogmas or 
merely an accidental element of their history which is not an essential 
part of them? How can religions justify their mission of universal 
peace, as declared in Assisi?276 This paper examines the causes to 
be found within religion itself, in political and economic motives and 
in ideological factors – this in an awareness of the difficulty of neatly 
separating these elements and discriminating between them.

276 Interreligious meetings, in which the faithful join together to pray for peace, began in 
1986 at the instigation of Pope John Paul II. The most recent of these meetings took place 
in September 2016 and ended with a solemn public proclamation of the call for peace, 
as explained by the spirit of Assisi: “This is the spirit that animates us: to bring about 
encounters through dialogue, and to oppose every form of violence and abuse of religion 
which seeks to justify war and terrorism.”
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Causes inherent in religion: the monotheisms 

 We know that terrorists frequently cite religious grounds as the 
motivation for their acts. The religious nature of these attacks serves 
to justify the relentless cruelty which is exercised in the belief that it is 
possible to override the rule of law for the sake of what is “good”. Here 
religion does not serve peace but rather to justify violence.

 Influential authors frequently point their finger at the monotheistic 
religions and accuse them of engendering violence. By contrast, 
they say, the polytheistic religions were associated with a form of 
civilisation in which the deities belonged to a people or city. These 
were “ethnic” religions and had their roots primarily in rituals. On the 
other hand, they assert, the monotheistic religions have tended to 
renounce any links to a specific country, becoming religions in which 
one “believes”. They have become “universal” and, in consequence, 
practise proselytism. Faith and dogmas, they say, have grown in sig-
nificance, causing rituals to take a back seat. Richard Hawkins277, a 
behavioural scientist from the United Kingdom, argues that religion is 
the cause of conflicts because it claims to dispose of a single truth.

 It follows that monotheism’s authenticity is based neither on the 
uniqueness of God nor on his transcendence nor on ethical values. 
Instead, it has invented a new category of truth, the revealed truth, 
an exclusive, eternal truth. This exclusivism shapes our Western or 
Middle Eastern thinking whether we are religious or not. There are 
two consequences of this. Firstly, the construction of an individual 
“in God’s image” equipped with an ego and subjectivity who clearly 
differs from his equivalent in the Far East; and, secondly, monotheistic 
violence. The monotheisms are viewed as hotbeds of violence, which 
nurture among their followers almost irrepressible tendencies to 
eradicate others in the name of the revealed truth, which they claim 
to have received from the One God and which they have sought to 
impose on others. Some of these influential authors claim that all the 
monotheisms are inspired by the same violent impulses. It is, they 
write, more or less useless to refer to their holy scriptures in order to 
steer the debate. “It is not a matter of knowing what the Koran actually 

277 Richard Hawkins is a professor at the University of Oxford and an ardent defender 
of rationalism, scientific thinking and atheism. He is passionately opposed to the 
pseudoscientific theory of “intelligent design”, to creationism and to religions as a whole.

says, since, like all holy texts, its meaning is ambivalent and depends 
on the way in which people read and interpret it. The Bible justifies 
the Inquisition just as it does Francis of Assisi.”278 The Bible and the 
Koran are thus accused of justifying wrongdoing and holiness in equal 
measure.

 It goes without saying that these judgements can be underpinned 
by more serious arguments. It might be said that, if monotheism is an 
instrument of violence in the hands of the individual, this is because 
it asserts a claim to exclusiveness and because it is totalitarian and 
intolerant, for it is the bearer of a truth which must suppress all others. 
Is it not the case, then, that all means are justified in its name or under 
its control, even the most criminal? Here, as so often, justification is 
provided by reference to Nietzsche, who equated the will for truth with 
the dominion of a one, true God no matter what the cost.279 

 In response to this assertion, which is disseminated throughout 
the media, it must be admitted that the accusations against mono-
theistic religions are not entirely without foundation. While it may well 
be difficult to detect calls for violence against one’s enemies in the 
Gospel (the opposite would appear to be the case), it is, of course, 
common knowledge that in the course of its history Christianity has 
used force in its dealings with heretics, Jews and, later on, atheists. 
Conversely, it is not difficult to find passages in the Bible in which God 
calls for the destruction of enemies. Exegetes were quick to recognise 
the need for an allegorical interpretation of these verses. According 
to the Jesuit and philosopher Paul Valadier, “no religion – and this 
includes monotheism as much as any other belief system – can 
escape violence, and this is the key to everything. Everyone knows the 
extent to which history has been shaped by atrocities and the abuse 
of power, in which religions have played their part.”280 Intellectual 
probity also demands that scholars not only subscribe to a rather 
superannuated mindset and extol a tolerant, peace-loving polytheism, 
but also take note in particular of the various guises of monotheism. 
On the one hand, and in contrast to polytheism, monotheism presents 

278 Valadier, Paul, “Violence et monothéismes”, in: Études. Revue de culture contemporaine 
(2003), 754–764.
279 Cf. Nietzsche, Friedrich, Also sprach Zarathustra. Ein Buch für alle und keinen, Zweiter 
Teil: “Von den Priestern”, Berlin 2013, 348f.
280 Valadier, Paul, op. cit.
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us with a God who reveals himself and to whom we can speak, which 
permits this God to establish a relationship with man that liberates 
the latter from the spell cast over him by the natural deities or political 
godheads. It follows that man is the bearer of a freedom which, in very 
general terms, is unaware of any allusions to obscure powers or in 
thrall to the sacred. On the other hand, the Abrahamic monotheistic 
tradition, in particular, is by no means uniform, as it has given rise to 
distinct and unmistakable types of monotheism. These monotheisms 
share neither the same concept of the revealed law nor the same 
ideas regarding the social and political role played by this law. What 
is the relationship between this law and God himself? Does this law 
seek to become the sole, decisive social norm? Does it require a 
fundamental distinction to be made between the city of God and the 
city of man? Does it leave room for the continuation and autonomy 
of human laws without merging them with divine law? Does it aim to 
develop a communitarian constitution under this revealed law with 
a claim to exclusiveness towards other united communities? Finally, 
what status is accorded to religious freedom and the conscience of 
the individual?

 Wajih Kanso, Director of the Oriental Centre for Islamic Studies 
at the National University of Lebanon, describes the Muslim view of 
violence in the holy scriptures as follows. First and foremost, he says, 
almost all sacred texts, whether they are associated with a mono-
theistic religion or not, contain tales of both violence and conciliation, 
albeit to varying degrees. These texts can therefore either be used to 
exacerbate conflict or to promote peace. The respective religions cor-
respondingly interpret the sacred texts for their own ends. Adherents 
of a specific religion are free to align themselves with one side or 
the other, although this naturally entails the risk of divisions between 
them. According to Kanso, the history of Islam includes periods in 
which Muslims were forbidden to bear arms. It was only gradually that 
the struggle against the infidel became a form of violent jihad, sub-
sequently entering Muslim doctrine.281 Secondly, Kanso analyses the 
phenomenon which, in his eyes, reveals the beauty and the danger 
of the Koran and encompasses several facets and levels of meaning. 
He is, of course, aware of the need to reveal and interpret the hidden 

281 Cf. Kanso, Wajih, “How did religion assume a violent role in the Middle East?”, in: Revue 
Proche–Orient 66 (2016), 129–133.

connotations or significance between the lines. The interpretation or 
reading of the passages of the Koran which refer to violence and 
peace therefore depend on the historical context in which the reading 
takes place. According to Kanso, today’s reading remains tied to an 
interpretation which dates back to between three and four hundred 
years after the death of the Prophet. While this is both antiquated and 
outdated, it still constitutes the norm. In Kanso’s view, “one of the key 
challenges to contemporary interpreters of the Koran is to attempt an 
interpretation which takes account of the advances of human science 
and the modern context.”282 The following also applies: “The context 
in which the doctrines of the Koran of yesterday were developed 
differs completely from the current situation.”283 According to Wajih 
Kanso, the real challenge to religions lies in the urgent question of 
morality, namely to attain a far greater theological awareness of the 
contextuality of the reading and interpretation of the scriptures. This 
heightened sensibility, which constitutes a vital prerequisite, must 
now give priority to all interpretations that call for peace. However, the 
conservative interpretations remain very much in vogue and are more 
firmly rooted in the minds of theologians and believers, since they 
are adopted by the schools and political movements. These interpre-
tations also operate on the basis of a very simple logic, a prerequisite 
and an implication. When the text refers to an unbeliever who must 
be challenged, the implication is that force must be used to remove 
all unbelievers, as their continued presence constitutes a danger to 
Islam. This is because such a religious stance also prescribes the 
following: either one is religious and therefore pure, or one is non–
religious and thus impure. This type of distinction, which fails to grant 
any recognition to the modern achievement of respect for otherness, 
is more in line with a “non-humanised” type of response.

Political grounds for the manipulative use of religion

 Recourse to religion is very often an expression of a crisis of 
legitimisation in respect of a political power, which seeks more stable 
support than can be mustered from within itself. In turn, however, 
religion also seeks external legitimisation in the hope that it will 
be able to contain its own crisis. It should be noted that, on closer 

282 Ibid.
283 Ibid.
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examination, the countries affected by crisis are precisely those in 
which monotheism prevails. Here, the political and religious conflicts 
continue to deepen, many intensifying to such a degree that they turn 
into wars and violence on the part of the state or extremist activist 
groups. This war, which overwhelms the cultural and social spheres 
and is justified by the local powers, is a “clash of civilisations”. The 
conflict no longer takes place between nation states or between 
collectivist and liberal economic ideologies, as was the case in the 
19th century. It shifts instead to the deeper level of identity, becoming 
a conflict between an introspective, rigorist, antiquated and violent 
Islam, on the one hand, and the Jewish-Christian tradition in Western 
societies, on the other, which are more open and tolerant.

 In order to better comprehend the emergence of an awareness of 
identity it is necessary to illuminate the religious aspects which have 
shaped this awareness and its consequences. Monotheism clearly 
plays a key role in the development of this awareness, be it Western 
or Islamic.

 In the context of the major crises pervading today’s world and in 
the light of economic and cultural globalisation, the negative aspect 
of American hegemony, which has been termed “the new humanism 
of the 20th century”284 , is that numerous groups are refocusing on 
their own traditions, seeking succour in old customs and norms and 
in an identity which remains firmly rooted both in their own memory 
and in the sacred texts. The renewed attention paid to tradition allows 
people to rediscover a dimension of which modernity has almost 
robbed them, namely that of their roots, their original identity; in short, 
the religious matrix which remains in existence in diverse ways. 
The German philosopher, Jürgen Habermas, who accentuates the 
aspect of remembrance within this rebirth of religion, says that the 
emancipatory power of memory is not used in order to liberate the 
present from the burden of the past, but to repay the debt incurred 
by the present in respect the past.285 Habermas holds that ethical 
universalism is also duty-bound to shoulder even those past injustices 
which are evidently irreversible, such as the wrongs of colonialism, 
the French Revolution, Stalinism, Maoism, etc.; the bond of solidarity 

284 Corm, Georges, op. cit., 14.
285 Cf. ibid., 32

which exists between the earlier and current generations ensures 
that memory remains intact and identity can be restored. Indeed, 
this reconstruction of identity, which has become an almost general 
phenomenon, quickly becomes a political ideology or is, at the very 
least, used for political ends. This ideology, Habermas suggests, is in 
a way a consequence of the “profound and unsettling shift in the world 
views shared by the majority of Western elites” which was observed 
in the 1980s and 1990s. This troubling shift took place after almost 
two centuries of the advance of so-called progressive values, which 
were the source of inspiration for the phenomena of both colonisation 
and, subsequently, decolonisation. Thus, events such as the demise 
of communism, symbolised by the fall of the Berlin Wall, the disap-
pearance of political regimes in the West and the end of the Shah’s 
regime, which was replaced by Khomeini’s Islamic rule, highlight 
the emergence of a type of politics that relies on ideologies rooted 
in identity and religious foundation. This type is exemplified by the 
Reagan years and the tenures of Bush senior and junior in the USA, 
whose actions in various spheres of everyday life and in US foreign 
relations were essentially guided by the tenets of the Protestant 
Church. The return of the religious factor is twofold in nature. On the 
one hand, it counteracts globalisation, which poses a threat to cultural 
identity; on the other, religious or religiously- nuanced post-modern 
ideologies emerge, which displace the legacy of the Enlightenment. 
Recourse to religion is determined by the frequent need to either 
deliberately or involuntarily camouflage political action taken in the 
name of religion. Some analysts of political philosophy do not regard 
the resurgence of religion as a natural phenomenon or its justification 
as harmless, given that it is being exploited to further political aims.286 
It should be noted that the Catholic Church has expressed its disap-
proval of all attempts to use religion for political aims, particularly the 
use of violence to gain power. This was stated in the documents of the 
Second Vatican Council and has been endorsed by both Pope John 
Paul II and Pope Francis as well by as the main Protestant churches.

Religious violence in the name of Islam

 It is now an established fact that the return of a violent Islam, 
which is not afraid to openly state its claims to political supremacy, 

286 Cf. ibid., 33
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refers back to earlier and more recent movements which attempt(ed) 
to capture political power in a variety of ways. In many cases the 
religious and the political are conflated. All means – political and 
violent – are justified when it comes to extending the boundaries 
of power. Thus the movement which laid the ground for the Iranian 
Revolution of December 1978 played a key role in the return of religion 
in its Islamist form. It demonstrated the way in which Islamism places 
politics in the service of religion and how religion can be deployed 
for political ends.287  The newly-appointed Iranian leader, Ayatollah 
Khomeini, fêted in Paris as a champion of human and civil rights, 
exemplified this in preaching that the Islamic Revolution should 
spread throughout the Islamic world. In his view, Islamism was an 
ideological, politico-religious, radical and fundamentalist movement 
on an international scale which had emerged from Islam itself. It was, 
therefore, the duty of the Iranian Shiite Muslims, who made up the 
overwhelming majority of the population in Iran and whose ranks were 
swollen by the Shiite minorities of other Islamic societies, to set the 
revolution in motion and keep its flame alive, while the Sunni Muslims 
were called upon to join the movement.

 This movement preached violence and armed struggle. The 
enemies of Islamism were (and still are) the USA and Israel. Ayatollah 
Khomeini christened them “the Great Satan” and “the Little Satan” 
respectively. The movement had its origins in religion. “Islam is the 
only school of thought which can save humanity with God’s help in the 
near future.”

 The Iranian Revolution of 1979 fostered the spread of Islam in 
various Shiite guises (the Hezbollah in Lebanon, the Dawa party in 
Iraq, etc.), and the emergence of Sunni jihadist movements (Hamas in 
Palestine, Al-Qaida in Afghanistan and in numerous other countries). 
Islamism gradually extended its reach, materialising on all continents 
and consolidating its influence in Nigeria, Pakistan, Morocco, Algeria, 
Egypt, Iraq, Afghanistan and Indonesia. Its expansion has been 
accompanied by very violent activities (suicide bombings) executed 
in Islamic states such as Morocco, Algeria and Iraq as well as further 
afield, plus the attacks on the USA in 2001, Indonesia in 2002, Spain 

287 Cf. Nomani, Mohammad Manzoor, Khomeini, Iranian Revolution, and the Shi’ite Faith, 
Lucknow 1986. This book contains an excellent explanation of the relationship between the 
Shiite religion and politics, as well as the use of violence.

in 2004, the United Kingdom in 2005 and India in 2006. Khomeini’s 
call to revolution also provoked competition, spawning radical Sunni 
Islamist movements such as the “Muslim Brotherhood” in Egypt, the 
Salafist Group for Preaching and Combat (GSPC) in Algeria and 
Jemaah Islamiya, the “Islamic Congregation”, in Indonesia. Some 
Arab states, such as the Sudan and Saudi Arabia, were infected with 
the same “disease”. The latter remains entrenched in its Wahhabi 
ideology and takes initiatives to spread Islam, thereby pre-empting 
the heralds of the Islamic Republic in Iran. The financial resources 
garnered from the oil trade and modern media or social media are 
used predominantly for propaganda purposes. 

 One of the consequences of Iran’s Islamic revolution is the 
Islamisation of Islamic societies and countries. This is evident at all 
levels. In Egypt and other Islamic countries, for instance, Islamisation is 
clearly visible to the extent that the distinguishing features of male and 
female Muslims shape everyday social life. As far as the publication 
of books is concerned, the works of Ibn Taymiyya288, a 16th century 
Sunni legal scholar who excommunicated and declared faithless 
everything “non-Sunni” are very popular in Arab countries, while 
those written by members of the Muslim Brotherhood such as Sayyid 
Qutb289  also find favour. In his famous work Milestones Qutb called 
for a violent revolution against the Egyptian state under Nasser and 
against all forms of Western civilisation. He was hanged in 1966. One 
of the most widely-read texts is that by the Saudi reformer Mohamad 
ibn Abd al Wahhab. The symbolic violence, which is frequently trans-
formed into concrete action in mixed neighbourhoods, is reflected 
in the social discrimination to be found in the working environment, 
where it is often difficult for a Christian to get a job despite having the 
requisite qualifications, and in the condemnation of all opinions which 
fail to adhere to the official line of Islamist thinking, as in the case of 
Hamid Abu Zaid290.

288 Taqil Din Ibn Taymiyya is one of the most widely read and cited authors in Sunni 
fundamentalist milieus. He condemns the veneration of the saints and the graves. His 
fatwas and his letter on the Islamic faith and the Wasitiyia (Wasit doctrine) are compulsory 
reading.
289 He was a key figure within the Muslim Brotherhood and eliminated all references to 
nationalism and Arabism in the name of a universalist Islam.
290 Nasr Hamid Abu Zaid sought to apply a new interpretation of the holy Muslim texts 
in the name of Enlightenment and modernity, which resulted in him being accused of 
apostasy. As a result, his marriage was annulled by the Egyptian judiciary. Abu Zaid died 
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Economic and social causes

 According to one hypothesis, the cause of violence is religious 
indoctrination and not poverty, as is often claimed. However, precisely 
because it does not create violence, poverty makes the poor vulnerable 
and easy prey for false prophets. They indoctrinate and fanaticise the 
poor to form entire brigades of martyrs who commit themselves to 
God’s cause and thus become a source of violence. Furthermore, 
almost all theological and theological-political texts refer to sacred 
writings in order to justify adopting a dismissively violent or peaceful 
stance towards regimes which exploit the poor, as well as towards 
the international, predominantly Western powers which spend their 
time pillaging the countries of the Third World. The writings of the 
pioneers of the Muslim Brotherhood and the Islamist movements, be 
they Egyptian, Sudanese, Turkish, Indonesian or African, incessantly 
invoke the Law of God against the West, which exploits the countries 
of the South by importing raw materials equal to the weight of the 
Eiffel Tower every second.

 Clear connections also exist between the economic failure of 
countries and the ensuing rise in popularity of fundamentalists. A failed 
state creates favourable conditions for the development of fundamen-
talist organisations. They profit from the lack of public services and 
serve as a substitute for the state by organising informal healthcare 
networks and establishing religious schools. This leads to a society 
which is removed from both political control and public debate and 
embraces a form of conservative thought which is deemed to be the 
only valid way of thinking. 

 Globalisation is the target of those who regard it as the root of 
all evil and, specifically, the reason for the unleashing of religious 
violence. To them, globalisation represents the extension to the 
international level of political, economic and social issues that were 
previously confined to nations or regions. Globalisation has had 
numerous consequences which have facilitated the rise of terrorism, 
since it imposes a dominant economic model and thus triggers a rise 
in inequality and social exclusion. When any form of class struggle 
arises, it is played out in the context of religious legitimacy and expe-
rienced as such. This is a typical example of the distortion of religion. 

in 2010 aged 66.

 Another consequence of globalisation has been to push techno-
logical development to its very limits, perhaps beyond those limits. 
Terrorists use the latest forms of information and communication tech-
nology as well as the tools of piracy and forgery in order to expedite their 
terrorist acts, deploying them for purposes such as internal communi-
cation and coordination, propaganda and disinformation, recruitment 
and funding and information gathering and reconnoitring.291 A report 
for the US Congress stated that when globalisation was in its infancy 
in the 1990s the probability of a terrorist act claiming victims increased 
by 35 per cent in comparison with the 1970s. It follows that globali-
sation has not only facilitated the perfection of terrorism, but has also 
elicited new forms of terrorism, such as cyber terrorism and terrorism 
involving the use of weapons of mass destruction.

Ideological causes

 Religion is always at risk of being transformed into an ideology 
and, above all, one that aims to seize power. The path leading from 
faith, as an individual act of the heart in respect of one’s God, to 
religion, and from religion to ideology, proceeds via dogmatism in an 
effort to create an immutable system of truths. Institutions established 
on the basis of ideologies not only obtain their members’ approval by 
telling individuals and groups about their ideological systems, but also 
by imposing these systems on them and ensuring that solidarity is 
guaranteed by means of social control over their followers. In this way, 
the ideologies are impelled to refine their definitions of law, nation and 
state. 

 Violence does not arise from religion in the proper sense but rather 
from the confrontation between several irreconcilable ideological 
systems and, above all, from a decision taken by a group of individuals 
to plunge themselves into a war against another ideology by singling 
out the material and economic interests the latter implicitly embodies. 
Nevertheless, religion must assume its fair share of responsibility 
to the extent that it lends itself, through its sacred writings and their 
authorised interpretations, to the creation of an introspective political 
system.

291 Cf. Khadir, El, Le terrorisme et ses effets, mémoire online, 2005.
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 It is important not to overlook the role played by ideologies which 
refer to religion, such as the Islamist jihadists, the fundamentalist 
Jews and the Christian militia (in Lebanon and the Congo), all of 
which resort without hesitation to violent action. These groups, which 
are based on an ideology, have a key power at their disposal, namely 
the ability to influence people and societies, attitudes and behaviours. 
This ideology provides a legitimising smokescreen for systems of 
power and political regimes which cling to them in hopeless situations, 
using them as a lifeline. When the Jewish religion lays claim to the 
exclusive occupation of a country in the name of its faith, then it, too, 
sows the seeds of violence. But is it really “faith” which is expressed 
by this type of claim? The same applies to the Christian militia in 
Lebanon: were they laying claim to a faith in the Gospel or their belief 
in an eternally Christian Lebanon? Is it not rather a new ideological 
distortion of religion under pressure from what are essentially ethnic 
claims? Although the influence of ideology on behaviour is doubtless 
a factor, it cannot be held solely responsible for the ensuing violence.

Concluding remarks

 Thomas Römer writes: “We would all like to exclude the use 
of violence, [...] but it is part of human nature [...]. This is why it is 
important to learn how to deal with it.”292 To put that statement in a 
broader context it would be more appropriate not to refer to “human 
nature” but to say that religious violence is a part of life in all its forms, 
the human and the divine, the earthly, the eternal and the spiritual. In 
a religious context, one-sided apologies only succeed in suppressing 
violence by denying it. In contrast, I believe it is important to pose the 
question of how to deal “effectively” with violence. Several Muslim 
thinkers are preoccupied by this question and seek to limit the effects 
of violence by proposing boundaries and norms for its use. Likewise, 
it is necessary to recognise the causes of violence at several levels, 
particularly those which result in its escalation to an extent that it can 
no longer be contained. This mostly happens when it becomes tied 
to politics and the conquest of power and is defined by an ideology, 
even though it is clear that politics and power have little concern for 
the positive value of religion and for the need to give personal faith the 
space in which to grow, thereby helping individuals to give meaning to 
the various phases of their lives.

292 Römer, Thomas, Psaumes interdits. Du silence à la violence de Dieu, Paris 2007.

The Spirit of the Prophets. Thoughts on the 
Critique of Violence
Gonzalo Gamio Gehri

 What is the “spirit of the prophets” and how is it linked to religion? 
Is this bond one of essential significance? This essay seeks to inves-
tigate prophecy as a way of life or, to be more precise, a way of acting, 
thinking and feeling – a way of life which embodies an ethical and 
spiritual stance towards violence and the “fact” of injustice. Although 
the spirit of the prophets has its roots in Jewish tradition, as is manifest 
in the Old Testament, it finds equal expression in the Gospels, and 
we can see that it is very much alive in the ensuing culture, both in 
religious circles and secular contexts which have to do with social 
criticism and the defence of the human rights of vulnerable groups of 
people.

 This essay will adopt a phenomenological approach in seeking 
to define the “spirit of the prophets” and build on a critical survey of 
its essential elements. It will concentrate in particular on an under-
standing of history that is rooted in the experience of catastrophe, on 
the interpretation of history “in reverse”, on the notion of repentance 
(metanoía) and on the cultivation of an attitude of frankness (parrhesía). 
Prophecy reflects the manner in which the people of Israel lamented 
injustice and devised possible means of preventing and tackling it. It 
entails regarding life and human relationships from the standpoint of 
the disadvantaged (the poor, the outsiders, the widows, etc.) – those 
weak individuals who are viewed as deserving the love of God and 
the mindfulness of their fellow human beings. 

Violence and the experience of injustice

 We begin with an explanation of the term “violence”. In his writings 
on the culture of peace Johan Galtung offers an interesting analogy 
from the field of medicine. He says that health is the body’s greatest 
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asset, just as peace is the greatest asset within the social system. 
Peace creates a type of equilibrium in social relations. Society 
functions on the basis of cooperation. Just as illness interrupts the 
body’s physical harmony, violence undermines the very foundations 
of the social network. In Galtung’s opinion, violence can be defined 
as that which causes human damage in compromising the practices 
and structures which ensure social cohesion. 

 In his opinion, violence can assume three different guises: a) it 
can manifest itself as direct violence to the extent that the individual 
or group perpetrating it can be immediately identified. This type of 
violence can be physical or psychological; b) structural violence 
occurs when the entity causing the damage is the social, economic 
or political system. Here, we need only think of exploitation or 
oppression; c) symbolic or cultural violence occurs when religious 
convictions and values are deemed to be legitimate forms of direct 
or structural violence. Racial discrimination, cultural discrimination, 
machismo and homophobia are examples of this dangerous type of 
violence.293 

 Violence can be defined as injustice, as it destroys the prereq-
uisites of freedom and human well-being in society. Galtung asserts 
that violence cannot merely be described as an unfortunate incident. 
Those who died of tuberculosis in the eighteenth century were tragic 
victims of circumstance, as no treatment for the disease was available 
at the time. However, anyone who dies of tuberculosis in the twenty-first 
century is the victim of a type of violence. All the medical knowledge 
and assistance required to cure tuberculosis is now available. Koch’s 
tubercle bacillus and its effects on the human body have been subject 
to thorough medical research. People who die of tuberculosis today 
do not die as a result of the disease, but due to negligence or a lack 
of access to suitable treatment. In other words, those who lose their 
lives in this manner die as a result of injustice. 

 Political theory and practical philosophy must always seek to dif-
ferentiate clearly between injustice and fate. In one of her most influ-
ential books entitled The Faces of Injustice Judith Shklar does just 

293 Cf. Galtung, Johan, Frieden mit friedlichen Mitteln. Friede und Konflikt, Entwicklung 
und Kultur, Opladen 1998, 17–19.

that.294 She highlights the key distinction between catastrophes that 
are not man -made, e.g. natural phenomena which damage people 
and material things, and actions motivated by the will of people who 
make the corresponding decisions, either collectively or individually. 
We can lament the blows of fate which adversely affect our lives and 
adopt strategies designed to master them and prevent similar events 
occurring in the future. We can not only develop preventive policies in 
the light of these unjust actions, but can, and must, identify where the 
responsibility for them lies, bringing their perpetrators to justice in an 
appropriate manner.

 Those who seek to perpetuate unjust circumstances attempt to 
camouflage them by referring to “fate”. The difference between the 
sexes, for instance, is a biological fact, but this provides no justification 
whatsoever for women’s exclusion from the world of work and politics 
or their subjugation to the will of their husband and the drudgery of 
housework, as still occurs in some traditional societies. These forms 
of exclusion and subordination are a clear expression of injustice. 
They can and should be rigorously opposed for what they are, namely 
social practices detrimental to the dignity of women. Skin colour, hair 
texture, etc. – things which are commonly, and incorrectly, associated 
with the term “race” – are natural facts. Nonetheless, they should 
never be used as a basis for any type of racial discrimination. Racism 
is an injustice in itself.

 Citizens and educated people in public life are called upon to 
remain alert to these subtle forms of ideological whitewashing which, 
in themselves, constitute expressions of symbolic violence. They 
must expose the injustices and reject any connection with the debate 
about fate. Recognising and condemning injustice are the first steps 
on the path to stamping out violence. These tasks are characteristic 
of the spirit of the prophets.

Viewing history “in reverse” 

 The prophets of the Old Testament focused their attention 
primarily on the unmasking of injustice, particularly injustice in the 
form of brutality, inequality and a lack of sensitivity towards the 
suffering of the weak. The abuse inflicted by the powerful on the poor 

294 Cf. Shklar, Judith N., The Faces of Injustice, New Haven 1988.
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and defenceless is reflected in the texts of the prophets Isaiah and 
Amos. They remind us that the God of Israel stands by the lowliest 
individuals, supporting the people who are made invisible by those 
wielding power and ensure that the wealth and resources of the 
country are concentrated in the hands of the few.

 “According to Tacitus, ‘the gods are on the side of the powerful’. 
The prophets proclaimed that God’s heart beats for the weak. Those 
with whom he is fundamentally concerned are not the powerful and 
victorious, but the lowly, the poor, the widows and the orphans.”295 

 The critical importance of justice emerges with great clarity from 
the Bible. In the Book of Isaiah, as in other prophetic writings, God 
clearly expresses the extent to which he despises the pious formalism 
of the faithful who ignore the suffering of their neighbours but zealously 
make offerings to fulfil the ritual requirements. It is this hollow faith 
which sparks God’s wrath. Love for the Creator is displayed in a 
radical commitment to one’s fellow men:

 “What are your endless sacrifices to me?” says Yahweh. “I am sick 
of burnt offerings of rams and the fat of calves. I take no pleasure in 
the blood of bulls and lambs and goats. When you come and present 
yourselves before me, who has asked you to trample through my 
courts? Bring no more futile cereal offerings, the smoke from them fills 
me with disgust. New Moons, Sabbaths, assemblies-I cannot endure 
solemnity combined with guilt. Your New Moons and your meetings 
I utterly detest; to me they are a burden I am tired of bearing. When 
you stretch out your hands I turn my eyes away. You may multiply 
your prayers, I shall not be listening. Your hands are covered in blood, 
wash, make yourselves clean. Take your wrong-doing out of my sight. 
Cease doing evil. Learn to do good, search for justice, discipline the 
violent, be just to the orphan, plead for the widow.” (Isa. 1: 11–17)

 Cornel West takes the perspective of “history as catastrophe” 
as the point of departure for his description of “prophetic religion”.296 
To be more precise it should be pointed out that this work seeks to 
comprehend history based on the experience of injustice. The world 

295 Heschel, Abraham Joshua, The Prophets, New York 1955, 167.
296 Cf. West, Cornel, “Die prophetische Religion und die Zukunft der kapitalistischen 
Welt”, in: Mendieta, Eduardo/Van Antwerpen, Jonathan (eds.), Religion und Öffentlichkeit, 
Frankfurt am Main 2012, 134–157, here: 138.

of humankind is not decoded and interpreted using the processes and 
conflicts to which the state (Hegel) or the economy (Marx) are subject. 
Furthermore, it is not consolidated in heroic deeds (Carlyle) or in the 
interplay of forces in which the will to power (Nietzsche, Foucault) is 
demonstrated. The words borne on the tide of this history are those of 
its victims. The memory of the history of injustice helps its victims to 
emerge from the state of anonymity to which they were consigned.297 

The deliberate act of remembrance prevents the experience of 
injustice from entering the abyss of oblivion, both the process of for-
getting voluntarily, which the perpetrators wish to impose on victims 
by creating an “official version of history” or by passing amnesty laws, 
i.e. “forgetting as escape”, and the act of forgetting which today’s 
media prescribe so subtly, intent as they are on producing “news” 
and continually on the lookout for novelties and the slightest hint of 
entertainment. This abundance of information that is so typical of our 
times can conspire against the ethical and spiritual work of memory 
and remembrance, which concentrates less on the topicality of this 
information and more on the afflicted and the desire to achieve justice 
for the victims. 

 Walter Benjamin was the only thinker in the mid–twentieth 
century to espouse, with great perceptiveness, prophecy’s spiritual 
heritage reflected in the concept of history seen from the perspective 
of the weakest and most disadvantaged. His famous interpretation 
of Paul Klee’s painting Angelus novus emphasises the significance 
of anámnesis, the deliberate practice of remembering, locating it at 
the very heart of the struggle to make injustice visible and to actively 
oppose it. The so-called “Angel of History” is described as a creature 
which, although it has embarked on an inexorable flight towards the 
future (e.g. “towards progress”), is unable to tear its gaze away from 
that which it is leaving behind, ostensibly in the “past”: the settlements 
razed to the ground and left in ruins, piles of corpses and survivors in 
states of extreme vulnerability.

 “Where we perceive a chain of events, he sees one single 
catastrophe which keeps piling wreckage upon wreckage and hurls it 
at his feet. The angel would like to stay, awaken the dead and make 

297 This is the central hypothesis of the book by Reyes Mate entitled La herencia del olvido, 
Madrid 2008. This work proved particularly illuminating during the writing of this essay.
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whole what has been smashed. But a storm is blowing from Paradise; 
it has got so entangled in his wings that the angel can no longer close 
them. The storm irresistibly propels him into the future to which his 
back is turned, while the pile of debris before him grows skywards. 
This storm is what we call progress.” 298

 In this thesis Benjamin asserts that Paul Klee’s painting contains 
an ethical-existential (and possibly cosmic) tension which shakes 
the foundations of our world to their core. The angel would like to 
reverse the destructive effects of history, but his flight propels him 
inexorably towards the future. Nevertheless, he regards the crimes 
committed in the name of progress with horror. The inevitable nature 
of the course of history collides with the moral obligation to help the 
victims and repair the damage. In the context of human behaviour this 
idea confronts us with a dilemma: we can either interpret the course of 
history abstractly, regarding the maimed individuals and ruined cities 
as a kind of “price” to be paid for the necessary movement towards 
progress, or we can undertake a concrete, ethical commitment to our 
fellow human beings of flesh and blood, who suffer injustice, and act 
in their interests. The prophet condemns the inhumanity of the first 
path and embarks resolutely down the second.

 Remembrance work makes use of this way of thinking and 
acting as a key tool in seeking to compensate the victims and “make 
whole what has been smashed”. Reconstructing the individual or 
collective experience of injustice means honouring the right to truth, 
which the victims assert as an essential element in the process of 
restoring the rights that were trampled underfoot as a result of the 
violence used against them. They were denied the ethical condition 
of being a person, i.e. they were refused the rights accorded them 
as members of their original communities. By making their suffering 
public, justice can be brought about in the form of sanctions against 
those responsible and compensation for those affected. Attempts are 
being made to implement policies which prevent repeat offending, 
reform institutions and change thinking in order to ensure that these 
situations of violence do not reoccur in future.

298 Benjamin, Walter, “Geschichtsphilosophische Thesen”, in: idem., Zur Kritik der Gewalt 
und andere Aufsätze, Frankfurt am Main 1965, 85.

Changing our thinking and courageously speaking up: metanoía and 
parrhesía

 The cultivation of remembrance is a way of confronting and opposing 
violence and its effects on human lives. This involves listening to those 
who have suffered injustice and telling others about what they have 
experienced. The reconstruction of memory constitutes a form of ethical 
and spiritual learning, as it enables us to comprehend how to respond 
appropriately to the imperatives of justice and universal human dignity. 

 The spirit of the prophets requires a moral change in perspective. 
We are invited to establish contact with others and examine the various 
facets of their identities before singling out a particular characteristic and 
creating a one-sided picture of them. It is important to oppose all forms of 
stigmatisation. In instances in which some people prefer to define others 
solely on the basis of their cultural affiliation, nationality, gender or sexual 
orientation in order to disregard and exclude them or subject them to 
cruel treatment, those receptive to the spirit of the prophets, who are 
willing to display empathy and solidarity with others, must recognise their 
fellow human beings as individuals with whom it is possible to share this 
world in a fraternal, peaceful manner. 

 One of the most radical ways of stirring up violence is the construction 
of a contradistinctive identity, i.e. a self-image based on negating the 
identity of the person regarded as an “enemy”. I refer here to a perception 
of the self which essentially defines identity as that which one is not: not a 
Jew, not a Muslim, not a woman, not a homosexual, etc. This ideological 
paradigm resorts to prejudice and seeks to eradicate the other. This type 
of negativity breeds stigmatisation and hatred. 

 The spirit of the prophets seeks to inspire a process of metanoía 
in individuals and groups of people. This is generally translated as 
“repentance”, but its meaning is far more complex. It is comprised of 
the Greek prefix meta, which indicates a change and intimates an act 
of “going beyond”, and the noun nous, which means “thinking”, “mind” 
and “feeling” (the ancient Greeks described the “mind” as both the 
locus of reason and the place where feelings developed). A precise 
translation of metanoía would be “a change in the manner of thinking 
and feeling”. This refers to a concomitant process of intellectual and 
emotional change as well as to a change in attitude.
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 141140 Religion and Violence in the Bible

Matthew 3:2 describes the voice of John the Baptist proclaiming a 
message in the desert. John calls out: “Metanoeite”, i.e.: “Change 
your way of thinking and feeling.” This sentence is often translated as: 
“Convert!” The Vulgate translates the expression into the Latin “paeni-
tentiam agite”, or: “Repent!” In the languages we use today this trans-
lation distorts the sense of the Greek original. The critical dimension of 
the text virtually disappears into thin air. 

 How should we interpret this intellectual and moral shift? Firstly, 
this type of metanoía refers to the process during which we become 
aware of the high priority that attaches to justice, understood as the 
right way to behave, practising empathy and solidarity with our fellow 
human beings, as we come to view each and every individual as our 
brother or sister, truly feeling that they share in our ethical and spiritual 
community. In the words of the prophet Ezekiel this process contains 
the implicit challenge of “receiving a heart of flesh”. “I shall give you 
a new heart, and put a new spirit in you; I shall remove the heart of 
stone from your bodies and give you a heart of flesh instead.” (Ez. 
36:26)

 This capacity for compassion proves its worth in extreme situ-
ations in which we witness, or are victims of, violent or dehumanising 
actions. In his book If This is a Man Primo Levi describes how the 
prisoners in Auschwitz reacted to the selection of those destined for 
the gas chambers. The following passage demonstrates how the 
name of God and an alleged “religious feeling” come into play in this 
existential situation.

 “Now everyone is busy scraping the bottom of his bowl with his 
spoon so as not to waste the last drops of the soup; a confused, 
metallic clatter, signifying the end of the day. Silence slowly prevails 
and then, from my bunk on the top row, I see and hear old Kuhn 
praying aloud with his beret on his head, swaying backwards and 
forwards violently. Kuhn is thanking God because he has not been 
chosen. Kuhn is out of his senses. Does he not see Beppo the Greek 
in the bunk next to him, Beppo who is twenty years old and is going 
to the gas chamber the day after tomorrow and knows it and lies 
there looking fixedly at the light without saying anything and without 
even thinking anymore? Does Kuhn not understand that what has 
happened today is an abomination, which no propitiatory prayer, no 
pardon, no expiation by the guilty, which nothing at all in the power 

of man can ever clean again. If I was God, I would spit at Kuhn’s 
prayer.”299 

 The primacy of justice is at the very heart of prophecy. In order to 
assert this we do not need a “cognitive obligation to God”, to quote an 
astute observation by Cornel West.300  Likewise, no ontic commitment 
to the order of all entities, which characterises a metaphysical outlook 
and a traditional theology, is required. In the last century we witnessed 
the flourishing of prophetic ministry in religious terms: Martin Luther 
King in the USA and liberation theologians in Latin America. A concern 
for prophecy was also manifest in secular contexts, for instance in 
the writings of Walter Benjamin, Primo Levi and many others who 
dedicated their lives to defending the dignity and fundamental rights 
of human beings.

 Those who nurture the prophetic spirit must be capable of 
speaking out clearly and courageously in disagreeable situations, 
including addressing a hostile audience. We need only think of Jesus 
before the Sanhedrin and Pontius Pilate, of John the Baptist standing 
up to Herod or of Socrates and Thomas More, who used the Word of 
God to confront their accusers. This extraordinary virtue is parrhesía. 
It is, however, a controversial accolade, as it requires us to overcome 
our own fears and natural desire for security in order to tell the truth in 
circumstances in which power is not on our side, in situations in which 
our only weapons are honesty and the justice of the cause to which 
we have dedicated ourselves. In our world, in which a comfortable, 
peaceful life is a valuable commodity, a radical prophetic commitment 
to justice is required in order to swim against the tide.

299 Levi, Primo, Ist das ein Mensch?, Frankfurt am Main 1958, 136.
300 Cf. West, Cornel, op. cit., 140.
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Religion and Violence in the Middle East. 
A Theological Perspective
William Sidhom 

 Since the beginning of mankind, Cain murdered Abel301 and 
humanity is still moaning with pain from the frequent phenomena of 
physical violence, mental violence, etc. The Holy Bible narrates to us 
about the regrets of God302, for HE created Man who overshadowed, 
forced, and corrupted all of creation. And the floodwaters303 were only 
a result to spread violence and its dispersal due to Man’s parting from 
God and closing onto himself.

 So Noah304 and his orbit became a symbol for the righteous Man 
within whom creation rejuvenates, and the Lord has split a covenant 
for him; one that would reoccur with Abraham305, Father of the 
believers, Moses306, and then lastly Jesus307.

 It is known that the Middle East308 is the cradle for ancient civilizations: 

301 Cain and Abel: 1.Mose 4:8–16
302 Regret of the Lord: 1 Mose 6:6
303  The Flood: 1 Mose 7:1–24
304 Noah: 1 Mose 9:8–17
305 Abraham: 2 Mose 24:1–8
306 Moses: 2 Mose 24:1–8
307 Matthews 26:26–30, Mark 14:22–26, Luke 22:14–23, Corinthians 11:23–25.
308 Middle East: The concept was used in the 19th century by European military strategists, 
and it expresses eurocentrism in situating the position of the region, especially British 
leadership at the time. The Middle East is the place where the three Abrahamic religions 
originated: Judaism, Christianity, and Islam. There also ancient civilizations appeared, of 
ancient Egypt, Mesopotamia,and land of Kanaan. The “Middle East” is used at the moment 
to connote a region stretching for almost 3400 kms, from Morocco to the west, until Iran to 
the east. It includes lands from Africa, Asia and Europe, since Turkey is usually included in 
the Middle East. The Middle East, since the 19th century was a stage of colonial powers, 
and up to the moment. This is given its strategic significance, including oil, global trade 
routes between the east and west. The Middle East is full of ethnicities, cultures and 
civilizations. It had diverse religions, languages and races, which made it very volatile 
at any moment. The West, albeit the USA, is trying since 2011 (when the so-called Arab 
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Pharaonic, Canaanite, Babylonian, and Assyrian. It is also a cradle for 
religions, specifically the Abrahamic faith: Judaism, Christianity, and 
Islam. These religions spread later on to the six continents.

 The Holy Texts show in all three religions the role of God, the 
Creator, in the essence of Man and the duties of Man towards his 
Creator. It also shows the frailty of his position with the limitation and 
corruption of his will, through which violence comes out in a different 
form.

Holy Wars and Abrahamic Religions

 If we make a well observation over the status of violence in the 
three Abrahamic religions, we will find that the concepts of “Holy 
War”309 and of “Jihad” do not exempt the three religions from the 
believers’ committing with them “the violence” in the name of God, 
Himself. In Judaism, the Old Testament reflects the numerous “wars” 
that were made by the People of God to defend their God, or self 
defence in the name of God.

 Unfortunately, the speakers on behalf of the three religions 
probably do not deny the violence committed in different epochs of 
their history; directing the blame on others of different religions from 
theirs. Or, they insist on the role of God in commanding this violence 
of killing, destruction, harassing rivals, robbing their belongings, and 
humiliating those who do not believe in Him.

 The “Holy War”, as known by Hans Küng, is the war waged by a 
certain people or a country for missionary purposes of their religion or 
to defend God. It derives its legitimacy from the God who, in His name, 
wars are triggered against other people, who worship a different God.

Roots of Violence in Erich Fromm and René Girard’s Theories

 Thinker Erich Fromm310 considers that Man has two instincts: 

Spring revolutions started) to change the map of the Middle East, the same way it did in 
1916 with the Sykes-Picot agreement, to make it easier to control. This is consistent with 
what was suggested by Shimon Berez, the ex-Prime Minister of Israel, in his book “The 
New Middle East”.
309 Cf. Küng, Hans, “Religion, violence et guerre Sainte” Revue international de la Croix 
rouge, (2005) 87, 107–122, https://www.icrc.org/fre/assets/files/other/irrc_858_kung.pdf 
(18.06.2018).
310 Fromm, Erich [in Arabic]: Man between Essence and Appearance, Alam al–Maarifa, 

the instinct of love and construction, and the instinct of death and 
destruction. He gives different examples for this point. Par example, 
Hitler is a representation of the death and destructive instinct’s triumph 
over the instinct of love. René Girard311 goes on to say that violence is 
core in Man’s life. He attempts to prove that violence is potential in the 
desire to imitate others. These desires strongly collide, probably due 
to the possibility that the issue of desire is not necessarily unanimous. 
Consequently, struggle and violence take place between people out 
of their desire to acquire the same thing: land, woman, water, etc.

 This way, we discover that the theological cover for violence has 
psychological and anthropologically social interpretations that explain 
the roots of sacred violence and criminalized violence. 

The Middle East and the Role of Religion in the Continuation and 
Exasperation of Violence

 Religious conflict has been the strongest between Muslims in the 
East and Christians in the West. From the seizure of Byzantine, to 
the seizure of Constantine, to the Crusades312 that took place com-
petitively from the 9th until the 13th century. Mutual religious violence 
between Christians in the West and Muslims in the East dictated in 
the name of defending and spreading ideologies, and victims fell from 
both sides.

 With the appearance of the Age of Enlightenment, and the 
attempt of church-state separation313 in the West, the struggle took 
different dimensions, and modern tools were used. Moreover, the rise 
of the industrial centres in the West was taking place. They needed 
primary resources from the East. And so, the religiously covered 
violence became bare and eminent starting from the First World War 
(WWI 1914–1918) until the contemporary movement of 2016. We will 
observe in the following the rising violence in the name of religion 

vol 140, Translator Dr. Zuhair al-Khuwaildi, a reading of Erich Fromm’s “human tendency to 
destruction”.
311 Girard, René, La Violence et le Sacsé, Paris, 1972; idem., Le Bouc Emmisaire, Paris 
1982.
312 Crusades: wars that started from 1096 until 1270. It was motivated by the liberation of 
Jerusalem from Muslims.
313 Separation between religion and state: means separating the secular authority from 
spiritual authority.
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between the Zionist State314 dating back from Herzl’s adoption of 
implementing the strategic takeover of Palestinian lands, going 
through the foundation of the Zionist State, until today in 2016. We will 
also show that the theological cover never separated from the chain of 
violent events that accompanied the paved road to build the religious 
Jewish state on what they considered the “Promised Land”315, namely 
the land of historical Palestine. Because the “Promised Land” is the 
land by which God promised Abraham to own, considering him the 
“Blessing of Nations”.

From European Violence against Jews to Zionist Violence against Arabs 
and Palestine

 The rise of Christian anger towards Jews in Europe was derived 
from religious reasons that prevailed over the period during which the 
rise of Right- Wing European Christianity would take form. Christians 
considered that God was angry with the Jews due to their crucifixion of 
Jesus. On that basis they negatively dealt with them. During the end of 
the 19th to early 20th century, the difficult economic situation led to further 
aggravation towards the Jews; to the extent of extermination under the 
hands of Hitler and the Nazism

 After the unsuccessful attempts of reconciliation between Christians 
and Jews, Herzl316 known for the project of transferring Jews from 
Europe – appeared in the horizon. There were different opinions, and 
before Herzl and the Zionists made the link between the oppressed Jews 
in Europe and the necessity for their return to the “Promised Land”, it was 

314 Zionism: a word that refers in the Old Testament to Jerusalem. The old testament 
mentions this word 145 times, especially in the book of Ishaiah the Prophet (47 times, 
and Psalms, 37 times). In the New Testament it is mentioned 7 times only. Zionism shares 
its nationalistic tendencies with the national ideologies that appeared in Europe in the 
19th century. It is a colonial expansionist ideology not very different from the European 
colonialism. It uses religion to justify taking over the land of Palestine. 
315 Promised Land: disputed land at the moment between Israel and the Palestinians, 
Muslims and Christians alike, with different names: holy land, Palestine, Israel, Jerusalem.
316 Theodor Herzl: born in Budapest, Hungary in 1860, died in Austria in 1904. He is the 
founder of political Zionism, and founder of the Zionist movement after the first Zionist 
Conference in Basil, Switzerland between 29 and 31 August 1897. He was elected the head 
of the World Zionist Organization. He published his famous book “”Der Judenstaat” (The 
state of the Jews). The book is arguing that as long as Jews remain in capitalist Europe, 
they will face perpetual persecution because of their economic competition of Europe. The 
ideal solution, in his opinion, was to establish a Jewish state in Palestine.

suggested that they would be nationalized in “Sinai in Egypt”, in “North 
America”, or in Uganda, etc.

 This took place until the idea of the “Promised Land” took over 
the other suggestions, and this was how Europeans helped Herzl to 
transport the hatred and violence from Europe to the Middle East in 
the “Promised Land”, historical Palestine. The oppressed in Europe 
became the oppressors of Arab Christians and Muslims. They 
plundered their land with fabricated theological justifications that link 
between the “Promised Land” and the “Jews”. Europe’s discrimination 
against the Jews was transformed into the Jews’ discrimination 
against Arab Christians and Muslims in the Middle East.

 As we can see, in 1896, Herzl wrote a book titled “The Jews’ 
State”, in which he considers the foundation of a Jewish entity far from 
oppression. The First Zionist Congress was founded in 1897 in Swiss 
Basel. Its responsibility was limited to building a nationalist homeland 
for Jews in Palestine. They began organizing migration for the Jews 
to the land of Palestine. The years from 1903–1905 witnessed tens 
of thousands of migrants from Eastern Europe to Palestine, in order 
to buy the Palestinian land. These procedures coincided with the 
appearance of the first Arab Palestinian protest. In 1908, the first Arab 
newspaper was founded with the title Al-Karmil wa Falastine.

 In 1914, WWI began. The Palestinians’ population under the 
Ottoman rule was 690,000; of whom 94,000 were Jewish.

Occupation of the “Promised Land” and the Arab Zionist Wars

 Never had the Arabs – both Muslim and Christian – got united 
around a certain cause as they did to free the “Raped Land”. It is 
worth saying that the making of the Israeli state breached the growth 
and evolvement of the democratic movement and the economic life. 
It encouraged the stagnation of religion, and damaged most of the 
Arab countries in the East and West through: betting on the will of 
Arabs, imposing authority over them for the benefit of Western forces, 
protecting Arab petroleum wells, and raw resources owned by the 
Arab World. The uprisings continued unabated, with murder and 
violence against the Palestinian refugees, tent inhabitants, in addition 
to consecutive wars between Arab countries. This led to victims falling 
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from both sides due to the conflict around the “Promised Land” and 
the “Palestinian Land”.

Theology of the Land, the “Promised Land”, and the Clash of Gods

Between “Solomon’s Temple”317, “Al-Aqsa Mosque”318 and the 
“Church of Ressurection”319, the wars rotate, and victims fall from all 
sides. These three places are dear to Muslims, Jews, and Christians. 
Behind these Sanctities are populations standing on the land from 
the inhabitants of historical Palestine. They lived in peace in the 
shadows of the Ottoman Empire in the Middle East, until the flooding 
of Zionism surprised them from the Christian West with the excuse of 
the “Promised Land”. However, behind these religiously ideological 
demands were driven intentions, colonial strategies, and interests 
of major states, specifically the two states that held hegemony over 

317 Solomon’s Temple: It was king David’s idea to build the temple (2 Samuel, 7; 1 Kings 
5/3–5 and 8/17, and 1 Chronicles 28/11–29/9. The Lord promised David that the building 
of the temple will be in the time of his son and heir Solomon, in 1 Chronicles 17/12. The 
position of the temple and its structure were set by David before his death. Solomon started 
constructing the temple in the fourth year of his reign. The constructions took 7 years and 
6 months (1 Kings 6/1–38). Solomon’s temple is considered the first Jewish temple in 
Jerusalem. It was destroyed by Nebuchadnezzar II after the siege of Jerusalem in 587 BC. 
Extremist Jews claim that the position of the temple is the same as the Dome of the Rock. 
The temple was rebuilt for the second time in the year 516 BC, then expanded in 19 BC. The 
romans destroyed it completely in the year 70, and above its ruins the Dome of the Rock 
was built in 691. Since the 1967 war, Jews in Israel are trying to pull down the Aqsa Mosque 
and to build the Temple over it once again. The bloody struggle is still ongoing around who 
should claim the place? Muslims or Jews?
318 Aqsa Mosque: one of the largest mosques in the world. The first of two Qiblas of Islam. 
Its surface area is 144 Dunams, and it includes the Dome of the Rock, the Qibli Mosque, 
Marawani Mosque, and several other features, around 200 features. The Aqsa mosque 
is above a small hill called “Murriya Mount”. The rock is its highest point, and it lies at its 
centre. Al-Aqsa mosque is mentioned in Quran, in the first Aya of Al-IsraaSoura: “Exalted 
is He who took His Servant by night from al-Masjid al-Haram to al-Masjid al-Aqsa, whose 
surroundings We have blessed, to show him of Our signs. Indeed, He is the Hearing, the 
Seeing”. The Jews hold this place sacred as well. The call it “The Temple Mount”, as related 
to Solomon’s Temple. Many Extremist Jewish organizations tried, and are still trying, to 
use this argument to build the Temple in the area the Al-Aqsa Mosque occupies. The Aqsa 
Mosque was the first Qibla for Muslims, and it was also the Qibla of Yathrib Judaic tribe. 
God ordered the Prophet to change the Qibla to the Haram Mosque in Mekka (see https://
en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Al-Aqsa_Mosque [20.03.2020]).
319 Adolf Hitler. Born in 20th of April, 1889, died on 30th of April 1945. He was the founder 
and leader of the German National Socialist Workers’ Party, known as the NAZI party. 
He ruled Germany between 1933 and 1945, where he was the Chancellor of Germany 
(1933–1945). Hitler killed at least 6 million Jews with the claim that the Jewish people are 
less than human.

international politics since the “Sykes Picot Agreement”320 in 1916 
until the Suez War in 1956321; namely England and France.

 In 1916, amid WWI and after the downfall of the Ottoman Empire 
including all of the Middle Eastern states, the regions of influence were 
divided between England and France, with Britain’s share including 
the lands of Palestine, Egypt, and Iraq.

 While the wars and disputes between Zionist Jews and Muslim/
Christian Arabs were taking place around the “Promised Land” 
or the “Holy Land” for religious purposes, the British and French 
were securing the transportation routes between Europe and Asia. 
In addition, their eyes were canvassed towards the pumping crude 
petroleum from the Gulf countries.

 Furthermore, the Balfour Declaration of 1917322; made to settle 
Jews in Palestine, would not have happened unless the colonial 
powers had needed to implant this entity in the Orient for a number 
of reasons. These reasons include: reinforcing its protection over 
the Suez Canal and the international transportation routes, ensuring 

320 Sykes-Picot was a secret agreement between France and Britain, with the knowledge 
and consent of the Russian empire. The agreement aimed at dividing the fertile crescent 
between France and Britain to determine their respective zones of influence in western 
Asia, after the fall of the Ottoman state that held hegemony over this zone in the WWI 
(1914–1918). The French diplomate George Picot and his British counterpart Mark Sykes, 
were the protagonists of this agreement. In 1917 the communists discovered the clauses 
of the agreement after reaching power in Russia. Syria and Lebanon fell under French 
control, while Palestine, Egypt and Iraq fell under British control.
321 Tripartite Aggression on Egypt, 1956: Is the war initiated by Israel, France, and Britain 
after Gamal AbdulNasir nationalized Suez Canal on 26 July 1956. At the time the Soviet 
Union issued an ultimatum that it will strike London, Paris, Washington and Tel Aviv with 
atomic bombs. America ordered Britain and France to instantly withdraw from Egyptian 
lands. The war ended in a scandal, and Nassir came out victorious. The UN deployed an 
emergency force in Saini. This aggression was a proof on the unity of interests between 
Israel and western powers in the Middle East.
322 Balfour declaration: Issued on the second of November 1917 by the British Foreign 
Secretary Arthur James Balfour to Lord Rothschild the representative of the Jewish 
community in France. It stated the following: “Dear Lord Rothschild, I have much pleasure 
in conveying to you, on behalf of his Majesty’s Government, the following declaration of 
sympathy with Jewish Zionist aspirations which has been submitted to and approved by 
the Cabinet: His Majesty’s government view with favour the establishment in Palestine of 
a national home for the Jewish people, and will use their best endeavours to facilitate the 
achievement of this object, it being clearly understood that nothing shall be done which may 
prejudice the civil and religious rights of existing non–Jewish communities in Palestine, 
or the rights and political status enjoyed by Jews in any other country. Sincerely, Arthur 
Balfour” (cited by: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Balfour_Declaration [20.03.2020…]).
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the flow of oil from the Gulf, and diffusing the explosions in Europe 
through displacing destitute and oppressed Jews to the “Promised 
Land”.

Establishing the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt

 During the time of accelerating migration of European Jews to the 
“Promised Land” between (WWI 1914–1918 and WWII 1939–1945), 
Britain and France were deepening the sectarian conflicts between 
the inhabitants of their camps in the Middle East. In this context, “the 
Muslim Brotherhood was established” claiming the protection of the 
Islamic faith and Muslims from missionaries, and protecting Muslims 
in Egypt and the Arab/Islamic world. After the downfall of the Ottoman 
Empire in 1924, the conflict was born between King Fouad I of Egypt 
and the Wahabi King of Saudi Arabia over who would be the rightful 
successor of the Caliphate over the Muslims. The appearance of Ali 
Abdel Raziq’s book on “Islam and the Foundations of Political Power” 
in 1924 denied the condition of succession for ruling Muslims, which 
disappointed the kings in attaining this historical title over Muslims.

 At the same time the British and American Intelligence were 
involved in creating the Muslim Brotherhood from its inception to 
strengthen the spirit of Islamic fanaticism and violence. This was 
coming from their eagerness to create rivalry among the Islamic 
national forces323.

 Since the birth of the Muslim Brotherhood, bloody violence was 
leading them to filter their political or religious opponent. Hassan Al 
Banna, founder of the Brotherhood, was murdered in the largest and 
busiest street of Cairo in 1948 for being accused of being behind the 
bombings in Egypt; especially the assassination of Al Nuqrashi by 
one of the Brotherhood members with the excuse of the former being 
behind dissolving the Group.

 What is important to us here is the destructive and violent role that 
the Brotherhood played for around eighty years since its foundation 
that ended with the 30th of June, 2013 Revolution. It was manifested 
through a popular outcry that took place against former President 

323 See Dreyfuss, Robert, “Devil’s Game: How the United States Helped Unleash 
Fundamentalist Islam” [Arabic translation] Robert Dreyfuss, translated by Ashraf Rafiq, 
Center of Islam and West Studies, 2010, 30–31.

Mohamed Morsy, who was one of the representatives of the Muslim 
Brotherhood.

Iranian Revolution 1979 and Sadat’s visit to Israel

 “Fate takes its path”, as Arabs and Muslims say. However, the 
homogeneity of Western Power over the sky’s ribbon since the 
downfall of the Soviet Union in 1989 says that we draw the world “in 
proportion”. The absent minded in the Arab Islamic World produces 
the ability to tame in the International pyramid.

 During the time in which the United States left its greater ally 
in the Gulf area – the Shah of Iran in 1979 – the phase demanded 
a new ally from the largest Sunni Arab country that possessed the 
largest military force and civilization. Mohamed Anwar Sadat visited 
Uncle Sam’s White House for the largest acrobatic act. The act upon 
which, massive changes would take place in 1979; concluding with 
the Peace Treaty with infamous Israeli Hawk, Menachem Begin.

 The Treaty between Egypt and Israel is seen as an attempt by 
President Carter to balance powers in the region; substituting the 
weakening ties with Iran by strengthening ties with Egypt. The Shah 
became a threat for American interests in that time. Therefore, his 
threat had to be limited after billions were spent over modernizing 
Iran in the West as a way to reconcile Western borders with what was 
named as the Arab Nation. Thus, the Americans turned to the East for 
new victims that would create a basis for demanding peace. After the 
Treaty took place in the White House in 1979; it gravely cost the Arab 
countries from the Atlantic Ocean till the Gulf. Sadat’s alliance with 
the United States followed by him sending Egyptian “mujahedeen” 
to fight against the communist Soviets with the American believers. 
Afterwards, Sadat began a coalition with the Muslim Brotherhood 
in Egypt to crackdown on the Egyptian Left, including the Nasserist 
Left.324 

324 Islamic Iranian revolution: erupted in 1979, turning Iran from a kingdom under Shah 
Mohamed RizaBahlavi to an Islamic republic through a referendum. Rouh Allah al-Khumini 
is the founder of Islamic republic in Iran. Among the most important reasons for the 
revolution is the coalition between the Shah with the USA and Israel, the absence of 
freedom and democracy, and the Shah’s inclination towards western values and lifestyle. 
Khumini tried to export the revolution to adjacent countries, but the war between Iran and 
Iraq for 8 years, negatively influenced this trend, however.

Religion and Violence in the Middle East



 153152 Causes of Religious Violence

 Afterwards, Bin Laden325  and Al-Qaeda became masters of 
Jihadist Islamist movements that spread in the 1980’s like wildfire 
in most – in fact – all Arab and Western countries. They trained with 
advanced Western weapons there were not available even for Arab 
armies.

 Presidents and governments interfered in the Arab world and 
they agreed to divide the authority with the Islamist Movements, in 
spite of their initial intentions.

 The Muslim Brotherhood had spread their branches over more 
than 72 countries across the six continents; a reality which major 
powers received with all respect and gratitude.

 In 2001, America’s Skyscrapers were destroyed in a spectacular 
scene; and commentators differed in opinion on the extent of its gen-
uineness. In fact, to the extent of whether Jihadists of Saudi Arabian 
origin participated in shaking the symbol of monstrous Capitalism.

 Since then until 2011, Muslims only became terrorists to all of the 
American European World. Despite that, what invites one’s attention 
is the real terrorists, who were pushed in their countries to perform 
acts of cold-blooded murder, until the Arab people exploded in 2011, 
for internal reasons. However, foreign and American powers specif-
ically deepened this legitimate violence from the Arab peoples, and 
attempted to transform it into civil wars, as with what happened in 
Iraq, Libya, and continues to our sister, Syria.

 Revolutions and Uprooting the Muslim Brotherhood

 The Christians have paid an exorbitant price of souls and pos-

325 Osama Bin Ladin (10.03.1957–02.05.2011) was the son of the Billionaire Mohamed Bin 
Awad Bin Ladin. Osama was the 17th child among 52 siblings. He studied in Gadda, Saudi 
Arabia, and got his bachelor degree in Economics. Then he managed the business of Bin 
Ladin Company. His family’s fortune is around 7 billion USD. He supported Mujahedeen 
in the war against Russians in Afghanistan, then turned against the Americans and fought 
them everywhere. In 1988, he established al-Qaada, and in 1998 he declared, along with 
Ayman al-Zawahri, an Egyptian, the establishment of “International Front of Jihad against 
Jews and Crusaders”. Bin Ladin established a charity he called “Center of Services” and 
a martial arts and fighting academy he called “Al-Farouq Camp” to support and finance 
war efforts of Jihadists, Arabs and foreigners. In 1990, he migrated from Saudi Arabia to 
Sudan, which he left in 1996 towards Afghanistan under the control of Taliban at the time. 
Qaada did the 9/11 attacks on WTC in the USA. In the early hours of 2 May 2011 an elite 
American force managed to kill him in his house in Afghanistan. They threw his corpse into 
the sea.

sessions on the span of more than eighty years, as churches were 
destroyed and sectarianism326 reached the majority of Egyptians 
villages and cities. The Brotherhood took over the Christians’ pos-
sessions and considered them persona non grata class.

 What causes surprise is the hosting of European countries and 
America of the leaders of these violent Groups, with the excuse of 
Human Rights. In spite of the irrefutable reality that condemns this 
Group’s terrorism, from which tens of Jihadist Groups branched, we 
find their cadres set free in England, America, France, Belgium, etc. 
Perhaps the stance of these countries from the 25th of January and 
30th of June revolutions, and refusing to recognize the role of millions 
of Egyptians in refusing and condemning the Brotherhood’s terrorism 
– was not taken into account by the West. Instead, the former was 
planning to divide the area and reshape it according to what suits 
their interests and the interests of the racist Zionists in Israel. In other 
words, the tearing and sectarianism is the West’s demand.

 This is the largest evidence of the Brotherhood’s agency for the 
West, coupled with their stances on giving up a part of Sinai to the 
Palestinians to allow space for Israel to extend within the Arab lands.

 It is important to point out the role of Christians in Egypt and in the 
Arab countries. They are an extension to ancient rooted civilizations, 
in addition to their pride in their Arab as well as their Christian identity. 
They are not expatriates or migrants from abroad; in fact they are an 
original component of the nation327.

 The “Muslim Brotherhood” encircled the role of Christians with dirt 
during the Sadat and Mubarak eras in an abnormal manner though 
segregations, arsons, and crimes that they spread against the latter 
through the latitude and longitude of the country.

 Fate’s sarcasm desired that the Christians would stand as one 
man’s heart during the 30th of June Revolution alongside all the 
Egyptians; refusing the Brotherhood’s dictatorship, including President 

326 See AbdelHakamDiab, Mohamed, “Sectarian strife in Egypt and the absent truth” [in 
Arabic], in: Masrana newspaper, 27.12.2016; Abdulmeniem, Abdulfatah, “Egypt between 
sectarian strife and the violence of the Muslim Brotherhood” [in Arabic], in: Youm 7, 
14.082013.
327 Cf. meeting of Catholic Bishops and Patriarchs in Egypt.
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Sisi328. Ever since then, Christians have gained respect from the 
national powers and the military institution.

Between Theology of Violence and Theology of Liberation

 The Islamist and Jihadist groups casted their shadows over Arab 
societies in the countries of: Egypt, Sudan, Yemen, Jordan, Iraq, 
Morocco, Tunisia, Algeria, etc. These groups’ violence was directed 
towards Christians in general to stir up dispute between them and 
their peer Muslims. It was also directed towards the security systems 
to destroy the prestige of nationalist states. The basic principle that 
dictated the Group’s behaviour was not acknowledging the nationalist 
states or their borders, but only the umbrella of the Islamic religion was 
acknowledged – and only their specific view of the religion. On that 
basis, all of the non- Muslim Brotherhood Muslims were placed under 
an accusation of “living in a reign of Ignorance”, also known as the 
era before the appearance of Islam. This term was written by Muslim 
Brotherhood member Sayed Kotb329 in his book on “Milestones”. He 
was tried with the death penalty in 1965 during Abd ElNasser’s Era 
for being accused of attempting to overthrow the regime.

328 al-Fatah al-Sisi, Abdul: Born in 19 November 1954 in al Gamaliyya, Cairo. He is the 
sixth and current Egyptian president. He started his military career in 1970 as a student in 
the Military Air Force High School. He graduated from the Military Academy in 1977. He 
worked in the infantry, then a leader of the Northern Military Zone. He was then promoted to 
the head of the Military Intelligence. In 3 July 2013, President Mohamed Morsi had already 
promoted him from Major-General to Lt-General in 12 August 2012 and appointed him 
Minister of Defense after Field Marshall Tantawi. During the rule of President AdlyMansour 
he was promoted to Field Marshall, in 27 January 2014. In 26 March 2014 he declared his 
resignation from his post to run for president after Mohamed Morsi who was president since 
May 2014. With the approval of 23 million and 780104 votes in the presidential elections he 
became president.
329 Sayyid Qutb Ibrahim Hassan al-Shazli, known as Sayed Qotb, was born in 9 October 
1906 in Mosha, Assiut in Upper Egypt. He was hanged in 29 August 1966 after condemned 
of trying to topple the regime of Abdulnassir. He joined the Muslim Brotherhood in 1950. 
He was active in their political career, starting 1954 until 1966. Sayed Qotbis considered 
the first reference of all violent groups, from the Muslim Brotherhood, specially their youth, 
to Jihadi groups, alQaeda and ISIL. He called for killing those who disagree with religion, 
and to consider all Muslim rulers as infidels; or anyone who is not part of the Muslim 
Brotherhood. Although many Muslim Brotherhood prominent figures disagree with him, 
no one is able to stop thousands and millions of extremist Muslim youth to fall back on this 
poisoned root. Beside Ibn Taymiyya and Abu al Aa’la al–Mawdudi (from Pakistan) who 
are the root all Muslims suffer from, including through injustice, ignorance, absence of 
freedoms and shallow values across the Arab and Muslim world, and although the leaders 
of these groups are almost all from rich families, they find those facing injustice and poverty 
natural victims to their destructive lure.

 The theology that the Group relied on was adapted from interpre-
tations of “Ibn Taymiyya”330, who lived through the Mongols’ invasions 
on Baghdad and the Arab world. His writings were part of the 13th 
century, and on that basis the Terrorist Brotherhood was dragging 
the Arab and Islamic societies backwards. It is not strange that this 
violent theology was a new concept named “Governance solely for 
God”, refusing all Muslim rulers in the Arab and Islamic world, in fact 
the entire world; because “they do not rule with what God has brought 
down” (i.e. Quran).

 These nonsensical claims that were made in the name of religion, 
in addition to the dangerous Zionism located parallel on the borders 
of more than four Arab nations, closest of which is Egypt in 1952. 
For the rest of the Arab nations, the leaders and kings continued to 
practice dictatorship over their people, and the dream of emancipation 
from tyranny of these leaders remained far from reach. If the Zionist 
structure had forced the Arab leaders to horseback ride dictatorship, 
until the Egyptian Revolution was made in January 2011, and what 
was labeled as the “Arab Spring” began. Consequently, it removed 
the cover that was concealing the political, psychological, and social 
oppression of millions of Arab peoples. The Muslim Brotherhood sat 
crisscrossed over the head of power in Egypt through democratic 
election, and Muslim Brotherhood member, Mohamed Morsy331, was 

330 Taqi al-Din Abu al-Abbas Ibn Abdulhalim Ibn Abdulsalam al-Numiri al-Hrrani, known 
as Ibn Taimiyya. Born in rran in 1263 and died in Damascus in the year 1328. He is a 
Muslim scholar and religious authority who was influenced by the doctrines of Ibn Hanbal. 
His works featured following literal instructions from Quran and Hadith, over thinking and 
creating contemporary interpretations. He linked creating a pious society to the ruler, and 
he considered creating a pious Muslim leadership among the greatest of religious duties, 
even more great than Jihad. His thoughts left a strong influence on the 20th century, in the 
form of political Islam, mostly extremist and terrorist. He saw it essential to fight everyone 
who hears about Islam and does not follow it. He participated in fighting infidels and he 
participated in wars against Shiite and Ismaili muslims. He declared fatwas on killing every 
group “that refuses doctrines of true Islam”. He attacked Sufis and opposed interpretative 
Islamic schools. He attacked the Sufism of Ibn Urs, and formed groups “to enjoin good and 
forbid wrong”. He died in a castle in Damascus.
331 Mohamed Mohamed Mrosi al–Ayat, known as Mohamed Morsi. Born in 8 August 
1951, in al–Adwa, Sharqiyya governorate. He is the fifth president of the Egyptian Arab 
Republic, and the first after 25 January revolution. He is the first civilian elected president 
of Egypt. After he was declared the winner in presidential elections in 24 June 2012, he 
was removed in 2013 after the protests of 30 June 2013. He was a member in the political 
office of the Muslim Brotherhood, and a PM in the Egyptian parliament from 2000 to 2005. 
During his rule, the country faced searing crises of electricity, water, food and medicine. 
He freed Hamas operatives who killed Egyptian soldiers on the borders with Gaza. He was 
removed in an unprecedented popular uprising that had seen the participation of millions 
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elected president for Egypt. This reveals the extent of the Arab and 
Islamic world’s quench for experiencing the Islamic government, of 
which they were promised with its beauty by the Muslim Brotherhood 
and the rest of the Jihadist groups.

 These democratic elections of the largest Arab country was 
revealing. The Brotherhood had succeeded in penetrating the hearts 
and minds of Muslim Egyptians by a percentage of 45%, which was 
the percentage of their success in the People’s Parliament and the 
Consultative Council. In addition to the percentage that was claimed 
that Morsy had won with (more than 50%). This explains the deduction 
of Christians throughout the periods of Sadat and Mubarak from par-
ticipation in the general life, due to their feeling of nonexistence, and 
lack of appreciation from their brothers and sisters in the country.

 Not less than a year passed over the Brotherhood’s rule of Egypt 
(2012–2013) until the Egyptians – specifically the wide base of millions 
of the poor – discovered that the Muslim Brotherhood were selling 
them illusions, and that President Mohamed Morsy was only speaking 
to his family, his clan, and his followers from the Brotherhood in Egypt. 
This was the case to the extent that during celebrating 6th of October 
(the most important national holiday for Egypt of the Egyptian Forces’ 
crossing over Sinai to liberate Egypt) some of the most important 
people that were invited were the very ones who murdered Sadat, and 
all members of the Brotherhood who were freed from prison whose 
hands were blood stained from their Christian and police victims.

 Unfortunately, the Head of Military who has become current 
President of the Republic is finding himself in a critical situation in 
front of the demands of the youth, men, and women who protested to 
bring the wheel back to its track to achieve full emancipation from the 
slavery of dictatorial institutions. It is important to note that millions 
of male and female youth still live in Egypt, and they shape around 
60% from the total number of inhabitants that reached on 31/11/2016 
to 92 million living inside the country. All are waiting for the moment 
of riddance from the nightmares of eroded education and healthcare, 
the inhabitants, the increase in life expenses, and soaring prices.

 If the Ruler does not realize the necessity for correcting the 

of Egyptians who refused the confiscation of the state by the Muslim Brotherhood, and the 
hijacking of the Egyptian people, in 30 June 2013.

conditions with a fast pace, the explosion will happen this time by 
the hands of children no more than 17 years old (around 20 million 
are at a pre college level). Violence will be a scourge for everyone. 
President Sisi’s proposal of reconstructing religious discourse is a 
subject. On that basis, we view that Theology of Liberation is the 
closest appropriate model to renew religious discourse in Egypt due 
to its courageous analysis and interpretation of holy texts. As seen, 
the experience of Latin America remains evident in front of the eyes 
of the world. Theology Liberationists focused since the early 1960’s to 
read the sacred texts from the perspective of needs and questionings 
of the poor in order to emancipate their countries from the subordi-
nation to Western powers in all disciplines (i.e. economic, religious, or 
spiritual). They let go of the old interpretations that come from wealthy 
countries, in order to question the texts from their oppressed and dire 
reality.

 Therefore, if the Egyptian President’s invitation is serious, and 
he has genuine desires to free the nation and the people from all the 
terrorist interpretations – that have nested in the minds of Egyptians 
by the Muslim Brotherhood’s intensive propaganda over eighty 
years, satellite acts, and sheikhs of shadows who falsified religious 
consciousness of the humble – then he only has to establish in 
Al-Azhar and with thousands of sheikhs and the dispersed preachers 
in thousands of mosques. This, coupled with the vow to specify in 
enlightening, emancipating interpretations, and grab them away from 
the poisonous and backward interpretations that were spread by the 
Muslim Brotherhood in satellite channels and all media forms on the 
view and listening of the rulers and security men of the successive 
governments that date back from Anwar Sadat up till the end of the 
ousted Mubarak332, and until today. 

 In other words, since 1970 until January 2011 (more than forty 
years). He should legitimize teaching enlightening interpretations of 
Quranic texts and proverbs, as opposed to all those who criminalized 
them ( Jihadist and Terrorist Islamists) such as: Taha Hussein, Rifaa 
Al-Tahtawy, Farg Fouda, Say Al-Qumny, Nasr hamed Abou Zeid, and 
many others. Complimentarily, it is the role of the Orthodox Church 

332 See Zidan, Youssif, “Foundations of religious violence in Abrahamic religions: Arab 
theology and foundations of religious violence” [in Arabic], Cairo 2014; Marzouq, Yasser 
[in Arabic], in: Youm7, 28.10.2012.
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and the rest of the Egyptian Churches to establish a new curriculum 
for the science of interpretation.

 The theology of liberation wave was implemented in Africa, Asia, 
and North America333 itself, and it became a practice in mainstream 
culture. Only the conservative and obscurant powers reject it. It does 
not accept violence, but it leans on to the genuine belief in God as the 
liberator of the entire humanity, and that if Jesus Christ was the Loyal 
and the Liberator for Christian believers; then Muslim should believe 
in the sacredness of the word of God, in the verses that emphasize 
justice, and equality between humans. The same goes for Judaism, 
and the role prophets in defending justice and spreading clear and 
acceptable peace.

 A lot of the blood that was spilt over the past years over the lands 
of the Middle East and Christian-Muslim Arab lands from the Ocean 
till the Gulf and continues to, will halt when the inhabitants of the 
area are immune against the outrageous interpretations of Islam, 
through which the worst form of a Muslim Group was born and stained 
the Islamic religion – and in fact all religions – with wild a d savage 
sludge, and what I refer to here is the “Islamic State”, Daesh. Also, the 
Christian Zionist interpretations upon which the Christian believers 
have depended, and the politicians of the West, which because of it 
blood was spilt in the Middle East and Israel; will not halt unless the 
enlightenment movement and peace advocates overcome/take over 
in the West and America in particular, over using the excessive force 
to implement selfish and racist plans.

 And this emancipation will not happen without changing the 
obscurant religious discourse that was entrenched in jealousy in 
the minds of millions of Arab children, men, women, and Muslims 
principles of violence and enmity towards the whole of humanity, 
and particularly the Christian minority from different sects, and other 
religious minorities such as the Yezidis, the Shiites, the Druze, and 
others.

333 Cf. Sidhoum, William, Liberation theology in Latin America, Beirut 1992; Liberation 
theology in Africa, Beirut 2003; Liberation theology in Asia, Beirut 2000; Liberation 
theology in Paletine, Beirut 2001.
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Religion and Violence – the Importance of 
Dialogue
Marco Moerschbacher

 Contradicting statements on the issue of religion and violence 
can be found, such as: Acts of violence are committed in the name 
of religion. Non- violence and pacifism are often based on a religious 
motivation. Religious feelings and identities are exploited in political 
power struggles. Interreligious groups practice dialogue and de-es-
calation. In order to strengthen religious identity anyone who thinks 
differently is discriminated against and murdered. Religious groups 
stand up for victims of violence, displaced persons and foreigners.

 These contrasts show the complexity and ambivalence, but 
also the practical relevance of the issue of religion and violence. So 
what are the causes of violence? What should be done to overcome 
violence and to practise and encourage non-violence?

 These questions are currently at the focus of a research project 
on “Religion and Violence in African Countries” initiated by missio. 
Working in partnership with local organisations in a number of 
countries, missio is looking at the specific views and ideas of various 
protagonists in specific conflict situations. This entails examining the 
role of religions in these situations, in the history of violence in each 
area and how religions influence what can be done to overcome 
this violence. I will start with some brief pointers to the connection 
between religion and violence established by René Girard and the 
Church’s understanding of interreligious dialogue. I will then present 
the results of this research project and look at prospects for the future.

The relationship between religion and violence

 The French literary scholar René Girard (1923–2005), who 
taught in Canada, used his literary studies of ancient mythology and 
drama to develop an understanding of society, violence and religion. 
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uncompromisingly in the direction of non-violence. Girard calls this a 
“non-sacrificial” interpretation of the death and resurrection of Jesus.

 According to Girard, the continuation of violence in the name of 
religion throughout the history of Christianity – “Deus lo vult” – despite 
this unmasking of violence is due to certain readings of sacrifice, for 
example by Anselm of Canterbury, whereby God is seen as demanding 
the death of Jesus so that he can be reconciled with man. Such an 
understanding, however, puts the blame for violence on God again 
and makes it possible to exploit religion as an instrument to assert 
power, while also appearing to legitimise violence.

 René Girard’s theory has elicited discussions, criticisms, 
responses and additions.335 Although it may not always succeed in 
delivering on its own interpretative claim, it nevertheless provides 
tools that are helpful for an understanding of biblical texts and enable 
us to grasp the ambivalence of religious factors in relation to violence.

Dialogue as a fundamental Christian activity

 One essential condition for the resolution of conflict without a resort 
to violence seems to be an understanding of dialogue as a fundamental 
human and Christian activity. A dialogue-focused conception of oneself 
is also required in order to tap the creative and transformational potential 
of active non-violence.

 A Church document of fundamental importance for dialogue is 
Paul VI’s encyclical letter Ecclesiam Suam published in 1964 during 
the Second Vatican Council.336 In view of the increasing alienation 
between the Church and secular society Paul VI said the Church 
needed to enter into dialogue (colloquium) with the modern world. 
The aim of the Church was to convey its offer of salvation in a way 
that was new, intelligible and acceptable to the secularised world. 
Theologically, such dialogue is rooted in God, who seeks to com-

335 E.g. Schwager, Raymund, Brauchen wir einen Sündenbock? Gewalt und Erlösung 
in den biblischen Schriften, Munich 1978, Baudler, Georg, Erlösung vom Stiergott – 
Christliche Gotteserfahrung im Dialog mit Mythen und Religionen, Munich and Stuttgart 
1989; Götzenbilder und Opfer: René Girard im Gespräch mit der Befreiungstheologie, 
Münster 1996.
336 Ecclesiam Suam – Encyclical of Pope Paul VI on the Church, 6 August 1964, http://
w2.vatican.va/content/paul–vi/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_p–vi_enc_06081964_
ecclesiam.html. See also Stoll, Georg, Muslimische Migranten in Deutschland, Pontificia 
Universitas Gregoriana, Rome 1996, 41–54
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This sheds light on the relationship between religion, violence and 
non-violence.334 

 His anthropological starting point is the initially unsubstantiated 
striving of humankind, the objective of which only emerges as the 
result of envy at someone else’s success and a desire to emulate 
it (mimesis). This mimetic desire leads to competition between 
brothers, an ongoing struggle for the survival of the fittest and a spiral 
of violence. The only time this spiral of violence comes to a halt is 
when an accidentally successful strike by one member of society 
against another meets with imitators, so that everybody’s violence 
focuses on a single victim, a scapegoat. The resulting unanimity 
marks the beginning of a settled community. Dressed up as (religious) 
mythology, this mechanism provides the starting point for settled 
communities, which have their origin in fratricide (e.g. Cain and Abel, 
Romulus and Remus). This conceals the innocence of the scapegoat 
while projecting the violence onto God, who requires a sacrifice in 
order to establish peace. However, this needs to be followed by 
further violent sacrifices (of humans or animals) so that peace can be 
restored each time, a procedure which is then regularly re-enacted as 
a ritual.

 According to René Girard, this systematic concealment of the 
real causes of violence – which are to be found in man, not in God 
– is countered by the Judaeo-Christian story of revelation which 
records Abel’s innocence as a victim and, by marking Cain, protects 
him from being killed. This unmasking can be seen very clearly in 
the Old Testament prophets with their critical attitudes towards their 
society’s cult, emphasising that God requires justice not sacrifice. The 
unmasking of such mechanisms of violence eventually culminates in 
the Sermon on the Mount where Jesus shows clearly that the spiral of 
violence can only be halted through the renunciation of both violence 
and counter-violence. However, the people who reject this message 
eventually bring about Jesus’ death. As is made clear by the post-res-
urrection preaching of the disciples, his death was caused by humans 
and, specifically, by the religious leaders of the time. Jesus’ death 
and resurrection make all temple sacrifice superfluous and point 

334 Girard, René, La violence et le sacré, Paris 1972, English: Violence and the Sacred, 
London 1979, and ibid., Des choses cachées depuis la fondation du monde, Paris 1978, 
English: Things Hidden Since the Foundation of the World, London 1987.
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can only come about if the parties confront each other on the basis of 
their respective existential roots in the absolute. However, the uncon-
ditionality of this rootedness does not mean denying the other his 
relation to ultimate reality.”339 

 In recent years we have seen a dramatic increase in the volatility 
of relations between religions. This has been triggered, firstly, by 
numerous trouble spots and flashpoints of violence in which religious 
identities play a role and, secondly, by the spreading of fundamentalist, 
especially Islamist, terrorism. The ongoing violence in Nigeria and 
the Central African Republic, for example, is perceived as a struggle 
between Christians and Muslims, although this fails to do justice to the 
historical causes or the current power structure and religious leaders 
regularly denounce the exploitation of religion for political interests.

 This makes it all the more urgent for us to try and understand the 
complex situation and the various underlying causes of violence. It is 
equally urgent that we should take measures to promote coexistence 
and dialogue between people of different religious convictions.

Results of research surveys in various countries

 To focus on the causes of violence legitimised by religion, missio 
has in the past few years conducted a range of studies in collaboration 
with various partners and specialists in Africa. The first study was 
carried out in Tanzania together with the Hekima Institute of Peace 
Studies and International Relations based in Nairobi.340 Case studies 
in Dar es Salaam and Zanzibar revealed the multifaceted causes of 
violence in politics, economics, social structures and ideological identity 
– areas in which the boundaries are frequently blurred.

 Tanzania has often been described as a “land of peace”. In recent 
years, however, there has been an increasing propensity for violence, 
exemplified by a number of terrorist attacks on the island of Zanzibar. 
Tanzania is also a strategically important country for international 
terrorist groups such as Al-Shabaab, as was made clear by the attack 

339 Krämer, Klaus, Dialogue and Mission, op. cit., 14.
340 See Opongo, Elias O./Phiri Felix J., Religiöser Extremismus und Gewalt in Tansania. 
Eine Fallstudie, missio-Studienreihe Menschenrechte Bd. 63, Aachen 2016, https://
www.missio–hilft.de/fileadmin/informieren/wofuer–wir–uns–einsetzen/religionsfreiheit–
menschenrechte/menschenrechtsstudien/mr–studie–063–tansania.pdf (26.03.2020).

municate with man and, through Jesus Christ, the incarnated logos, 
opens up a dialogue of salvation via the Church as his tool. However, 
the Church’s conception of itself and its understanding of this offer 
of salvation remain untouched by this understanding of dialogue as 
advanced by in Ecclesiam Suam.

 Yet, in terms of biblical theology God’s entire history of salvation 
through his people Israel can be read as an ongoing dialogue between 
God and man. The incarnation, life, work, death and resurrection of 
Jesus must be understood as the climax of this dialogue, which is 
rooted in the Trinity and the close relationship and interaction between 
Father, Son and Holy Spirit.337 In other words, dialogue is an integral 
part of the Christian faith.

 The Second Vatican Council confirmed the importance of dialogue, 
particularly in relation to other Christian denominations (Unitatis 
Redintegratio) and also to non-Christian religions (Nostra Aetate). 
The latter also includes an appreciation of what is “true and sacred” in 
other religions (Nostra Aetate 2). Dialogue is construed as a means of 
searching for the truth, together and in freedom (see Dignitatis Humanae 
3). One fundamental requirement is to understand that the truth is not 
something we can possess. Rather, we must discover its meaning time 
and again, in every age and in every context. The Church does not 
see itself as the administrator of a fixed depositum fidei, but as a body 
charged with the task of constantly seeking out the presence of God 
anew in every culture and context.338 

 It should be noted that interreligious dialogue does not entail 
renouncing one’s own point of view. On the contrary, it is only possible 
to understand and take a critical look at other points of view if you 
have a clear idea of your own religious identity. “A fruitful dialogue 

337 See Kasper, Walter, Der Gott Jesu Christi, Mainz 1982 (as part of his collected works, 
volume 4.4, Freiburg/Basel/Vienna 2008) and Krämer, Klaus/ Vellgi Klaus, Mission and 
Dialogue, in: Mission and Dialogue – Approaches to a Communicative Understanding of 
Mission, (One World Theology 1), Freiburg/Basel/Vienna 2012, 6–10.
338 Several significant doctrinal documents emerged in response to these Council 
statements. In 1984, the Pontifical Council for Interreligious Dialogue published a Message 
entitled: The Attitude of the Catholic Church towards the Followers of Other Religious 
Traditions: Reflections on Dialogue and Mission. This was followed in 1991, in collaboration 
with the Congregation for the Evangelisation of Peoples, by: Dialogue and Proclamation – 
Reflections and Orientations on Interreligious Dialogue and the Proclamation of the Gospel 
of Jesus Christ. In addition, we should mention the encyclical letters Redemptoris Missio 
by John Paul II (1990) and Evangelii Gaudium by Pope Francis (2013).
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on the US embassy in Dar es Salaam. In addition to these external 
factors there are certain domestic political reasons for violence. These 
have to do with the history of Tanzania and the distribution of power in 
the country.

 One major factor is the lack of involvement in political decision–
making – or rather the perception of such a lack. The constitution of 
Tanzania specifies religious neutrality, yet Muslims see the state as 
a Christian state or at least as a state which sponsors and promotes 
Christians and Christianity. They believe that Muslim pupils are disad-
vantaged in state examinations, while Christians say that this is untrue 
and simply political propaganda. When Muslims demand greater 
involvement in political decision-making, often through an increased 
emphasis on their religious Muslim identity, Christians see this primarily 
as a dangerous source of fundamentalism and extremism. Christians 
also believe that Muslims are generally at an economic advantage due 
to their dominance of certain sectors of industry such as retail trade in 
the coastal regions.

 This shows that, irrespective of the actual distribution of power, a 
key role is played by the perceived level of involvement in political deci-
sion-making which, in turn, is determined by historical developments. 
Here religions serve as a source of identity, while at the same time often 
encouraging people to use violence. This exploitation of religion is often 
not questioned by religious leaders, who rarely try to take preventative 
action and defuse any hidden potential for violence.

 Furthermore, religions have increasingly been exploited for political 
ends in recent years, particularly as regards the relationship between 
the mainland and the island of Zanzibar. This political exploitation of 
religion manifests itself, for example, in demands for special Muslim 
courts of justice, supposedly for religious motives, and is encouraged 
by religious leaders to boost their own profiles or safeguard their political 
influence.

 The close connection between economic, social and ideological 
reasons for violence can be illustrated by the “butchers’ dispute” 
in Dar es Salaam. There used to be a tacit understanding between 
Christians and Muslims in the city that butchers’ shops should only be 
run by Muslims. This made it possible to eat together during mutual 
visits or at a celebration, since the meat had always been prepared in 

accordance with Muslim food laws. When Christians began to question 
this economic privilege of Muslims and protested by opening their own 
butchers’ shops, Muslims were particularly upset because they saw this 
as terminating the hospitality enshrined in the agreement.

 Another element that makes the overall issue so complex is, of 
course, the level of poverty among large parts of the population, who 
see violence as an effective method of social change to expand their 
opportunities and future prospects.

 The study on the Côte d’Ivoire came to the conclusion that the 
outbreaks of violence in the country have not been caused by the 
religions to be found there (Christianity, Islam and traditional African 
religions). “The true causes of conflict between Ivorian communities are 
essentially political (geopolitics, the politicisation of identity issues and 
the exploitation of religion to gain political power), economic (poverty 
and marginalisation in the distribution of national resources) and social 
(marginalisation and frustration within society).”341 

 Furthermore, the country’s debate on “Ivority”, which was essen-
tially a party political debate, showed that religious identities are closely 
linked to ethnicity, thus adding further potential for conflict. Traditional 
religions, too, generally play a major role, but they are not integrated 
into the processes of social coordination. As in the case of Tanzania, the 
situation is also impacted by other countries seeking to gain influence 
for geo-strategic reasons. The attacks in Grand-Bassam have shown 
that, like other countries, Côte d’Ivoire is not immune to the emergence 
of religious extremism and fanaticism. The study therefore recommends 
that more should be done to prevent violence and crises and sees it 
as the duty of the state to take the requisite measures. These include 
raising awareness and sensitivity among religious leaders, introducing 
strict laws on religion and exerting an influence on the training and 
preaching of religious groups. 

 In the Republic of Chad, on the other hand, the balance of 
power is different, since the country has a majority Muslim popu-
lation. Christians are demanding a share in political and economic 

341 Randos Andih, Kacou Firmin, Religion und Gewalt in Afrika: Fallstudie Côte d’Ivoire, 
missio-Studienreihe Menschenrechte Bd. 68, Aachen 2017, https://www.missio–hilft.
de/fileadmin/informieren/wofuer–wir–uns–einsetzen/religionsfreiheit–menschenrechte/
menschenrechtsstudien/mr–studie–068–elfenbeinkueste.pdf, 51 (26.03.2020).
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decision-making and are resisting tendencies to turn Chad into an 
Islamic state. On the other hand, Muslims perceive the constitutional 
secularism of the state (laïcité) as anti-religious and a restriction on 
their freedom of religion.

 Another factor in Chad is the relationship between the estab-
lished church and new religious movements whose adherents behave 
aggressively towards Muslims and adherents of African religions, thus 
fuelling tensions between the country’s religions and denominations.

 Chad’s laïcité has its historical origins in France from where it 
was subsequently exported to Chad, but there is clearly a need for 
the country to develop its own national identity. The country must 
ensure the ideological neutrality of the state while at the same time 
showing a positive appreciation for the role of its religions (and not just 
Christianity).

 In all three African countries there is general agreement that the 
various religions are endeavouring to coexist peacefully and that 
they are making important contributions towards this goal. However, 
their endeavours are coming up against increasing difficulties due 
to each country’s complex situation, which is negatively affected by 
geostrategic international interests.

Outlook

 A number of practical measures can be derived from the recom-
mendations made in the various studies:

– Raise awareness from school age onwards for the importance of 
mutual respect for other religions.

– Ensure equal treatment for adherents of different religions through 
the targeted promotion and involvement of disadvantaged and mar-
ginalised groups in decision-making processes.

– Strengthen civic education to raise awareness of citizens’ rights 
and duties.

– Establish structures for the prevention of conflict, for conflict res-
olution, for the promotion of peace and, in some cases, national 
reconciliation.

– Develop standards for the training of religious leaders.

– Expose instances of the exploitation of religion for political purposes.

– Set up discussion forums with the participation of religious and 
non-religious communities.

 I believe that all these measures are both compelling and 
important. In the light of our findings, however, they are at best 
necessary preconditions for a reduction of violence, but they are not 
sufficient on their own. To stimulate further reflection I would like to 
mention two factors which I believe are important for the development 
of additional strategies.

 First of all, the issue of religion and violence includes a critical 
dynamic which no religion can escape. Given that religions are so 
often exploited for specific political interests, we must enquire how 
each of them deals with conflict, how they are organised and what 
kind of power structures and mechanisms they have. It therefore 
seems more necessary than ever before to initiate a “religious 
critique of religious fanaticism”342 and of the underlying “religious” 
power structures that give rise to or facilitate fanaticism. Why is it 
that religions are so easily exploited for other purposes – all too often 
without being challenged or scrutinised in any depth, as indicated by 
Jesus when he said, “Among you this is not to happen” (Mk 10:43)? 
This may well be due to the structures that are inherent in religions 
rather than their core message of peace and non-violence.

 Another potential approach takes us back to the beginning 
of this article: René Girard’s theory of violence and its treatment. 
Jesus showed the way in the Sermon the Mount – the path of active 
non-violence. We need to establish on a case-by-case basis what 
form active non-violence can take if it is to be a force that can shape 
society – a force which can sustainably improve the situation of the 
marginalised and the underdogs in a given power constellation.

 To implement active non-violence it is vital to encourage not only 
interreligious and interdenominational dialogue – elements which 
are repeatedly emphasised in the studies343– but also strategic col-

342 See Mertes, Klaus, SJ, Deus lo vult – Allah Akbar – Hat religiös motivierter Terror mit 
Religionen nichts zu tun?, in: Stimmen der Zeit, (2018) 5, 311–318.
343 Take, for example, the Zanzibar Interfaith Centre, mentioned in the study on Tanzania, 
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laboration with the various players in civil society, political parties, 
non-governmental organisations and grassroots groups. Religious 
leaders and groups must systematically reach out to society by con-
tributing their share of active non-violence – a contribution based on 
thorough reflection, including theological reflection and dialogue.

a community centre which seeks to counteract religious radicalisation through discussions 
of social issues, the founding of local peace committees and raising political awareness 
among both Muslims and Christians. The Civil Peace Services, for instance, also form 
alliances to promote active non–violence.

Cooperation for Community, Justice and 
Peace
Michael Amaladoss

 Interreligious violence has become almost a daily occurrence in 
one part of the world or other. It is ongoing in the Middle East. It is 
recurrent in many Asian countries. It is also present in Africa. It is not 
absent in Europe as the events in France, Belgium and Germany 
recently have shown. Foreign powers are involved in the interre-
ligious, even intra-religious, conflicts in the Middle East. Some of 
these struggles are seen as the Islamic self-defence against foreign 
Christian powers involved in or provoking local political conflicts. 
Though we perceive these conflicts as interreligious, as a matter of 
fact, these are not conflicts between religions as such, but between 
groups of people who profess different religions. The causes of these 
clashes between different religious groups may often be economic, 
social and political. But a closer look will show that religions, as such, 
are also involved in some way. They are not innocent. On the other 
hand, it is the religions that also help to promote peace. This is why 
we should speak about violence between, not religions but religious 
groups. It is on this ambiguous religious dimension that I wish to focus. 
But before doing so it will be helpful to look at the overall context. 
Perhaps I can start with the Middle East as an example.

A Context of Conflict

 Most observers would agree that the conflict in the Middle East 
has to do, basically, with an economic factor – oil. The Middle East, at 
the moment, is rich in oil resources and the question is who controls 
these reserves and profits by them both practically, using them, and 
financially, trading with them. Control and protection of such reserves 
require political power. In a post-colonial era, the local national groups 
claim a certain independence. But they are dominated by stronger 
global powers who aid them militarily with arms and sometimes with 
armies, which need not always be based on the ground in contem-



 173172 Religion and Violence in Relations between the Religions

porary warfare. This may involve electronic survey systems and air 
power. There is also social tension between Sunni and Shia groups, 
Arabs and non-Arabs. Among the Sunnis themselves there may be 
a tension between fundamental and liberal groups. At this level the 
tensions acquire a religious colour, which deepens when the local 
Christian minority is caught in the cross-fire and when some of the 
global powers are also identified as Christian.

The Roles of Religions: Identity, Communalism and Fundamentalism 

 Looking at the role of religion in such conflicts we can detect three 
dimensions that involve each other. The basic factor is that religion is 
a deep source of group identity. A group of people may feel specially 
chosen by God through a special revelation and relationship. They 
are God’s children. They have special access to God and God’s prov-
idence. They are part of a plan of God with a particular future destiny. 
They are separated from the others by a special project leading them 
to achieve the ultimate goals of life. They need to defend this par-
ticular identity. The Israelites, for example, feel a sense of entitlement 
to a particular geographical area. 

 Groups of people who feel specially chosen by God in this way 
often live with other people. Even in a democratic set up, some 
leaders who are after political power, may seek to convince such a 
group that they who share the same religious faith also share the 
same economic and political interests. If they are a majority, they can 
democratically dominate the community. If they are a minority they 
can seek to defend their political and socio-economic interests in an 
organized way. Religious identity is exploited, not to promote religion 
itself, but only as a political tool. This phenomenon has been called 
communalism in India. It is the political use of religion. The leaders 
may not even be particularly religious.

 Some people in a religious group may hold on to what they 
consider fundamentals in their religion. The term fundamentalists 
had its origin in the southern United States of America in the 1930s 
where a group of people held on to a literal interpretation of the story 
of creation as narrated in the Bible against the suggestions of the 
theory of evolution proposed by Charles Darwin. Later they held on to 
their fundamentals also against secularizing modernity and atheistic 
Communism. 

 Originally, fundamentalism was rather self-defensive and not 
violent. But later it became political and violent, especially in the 
Middle East, when it motivated the political defence of a group 
identity. Today it becomes difficult to distinguish between the forces 
of religious identity, communalism and fundamentalism. But the dis-
tinction remains possible. It may not be easy to find cases where 
religious groups are attacking each other purely for religious reasons. 
Economic, social and political factors are always involved in some way. 
But one can discern the role of religion at least as a force for group 
identity so that any conflict is seen as self-defensive. Therefore one’s 
effort in the pursuit of peace in the context of interreligious violence 
depends on one’s careful analysis of the situation. Let us now focus 
on each of the religions to explore how these various factors have 
influenced and are influencing them. My survey will be rapid, just to 
highlight the role of religions in various conflicts. I shall take them in a 
historical order.

Hinduism and Buddhism

 Hinduism has been very integrative in relation to the various 
cosmic religions of India. It is not an organized religion, but an 
assembly of various local cosmic religions, loosely integrating them 
with metacosmic Hinduism, especially as it is expressed in the 
Bhakthi traditions of Shiva, Vishnu and Devi, with a focus, perhaps, 
on Saivism. What has been integrative is a kind of network made 
up of the caste system, the four margas or ways, namely the Jnana 
(wisdom), Bhakti (devotion), Karma (action) and Yoga, and a certain 
advaitic orientation. We do hear about the Hindu persecution of Jains 
in the South of India during the revival of Hindu devotionalism in the 
7th to 9th centuries. It had not actively opposed Islam or Christianity. 
The Hindutva movement is an affirmation of religio-cultural identity. 
Evolved in the colonial period it has also become now national. The 
founder of Hindutva, Savarkar, is said to have been an atheist and 
rationalist, very critical of classical Hinduism. The BJP has given it a 
political colouring. Its opposition to Islam and Christianity, considered 
as foreign religions, is primarily national-cultural than religious, 
though it seeks political support. Hindus visit Christian shrines and 
Muslim Dhargas. The Hindu-Muslim encounter has even given rise 
to a new religion, namely Sikhism. The Muslim invaders may have 
plundered the Hindu temples for their wealth. Apart from someone 
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like Aurangzeb, the Muslims emperors considered some of the Hindu 
kings as their allies. Hindu-Muslim conflicts in recent times go back to 
the 1930s and were primarily political. Only in recent years as Islam 
becomes more and more fundamentalist the Hindu -Muslim conflict 
is getting a religious colour. The Hindu opposition to Muslim and 
Christian conversions are more demographic – the fear of losing the 
Hindu majority – than strictly religious. Islam and Christianity have 
reached out largely to the Dalits and the Tribals, who claim not to be 
really Hindu, and have not directly attacked Hinduism. 

 Buddhism has spread across the world largely through peaceful 
ways. In recent times Thich Nhat Hanh in Vietnam was opposed to 
the Vietnam war and went into exile in France. Bhikku Buddhadasa 
of Thailand was opposed to American consumerist secularism and 
Chinese atheist Marxism. But he did it in a peaceful manner. Thai 
Buddhists, however, have resisted conversions to Christianity both 
religiously and politically. In more recent times the Buddhists in Sri 
Lanka, even lead by the monks, have been opposed to the Hindu 
minority. But it is more a political gesture than a religious one. Some of 
the Sri Lankan Buddhist popular religiosity is influenced by Hinduism. 
The Buddhists are not opposed to the Christian minority in the island, 
since they are not seen as a threat.

Christianity

 When Christians were persecuted by the Roman emperors in 
the early years, their refusal to worship the emperor was not only a 
religious but also a political issue. After the conversion of the emperor 
Constantine, following the principle “cujus regio eius religio” – the 
people follow the religion of the king – and also helped by missionaries, 
most of Europe became Christian. In the middle ages the Church 
burned the heretics with the aid of the secular power. It preached the 
crusades against the Muslim power both to liberate the holy places in 
Palestine and to stop the advance of Islam into Europe. The Christians 
also persecuted the Jews and it is the Muslims who received and 
protected them. The crusaders attacked the Christians in the East 
as much as they did the Muslims. They may have thought that they 
were defending Christianity, but they were defending rather Christian 
Europe. It is significant that St. Francis of Assisi was able to visit the 
Sultan in Egypt without being harmed. Widespread anti-semitism in the 

Middle ages was as much religious as ethnical. In the colonial period, 
when the Portuguese and the Spaniards Christianized Latin America 
it was probably more political than religious, though missionaries 
too were involved. There was no clear distinction between religion 
and political power at that time. The ideal of “compelle entrare” (cf. 
Lk 14:23) – force them to come in – justified missionary endeavour. 
On the side of the people, the cosmic religions coming under the 
umbrella of a metacosmic one (Christianity) and the principle “cujus 
regio eius religio” may have helped too. There may not have been 
much religious violence. In Asia the colonial masters were more 
interested in trade than in religious issues and Christianity had less 
success than Islam in imposing itself in the face of other metacosmic 
religions like Hinduism, Buddhism, Confucianism and Islam, except in 
the Philippines under Spanish control. In the 16th and 17th centuries 
there were wars of religion in central and northern Europe between 
Protestants and Catholics. They also had political causes, Protestant 
identity being used to break down the unity of the Catholic dominated 
empire.

Islam

 Islam was not welcomed in the beginning. Mohammed had to 
flee Mecca and raise an army to defend himself and Islam. After his 
death, while the Shias chose a prophetic tradition of leadership, the 
Sunnis chose a political-military leader – the Caliph. A special tradition 
of jihad as defensive and offensive conflict developed. Islam spread, 
not only through traders, but also through jihad over North Africa and 
Southern Europe, the Middle East and India and South East Asia 
through Malaysia and Indonesia. The Second World War led to a total 
collapse of the Islamic empire. In the post-colonial period there has 
been a resurgence of Islam and a re-affirmation, especially through the 
wahabi movement, of Islamic identity. The term jihad has acquired a 
new currency to struggle against the domination of world powers who 
seek to control directly and through proxies their oil wealth. There has 
been a search to go back to what they consider the fundamentals of 
Islam and their jihad (violent struggle) is both defensive and offensive 
to rediscover their rightful place in the world. There has also been an 
ongoing struggle between the sunnis and shias, both of whom seek 
to marginalise the sufis.
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Tensions between Religious Groups

 In contemporary times the violence between religious groups 
is primarily political, though political groups do seek the support of 
religion to knit together a group identity that is deeply rooted through 
emotional bonds that have an absoluteness about them because 
they are rooted in religious faith. But they are not directly inspired 
by God. In contemporary majoritarian democracies, the minorities 
may be tolerated, but not accepted as equals. Historical and other 
factors do not enter into the picture. The majority in Sri Lanka feels 
that it is a Buddhist country, the Hindu minority being migrants, though 
they came in 1200 years ago. The majority in India feel that it is a 
Hindu country, Christianity and Islam being foreign religions, even if 
Christianity claims to be 2000 years old. The Christian Filipinos do 
not accept the minority Muslim groups in the South. The Buddhist 
Myanmarese do not accept the Muslim Bangladeshi migrants. An 
ethnic factor may also come in when different religions are practiced 
by different ethnic groups. A Malay is normally a Muslim, while the 
Christians may be Chinese, Indian or Tribal. The Christians in Thailand 
are largely Chinese migrants or Karen tribals or other foreigners. The 
majority feels justified in dominating the country. The religious identity 
is only an additional factor.

 In the Middle East, for example, one may be tempted to see the 
conflict as one between the Christian West and the Muslim Middle 
East, if one borrows the spectacles of Samuel Huntington. George 
Bush did identify Saddam Hussein as Satan and describe his invasion 
of Iraq as a crusade. A recently published British enquiry report into 
the Iraq war, that took six years to complete, has roundly condemned 
Tony Blair, the then British Prime Minister, for blindly supporting Bush 
without proper evidence for the need of a war. Did Bush and Blair 
really see it as a religious war? Were they waging war as Christians? 
All of us justly condemn the attacks on the Twin Towers in New York 
and more recently in France, Belgium and Germany and deplore the 
loss of innocent lives. We speak of ‘Islamic’ jihad and terrorism. But 
why does no one speak about the bombings in the Middle East by 
America and its allies for many years now that have killed thousands 
and rendered millions homeless refugees wandering round the world, 
destabilizing countries, provoking local conflicts and inspiring interna-
tional jihadists? We can hardly speak of Islamic terrorism when the 

Muslim armies kill each other with arms sold to them by the West and 
set off bombs in the places sacred to the Muslims like the tomb of the 
Prophet in Medina recently. Why does no one speak about the arms 
traders as Pope Francis does? The Islamic caliphate is a political 
group, though it seeks religious justification. It is a clear use of religion 
as a political tool to justify political violence. So I think that we should 
be very careful today when we speak about interreligious violence. It 
is not the really religious people indulging in violence. It is all sorts of 
adventurers using the screen of religious identity to pursue their own 
political goals. These are not religious fundamentalists either, since 
they are not defending religious principle or ideals.

Religions and Violence

 But the religions themselves are rather ambiguous with regard 
to violence. It would not be true to say that religions are non-violent 
and only justify violence indulged in by politicians. In Hinduism, while 
the Upanishads focus on the personal realization of the unity of all 
being, the Puranas and Epics speak of the just war between good and 
evil. Krishna of the Bhagavad Gita urges Arjuna to fight, since that is 
his duty. Contemporary Hindutva people seem to prefer to promote 
Rama the warrior since Krishna himself did not fight. Siva, Vishnu 
and Kali have multiple arms in their hands. Bhakti poets like Sundarar 
attacked the Jains rather violently. Popular religiosity has many gods 
and goddesses who are fighters. The Jains condemn any harm to 
any kind of life form. But Jain kings in the south were not always non-
violent. The Buddha did not preach violence, but unfortunately some 
of the Buddhist monks do, though they may not do so in the name of 
Buddhism as a religion. 

 Christianity cannot find in Jesus Christ any justification for 
violence. Jesus prefers to take the violence on himself rather than 
cause violence to anyone. “Turn the other cheek” and “Love your 
enemies” were his watch words. But Christianity developed a “just 
war” theory and chose to get involved in crusades preached by saints 
like Bernard. Christian priests blessed armies and accompanied them 
as chaplains. Contemporary liberation theologians went back to the 
Old Testament for their justification for revolutionary violence. Only 
Pope Francis has started speaking even against capital punishment.
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 Islam always speaks about Jihad. Though it is supposed to be 
primarily self-discipline, it does justify defensive war and even offensive 
war if it helps the establishment of the Muslim Umma. Mohammed, 
however, offered special protection to the Jews and Christians as 
people of the ‘Book’, sharing with him the revelation from Allah.

Religions can Collaborate

 But we can argue that what all the religions are ready to oppose 
even with violence is what they see as injustice and evil. But readiness 
to violence against other religions may be toned down and even denied 
if the other religions are seen as the works, not of the evil one, but of 
God. The Quran says that there is no compulsion in religion and that 
“warners” (prophets) have been sent to every people. Contemporary 
Islamic scholars take this as applying, not only to Judaism and 
Christianity, but to all religions. Modern Hinduism tends to affirm that 
just like all rivers lead to the sea, all religions lead to God. St. John 
Paul II affirmed that the Spirit of God is present and active in the hearts 
of every human and also in all cultures and religions. Pope Francis 
washed the feet of Muslims and Hindus. If this respect for other religions 
is a common conviction then religions, as religions, need not fight each 
other. On the contrary, they can join together to fight inequality and 
injustice in all its forms. The transcendent and inclusive God who is not 
the private property of any religion and who is above and beyond all of 
them can really be the unifying principle for all believers. The various 
religious believers, therefore, need not cut God down to their size, but 
rather seek to rise beyond themselves and their religio-theological 
structures to God beyond all name and form.

Conclusion

 The role of religion in society is to make present God, mani-
fested in various ways, as a source of inspiration and empowerment 
to do good and build community. The humans package God up in 
various socio-cultural and political ways and use God to promote their 
own socio-political identity and their search for power and control. 
Competition between various groups leads to violence and conflict. 
People end up by blaming God and the religions for their predicament. 
May be it is time to free God from the various religious structures and 
make these ways to authentic God-experience so that people can use 

their religions as instruments, not for competition and conflict, but for 
collaboration in the promotion of community, justice and peace in the 
world.
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Religion and Violence in an Interreligious 
Context
Alberto da Silva Moreira

 Religion and violence have been subjected to theoretical analysis 
and exploration in various studies, but a clear picture of the links 
between them has yet to emerge. On the contrary, researchers are 
divided by dissension and controversy344. Meanwhile, the reality to 
which the studies refer regularly supplies further unexpected and 
tragic examples. The media continually reiterate the simplistic, widely- 
held public view that religion is the source of violence, and the news 
is full of reports of blatant, brutal “religious” conflicts in Nigeria, Chad, 
Kosovo, Egypt, Syria, Iraq, Israel, India, Myanmar, Somalia, Pakistan, 
Sudan, Ireland, the Philippines, Brazil and the USA. We are seldom 
reminded that the religious elements are frequently not paramount. 
On the contrary, we are told that religion is used as a driving force 
and legitimisation strategy and is closely linked to the political, ethnic, 
economic, cultural, gender-specific and linguistic interests of many 
often contending groups, parties, strata, classes, castes, majorities 
and minorities. At the same time, the number of cases and the 
intensity of religious intolerance in our immediate environment and 
beyond illustrate how acute the need is for an examination of the 
relationship between (Christian) religion and violence, particularly in 
an increasingly globalised capitalist society.

 In attempting to define violence in an interreligious context it is 
important to be clear about a number of fundamental distinctions. 
Anthropology, psychology, the sociology of religion, archaeology 
and other academic disciplines outside the realm of theology have 

344 Cf. Girard, René, La violence et le sacré, Paris 1989; Bloch, Maurice, La violence du 
religieux. Paris 1997; Assmann, Jan, Die Mosaische Unterscheidung. Oder der Preis des 
Monotheismus, Munich 2003; idem., “Gesetz, Gewalt und Monotheismus”, in: Theologische 
Zeitschrift 62 (2006) 4, 475–486; Hervieu-Léger, Danièle, “Religion”, in:  Marzano, Michela 
(ed.), Dictionnaire de la violence, Paris 2011.



 183182 Religion and Violence in Relations between the Religions

addressed the topic of religion and violence.345 Indeed, the very 
terms “religion” and “violence” elude precise definition to this day and 
remain controversial.346 Violence is part of the basic constitution of 
life. It continues to comprise a constitutive dimension of social and 
biological life and thus lies at the origins of both religion and culture 
as well as of parenting, nutrition and play – in short, of human life 
itself. Thus violence, although it retains a constant presence within 
religious systems, is not a “privilege” unique to them alone, nor is it an 
element of the natural “fate” of religions. As far as the circumstances 
of religious violence are concerned, a general differentiation can be 
made between a physical form, marking the body and establishing 
identity, which is the case in many initiation rituals, and a symbolic 
form of violence, which dictates behavioural patterns, regulations, 
possible repression and banishment. As far as the victims of violence 
are concerned, it is possible to distinguish between religious acts of 
violence that are directed inwards (usually in order to gain control 
or establish orthodoxy and obedience within internal ranks), and 
those that are directed outwards (acts committed against external 
“enemies”, “heathens”, opponents or rivals). In specific instances all 
these circumstances and levels of violence can combine and reinforce 
each other. Moreover, religion can be linked to violence when religious 
systems, world views or structures contribute to objective forms 
of slavery, alienation, enslavement and the debasement of human 
beings or justify them.

 It is extremely difficult to separate the historical background to 
this discourse from the strategically, politically and historico-politically 
motivated intentions of enlightened thinkers who are convinced of 
the necessity to overcome (Christian) religion in a modern era that 
is deemed to be evolutionary. Their writings have an ideological 
objective, which is to ascribe to “religion” such negative characteristics 
as foolishness, coarseness, ignorance, intolerance and violence.347  

345 Cf. Michela Marzano (ed.), op. cit.
346 Here I follow a trend common in the social sciences, which is to treat each group, 
orientation  or movement as a religion or religious, if it considers itself as such. As far as 
the definition of violence is concerned, I use an incisive interpretation by Héritier: violence 
is any threat of a physical or psychological nature, which is capable of causing dread, 
a change in location, unhappiness, suffering or the death of a living being. Cf. Héritier, 
Françoise, De la violence, Paris 1996, 17.
347 This remains the case with critics of religion who masquerade as philosophers and 
natural scientists, such as Richard Dawkins.

A fresh perspective on the relationship between religion and violence 
only came about after the new religious movements of the 1960s 
and 1970s demanded a critical review of the secularisation thesis 
and religion in Latin America became a key factor in social change. 
Within the limits of the present essay I will address some aspects of 
the connection between religion and violence from the perspective 
of religious studies, i.e. those which have their basis in, or originate 
from, an interreligious context. My concern is to find answers to the 
following questions: what is the link between contemporary outbreaks 
of religious violence and ongoing processes of globalisation? How is 
violence generated and articulated in a multi-religious-context? What 
are the preconditions for the use of violence in contexts of religious 
and cultural pluralism? Although it goes without saying that these 
questions are of global interest and have global implications, my per-
spective is coloured by my personal experiences in Latin America.

Religion and violence in the context of globalisation

 People all over the world continue to be disadvantaged, forcibly 
displaced and killed on both explicit and covert religious grounds. 
Victims of prejudice, discrimination and murder are predominantly 
followers and practitioners of the religions of the poor, the minorities 
and of socially or ethnically underprivileged classes. This is regularly 
the case with the Christian minorities in the Middle East, Rohingyas 
in Myanmar, Christians and Muslims in India, devotees of animist 
religions in Africa, Afro Iberian cults in Latin America and indigenous 
tribes and their cults worldwide. In Brazil, followers of Afro-Brazilian 
religions are attacked by fundamentalist Pentecostals and their 
sacred sites are destroyed. However, the reverse often applies with 
the persecuted becoming the persecutors: in Pakistan, for instance, 
Pentecostal Christians suffer discrimination and are murdered, while 
all priests affiliated to Afro-Brazilian cults are driven out of favelas in 
some slums in Rio de Janeiro. Christians, themselves previously very 
active religious persecutors, are now the most persecuted religious 
community in the world – especially in the Middle East, where 
Christianity has its origins. In Iraq and Syria they are oppressed and 
murdered by supporters of the so called Islamic State (IS), in Pakistan 
and Afghanistan by adherents of al Qaida and the Taliban, and in 
Nigeria by the Islamic militia Boko Haram. Historically, however, 
almost every religious community has participated in persecution 
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“in the name of God”, including those religions and cults which may 
appear very peace loving and harmless today, such as Buddhism.

 Iraq may be viewed as a negative model country as regards the 
use of violence in the name of religion, in this case on the part of Islam. 
No Jews remain in the country which was once home to a thriving 
Jewish community stretching back to the reign of Nebuchadnezzar. 
Yazidis, Chaldean and Orthodox Christians and followers of ancient 
Zoroastrianism have also been dispossessed, exiled and, in some 
cases, murdered. However, the most numerous victims of Islamic 
violence are not Christians, atheists or people from the West but other 
Muslims, especially those who are adherents of other currents of Islam. 
On the other hand, Iraq remains a “model country”, as it is an ideal 
place from which to chart the way violence committed in the name of 
a religion is steered by political, economic, cultural, ethnic and military 
interests. Even the unprecedented levels of violence practised by an 
organisation such as the Islamic State cannot be completely divorced 
from the brutal, religiously veiled wars dictated by the geopolitical 
and economic interests of foreign superpowers, which resulted in the 
complete collapse of social cohesion in Iraq that was anticipated and 
accepted from the outset. Capitalist globalisation presupposes the 
mandatory, rapid and efficient integration of societies, cultures and 
local economies into the rationale of geopolitics and the transnational 
interests of big business.

 Such processes are justified ideologically in the name of progress 
and freedom, but they engender permanent violence of a kind which 
far exceeds that caused by religion. Systematic violence of this 
nature (in the form of wars, forced displacement and rapid cultural 
change) undermines the cultural and religious worlds of the popu-
lations affected, destroys their traditions and deprives institutions of 
their authority, prompting their collapse. This provides a breeding 
ground for authoritarian, fundamentalist and apocalyptic groups, 
militias and movements and their “charismatic” leaders. Identity is 
subsequently restructured and transformed in a radical, authoritarian 
manner, using elements of religious tradition, in order to create a 
clear, simple and demarcating frame of reference both internally and 
externally. It follows that fundamentalist violence is by no means a 
backward-looking phenomenon but rather a reaction to an enforced 
capitalist (post)–modernisation of the world. In this context, religious 

violence frequently appears as an inappropriate, out of step and more 
or less blind manifestation and as a protest against political, economic 
or brutal military violence which fails to achieve its objective. The ide-
ological and religious construct of an enemy in the guise of “the other” 
(such as of the Christian as a “crusader”), who subsequently serves 
as a scapegoat to personify everything evil and must therefore be 
sacrificed, almost always thrives on, and emerges from, the ruins of 
an existing social system in which different religious communities had 
previously lived side by side. 

 In the cases in which it expresses itself authentically, religion 
functions as a type of grammar or hermeneutics of reality; it becomes 
a frequently encoded language of resentment or of an apocalyptic 
hope in confronting exclusion and violence, which usually has its roots 
in macro politics and economics.348  It follows that the use of violence 
in the name of religion does not depend primarily and necessarily on 
the (right) doctrine or (correct) interpretation of a holy text but on the 
existing power relations, on social interests and, needless to say, on 
the decisions taken by religious leaders (and religious theologians). 
This is the case even if such religious leaders are actually “laity” and 
do not represent any (religious) institutions, which applies to most 
fundamentalist groups today.

Religious pluralism and internal diversity of religions

 An essentialist definition of religion purports that religious 
(Christian) identity will always remain identical and unchanging. 
However, from an historical perspective, religion and (local) culture(s) 
merge, giving rise to internal diversity within each major religion. 
During the course of their historical expansion Islam and Buddhism 
were combined with local traditions, thereby creating independent 
currents. A similar process occurred in Christianity, which has its 
roots in very different European, African, Latin and North American 
and Asian contexts and has been enriched by local cultures, thus 
spawning a wide range of “Christianities” (Catholicisms, Orthodoxies, 
Protestantisms and Pentecostalisms). The resulting internal diversity 
shapes each religion and may (have) cause(d) wars and potential 

348 This was the case in many millenarianist movements in Brazil and Latin America, such 
as in Canudos in Bahia (1893–1896), where impoverished peasant farmers interpreted and 
justified their recourse to insurrection and violence using religion as a prop.

Religion and Violence in an Interreligious Context



 187186 Religion and Violence in Relations between the Religions

conflicts. In the case of Catholicism which, in contrast to Buddhism 
or Islam, has a powerful central supervisory body, there is recurrent 
tension between internal diversity and a unity which desired and 
sometimes imposed from outside. However, whether they have a 
central supervisory body or not, religions – influenced as they are 
by local cultures and traditions – are invariably “charged” with friction 
and tension, which in a worst-case scenario can lead to internal 
or external violence. Examples of such violence include cases of 
so-called heresy, apostasy and schisms within the religions, which still 
involve the use of force even today, vengeful actions against seceding 
groups, denunciations and political collaboration with foreign powers.

 Today, religious pluralism is one of the main characteristics 
of a globalised cartography of religion. The symbolic and religious 
systems, i.e. not just the churches and institutions, but also their 
respective cultural environments, have moved closer together and in 
some cases share the same geographical space. Nowadays every 
religion, however isolated, is potentially available to all, accessible 
via the internet and the media, and can be activated and deployed 
in a range of different contexts outside its community of origin. This 
unprecedented situation is accompanied by friction and confrontation, 
but there is no mediating authority to resolve any ensuing conflicts. 
Although the institutionalised religious communities try to adapt to 
the new status quo, they struggle to keep abreast of the rapid and 
complex changes.

 The cultural globalisation of the past fifty years has given rise 
to two opposing tendencies which have elicited different forms of 
religious violence and the use of force: charismatic violence, which 
is embraced by small groups, and bureaucratic violence, which is 
practised by large-scale organisations. On the one side there are the 
small groups, which adhere to a strict hermetic doctrine, cut them-
selves off from the rest of society, have a high level of internal cohesion 
and are led by a guru or another charismatic figure. Often incorrectly 
termed “sects”349, they include the apocalyptic groups which take 
great pains to distance themselves from the other models, customs 
and laws and are predestined for extremism as a result of their apoca-

349 Cf. Aubrée, Marion, “Religião e violência numa perspectiva transcultural e 
transnacional”, in: Salgado Pereira, Mabel/Santos, Lyndon A. (eds.), Religião e Violência 
em tempos de Globalização, São Paulo 2004.

lyptic vision. Marion Aubrée has subdivided these apocalyptic groups 
into three different categories on the basis of their relationship with 
society, politics, traditions and the cultural capital of their members.

1) Enclosed communities of evangelical North American origin, whose 
members are usually from the poorer strata of society seeking pro-
tection and deliverance from urgent problems. The People’s Temple 
Agricultural Project led by Pastor Jim W. Jones is a good example. 
Based in former British Guyana, the project resulted in the suicide 
of 914 people in 1978. The group of Branch Davidians was another 
similarly tragic example. The armed confrontation between its leader 
David Koresh and FBI forces resulted in the deaths of 76 people in 
Waco, Texas in 1994. 

2) Open, transnational, esoteric communities usually comprising 
educated, affluent individuals who strive to reach higher levels on 
their path to personal perfection. Among them were members of 
the Order of the Solar Temple, 74 of whom died by self-immolation 
between 1994 and 1997 in Switzerland, Canada and France. Another 
example is Heaven’s Gate, an exclusive group of wealthy managers 
from Silicon Valley in California, 39 of whom committed suicide with 
their founder Marshall Applewhite in 1997 during the flyby of the 
Hale-Bopp comet. 

3) Politico-religious groups which oppose the “decay” of customs, 
traditions and values and their “distortion” by Western culture and 
its institutions. They take symbolic recourse to an allegedly “pure” 
wellspring and adopt a form of authoritarian identity. They include 
many radical groups in the Far and Middle East (Aum Shirinkyo, al- 
Nusra, al Qaida, IS, Taliban), Africa (Boko Haram, al-Shabab, AQIM) 
and groups in Europe which committed not only the September 11 
attacks but other terrorist acts as well. They are rooted in a theology 
of victimisation and self-sacrifice which idealises and justifies death.

 All three groups or communities share the belief that today’s 
world is bereft of all values. However, only victims can leave it behind 
immediately and escape to a kind of paradise. A schizophrenic outlook 
leads them to replace their real, everyday lives with an imaginary 
existence or an idealised state of perfection. They are firm believers 
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in a future “final victory”.350 Paroxysms like these foster a popular 
tendency in present-day religious experience. Instead of seeking 
to change the (“corrupt”) world and reality, individuals increasingly 
withdraw into an inner world in which religious offerings are still able 
to guarantee them an aestheticised, emotively charged experience of 
meaning and happiness.

 New large-scale religious organisations, which have adapted 
their expansion strategies to focus on marketing and have adopted 
a state-of-the -art administrative approach similar to that of transna-
tional corporations, make up the other side of the relationship between 
religion and violence. Although they continue to exert symbolic 
and occasionally physical violence on their members, employees 
and opponents, most of these organisations comply with the laws 
of their host countries. They include the Church of Scientology, an 
international holding of stars and media professionals who promise 
their members the power to avert all types of suffering; the Unification 
Church of the Reverend Moon, which combines an oriental body of 
thought with Christian rituals, is part of the new rightist movements 
in the USA and continues to preach the submission of women to the 
will of men; and the Universal Church of the Kingdom of God, Brazil’s 
second largest neo Pentecostal church. The latter is responsible 
for the widespread demonisation of the Afro Brazilian religions and 
cults (Candomblé, Umbanda, Batuque, Ifá, Xangô) among Brazil’s 
community of Protestants. The Pentecostals’ stigmatisation of 
everything to do with Afro Brazilian religions, branding them “the 
work of the devil”, has resulted in a wave of symbolic, linguistic and 
even physical violence directed at followers of these religions. Police 
reports recount the destruction of statues and places of worship 
and open hostility and physical aggression directed at priests of the 
Umbanda and Candomblé traditions and even at those affiliated with 
spiritualism.

 This problem is not unique to Brazil, however. Today, the Igreja 
Universal and other neo Pentecostal churches, which adopt a similar 
approach, are ubiquitous, particularly in Africa. There, and elsewhere 
too, social and existential poverty is simplistically equated with the 
figure of the devil. He, in turn, is identified with African or autochthonous 

350 Ibid.

deities, spirits or ancestors which, it is held, must be driven out without 
delay. The symbolic violence applied in these instances is immense. 
This type of Pentecostal church serves to repress a traditional African 
or indigenous culture and identity. In Brazil, the burgeoning popularity 
of these churches has led to a marked turnaround in the self image 
of the Pentecostals and their systematic collective engagement in 
politics, where they are increasingly becoming a powerful part of 
the establishment, as is the case in the USA. Regrettably, most neo 
Pentecostals fail to engage in ecumenical dialogue.

Forms of religious violence in the context of religious pluralism

 Globalisation has contributed to the emergence of an entirely new 
group of what might be termed religious “brokers” (usually specialist 
laity) by weakening the religious mediating institutions which have 
traditionally furnished believers with meaning. Therapists, journalists, 
media personalities, academics and engineers have become the new 
critical analysts and religious entrepreneurs. At the same time religions 
have been freed from their geographical- cultural and ethnic moorings 
in their respective areas of origin and have spread all over the world 
thanks to migration and the internet. These two developments have 
merged to produce a number of outcomes. Firstly, various interpre-
tations are free to compete without any one controlling the other; 
secondly, the process of religious interpretation has slipped from 
the hands of the (official) mediating authorities and led to the most 
obscure groups claiming authority; thirdly, fundamentalist, militarily 
well-organised groups (such as Boko Haram and Daesh [IS]) appear 
as religiously independent, powerful sects which have a strong appeal 
for the uprooted children of globalisation. The manner in which these 
power-focused projects (e.g. IS and even some churches) are funded 
remains a very secular business which does not shrink from extortion, 
piracy, smuggling and corruption to achieve its aims.

 Two other trends have been reinforced by globalisation and 
probably play a role in the connection between religion and violence. 
Firstly, the increasing individualisation and subjectification of religion 
and, secondly, the related general tendency to expand the emotional, 
uplifting elements of religious experience. It can, therefore, be antic-
ipated that the fragmentation of all major religious institutions will 
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continue in the wake of personal initiatives by individuals and that 
symbolic innovations will emerge as a result. New and old concepts 
of meaning will probably be increasingly presented in the form of a 
pageant or spectacle.351 The aestheticisation of religion, which is 
already under way, is capable of exercising all the more symbolic 
violence by “cultivating” believers to become consumers of (religious) 
emotions and feelings, thus making any form of critical thinking seem 
superfluous to them.

 In the light of increasing religious pluralism, the potential for 
conflict may well intensify at first but then abate in the not too distant 
future. The fact is that we are already clearly on the road to an entirely 
new global landscape or coexistence of religions. Religious commu-
nities still lack a minimal platform of consensus, a shared, institution-
alised culture of everyday dialogue and the requisite organisations 
for mediation. But all that will come in due course. However, there 
may well be setbacks or even outbreaks of religious-related violence, 
particularly if aversions to other religious groups, a belief in one’s 
own superiority, and attacks, discrimination and complicity leading 
to outrageous injustices, which still occur in some religious commu-
nities, are not overcome. Mistrust and prejudices are also reinforced 
by flawed state policies.352

Concluding remarks

 Summing up, it is impossible to simply link religion and violence 
per se, as if the two possessed a natural affinity. In their feature 
articles some religious critics make things all too easy for themselves 
by simply hooking up violence with “religion”, applying indiscriminate, 
unquestioned, cultural and socio-economic criteria and ignoring the 
contextual history and various uses made by opposing groups of their 
own and others’ religious heritage. 

 It is not possible either to discern any preformed violent basic 
disposition against enemies or dissidents in Christianity, Judaism or 

351 Cf. da Silva Moreira, Alberto, “A religião sob o domínio da estética”, in: Horizontes, 
Belo Horizonte, 13 (2015) 37, 379–405, http://periodicos.pucminas.br/index.php/horizonte/
article/view/P.2175–5841.2015v13n37p379 (20.03.2018).
352 An integration policy for immigrants should take due account of the factor of “religion”, 
as this is a final resource that can be drawn on in identity building, especially for culturally 
uprooted adolescents.

Islam, the so-called intolerant monotheistic global religions which 
are obsessed by “truth”. No historical evidence of a form of violence 
exclusive to monotheisms exists. The “Mosaic Distinction”353 between 
“true” and “false” religions does not emerge as a (brilliant) theoretical 
idea. It arises rather from everyday solidarity with individuals who 
have experienced violence and injustice and from active protests 
against their suffering. Monotheism is counter-religion; when the myth 
justifies the victim, the Mosaic Distinction denounces it.354 Violence 
and suffering are not the consequences of endless struggles between 
deities or of an ineluctable fate. They are the result of human freedom, 
guilt and responsibility.

 To conclude, then, neither the pure exegesis of the Holy 
Scriptures nor the sublimity of (Christian) mysticism, the catholicity of 
the dogmas, the wisdom of the pastoral plans or the depth of theology 
can predict, before the event, where, how and when the symbolic or 
tangible goods of religion will be transformed for aggressive, manipu-
lative or violent ends, let alone protect us from them. The community 
of disciples of a crucified Messiah therefore consistently requires the 
discernment of spirits and must continually prove its political sanctity, 
develop its potential for solidarity and allow itself to be corrected and 
raised up by viewing the world through the eyes of the poor. Religions 
are communities of emotion and complex constructs of meaning 
which are subject to a continuous process of transformation. They are 
also an essential part of our future. It simply depends on what people 
are still able to make of them or do with them, be it for good or ill.

353 Cf. Assmann, Jan, “Gesetz, Gewalt und Monotheismus”, in: Theologische Zeitschrift 62 
(2006) 4, 475–486.
354 Cf. Zamora, José A., “Religión y fetichismo de la mercancia”, in: da Silva Moreira, 
Alberto (ed.), O capitalismo como religião, Goiânia 2012, 51–91.
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Inter and Intra religious conflicts: 
Convolution of Religious Identities in Violent 
Encounters
Elias O. Opongo

 Religion has played a vital role in the shaping of the history 
of the world. In the last 2000 years Christianity, Islam, Buddhism, 
Hinduism and many other religions have contributed to the devel-
opment of cultural, economic, political and social values in any 
society.  Christianity claims its primary duty of not only leading its 
adherents to the Kingdom of God but also realizing that Kingdom here 
on earth. Islam emphasizes on the concept of Umma that looks at the 
Muslim community as a supra-state religion covering the whole world. 
Hinduism operates under a pluralistic jati system that encompasses 
different religious groups under Hinduism. Buddhism is a spiritual 
tradition that focused on achieving personal spiritual development 
and the eventual attainment of a deeper insight into the nature of life 
and cosmos. Religion cuts across political borders, frontiers, cultures, 
kingdoms and any other territorial domains. It is therefore international 
in nature and has an inevitably big role to play in international politics.

 However despite the diverse values and inspirations that religion 
engenders, there have been many historical and current situations 
in which religious groups have turned violent against each other. 
Conflicts have been fought across the globe in the name of religion 
and the most current wave is global terrorism. Despite the existence 
of religion as a feature in some of these historical conflicts, religion 
itself is not the cause of the religious conflict. However, “it frequently 
supplies the fault line along which intergroup identity and resource 
competition occurs.”355 Religion therefore gets instrumentalized as a 
pretext to violence.

 There have been instances when religious teachings and beliefs 

355 Seul, Jeffrey R., “Ours is the way of god’: Religion, identity, and intergroup conflict”, in: 
Journal of peace research 36 (1999) 5, 553–569, here: 558.



 195194 Religion and Violence in Relations between the Religions

have been invoked to justify the war while in other instances the over-
lapping identities between religion, politics, ethnic, national and other 
social identifies have played a major role in justifying violence. Such 
have included the Christian crusades against the Muslim, the Muslim 
jihad against Christians as well as recent conflicts by terrorist groups 
invoking Islam for their actions. The conflicts between the Israeli and 
Palestinians; India and Pakistan; Christian and Muslims in the former 
Yugoslavia, among others have demonstrated that inter and intra-re-
ligious conflicts are current phenomenon. However, it is important to 
note that despite religious undertones in these conflicts religion itself 
is not the cause of conflict and that it is often instrumentalized to justify 
violence.

 The discussion in this chapter will therefore focus on answering 
the question: to what extent have religious groups engendered 
violence and divisions amongst and between themselves?  How 
have the over-lapping identifies such as ethno-religious or religio 
-nationalism played a role in creating conflicts? What are some of the 
possible solutions to inter and intra-religious conflicts?

Instrumentalization of Religion for Violence

 The social construction of religion as both an instrument for peace 
and advancement of good in the world is often juxtaposed with the with 
the persistent instrumentalization of religion as a tool for attainment of 
social, political, economic, ethnic and national influence. Such instru-
mentalizations are sometimes informed by genuine concerns for justice 
while in other instances the focus could be dominance, oppression 
and perpetuation of disorder.  These conflicts can be divided into four 
categories: religio-territorial; religio-political; intra-religious; fight against 
injustice and oppression. These categorizations are not necessarily 
mutually exclusive, they project dominant ideologies but with charac-
terizations of different elements. 

 Religio-territorial conflicts with ethno-nationalist-undertones have 
been witnessed in a number of countries. I will discuss here the Indo-
Pakistani and Israeli-Palestinian conflicts. The Indo -Pakistani conflict 
is rooted in the colonial legacy of arbitrarily drawn boundaries. The 
difference stems from contestation of control over the region of Kashmir 
of which each country claims should belong to their union. Kashmir 
is predominantly inhabited by Muslims with pockets of other religions 

such as Hinduism. The Pakistani claim of the region is driven by the fact 
that Muslims are the majority in the region hence it should be part of 
Islamic homeland (Pakistan).356 While India on the other hand, though 
a secular state finds it hard to relinquish the region just because it is 
Muslim dominated.357 This has resulted to the Indo-Pakistani wars of 
1947, 1965, 1971 and 1999 with other armed engagements.

 In relation to religio-territorial conflicts, religion has been used to 
forge national identity in some countries. A case in point is Israel, which 
has been modelled around Judaism promoted by the Zionist movement 
founded in 19th century.358 Therefore, for a country like Israel whose 
national identity is forged on religion having experienced persecution 
at different points in history, religion has become a solidifying factor. 
Therefore, as an identity, religion is used to rationalise violence against 
other groups perceived to be anti-Semites such as the Palestinians. 
However, the Israeli-Palestinian conflict is not essentially a religious 
conflict, but religious traditions are invoked to justify nationalistic 
claims and grievances.359 The Israeli-Palestinian conflict stems from 
competing Jewish and Arab claims to the land in Palestine. Jewish 
claims to this land are based on the Biblical promise to Abraham and 
his descendants, while Palestinian Arab claims to the land are based 
on their continuous residence in the country for hundreds of years and 
the fact that they represented the demographic majority until 1948.360

 To address this, the United Nation General Assembly of November 
29, 1947, partitioned the land of Palestine into two, one Jewish and 
the other Arab of which the Jewish state got the largest share.361 
Therefore, a few days later after the UN plan, conflict between the 
Jew and Arabs broke out. The contestation for land has led to a series 

356 James, Carolyn/Özdamar, Özgür, “Religion as a factor in ethnic conflict: Kashmir and 
Indian foreign policy”, in: Terrorism and Political Violence 17 (2005) 3, 447–467.
357 Cohen, Stephen Philip, “India, Pakistan and Kashmir”, in: Journal of Strategic Studies, 
25 (2002) 4, 32–60.
358 Agbiboa Egiegba, Daniel, “Ethno–religious Conflicts and the Elusive Quest for National 
Identity in Nigeria”, in: Journal of Black Studies 44 (2013) 1, 3–30.
359 Cf. Landau, Yehezkel, “The Religious Dimension of Israeli-Palestinian Peacemaking”, 
in: Salinas, Moises/Abu Rabi, Hazza (eds.), Resolving the Israeli-Palestinian Conflict: 
Perspectives on the Peace Process, New York 2009, 263–285.
360 Cf. Beinin, Joel/Hajjar, Lisa, Palestine, Israel and the Arab-Israeli Conflict, the Middle 
East Research and Information Project 11, University of Richmod 2009, 1.
361 Cf. ibid.
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of conflicts in the region for example the 1948 conflict between Jews 
and Arab neighbouring states (Syria, Egypt, Jordan and Iraq), the 
1967 and 1973 wars. Nonetheless, there are still ongoing conflict 
between the Jews and Palestinians (Christians, Muslims and Druze) 
over the land. Therefore, land remains the cause of the intractable 
conflict between Israelis and Palestinians and in accounting for their 
acts of aggression, Israelis often claim to be  responding to Palestinian 
violence, and Palestinian often see themselves as simply reacting to 
Israel violence.

 The religio-political aspect of violence between religious groups 
have manifested themselves in various ways. In most cases politics 
has dominated religion and instrumentalized the later to achieve its 
objectives. Religious groups have justified violence against other 
religious groups as a means of creating a religious government. This 
phenomenon is common among militant Islamic groups that seek to 
establish caliphates under Shari’a law.362 Some groups even desire to 
create super-states. The end of cold war in early 1989 led to intra state 
conflicts across the globe. A case in point is the Bosnia Herzegovina 
civil war (1992–1995) of the former Republic of Yugoslavia. Following 
Slovenia and Croatian secession from the Socialist Federal Republic 
of Yugoslavia the multi-ethnic group, comprising of Bosnian Muslim, 
Orthodox Serbs and Catholic Croats voted for independence in 1992 
plebiscite. However, local Christian Serbs and the government in 
Belgrade tried to stop the breakaway of the predominantly Muslim 
republic of Bosnia-Herzegovina from Yugoslavia, thus leading to civil 
war. Religion under this context became instrumentalised for ethno 
nationalist purposes, hence leading to conflict between the different 
groups.363 In fact, religion to a great extent was dominated by political 
and ethnic pursuits that were enhanced by the urgency for territorial 
domination.  The conflict ended in 1995 following Dayton Agreement 
negotiated by the western powers to solve the civil war.

 The Sudan gained its independence in 1956 following the unifi-
cation of the previously distinct colonial entities: Anglo-Egyptian British 
colonial administration ruled Sudan and Egypt as one entity. In 1922 

362 Cf. Gregg, Heather S., “Defining and Distinguishing Secular and Religious Terrorism”, 
in:Perspectives on Terrorism 8 (2014) 2, 36–51.
363`Cf. Kivimäki, Timo/Kramer, Marina/Pasch, Paul, The dynamics of conflict in the multi-
ethnic state of Bosnia and Herzegovina, Sarajevo 2012.

Egypt claimed its independence and later Sudan in 1956. However, 
Sudan was religiously divided between the South which was domi-
nantly Christian and African traditional religions, and North which was 
dominantly Muslim. Conflict erupted in 1955 between the two regions 
just before independence. The South resisted the domination of the 
Muslim North under the Umma Party that insisted that Sudan was 
a Muslim country and should therefore be governed Islamic parlia-
mentary system that follows sharia law. This party did not favour the 
autonomy of the South, while at the same time the southerners were 
afraid that they would be subsumed by the dominant political powers 
in the north. Hence this led to intermittent armed conflict between the 
North and South which ended with the Addis Ababa Peace Agreement 
in 1972. However, following President Jaafar Nimeiri’s decision to turn 
the country into a Muslim state by introducing Sharia law, the South 
resisted and formed a rebel group, Sudan People Liberation Army 
(SPLA) and Sudan People’s Liberation Movement (SPLM). This led 
to the North-South religio-political conflict between 1983 and 2005.364  
The conflict only ended in 2005 following the eventual signing of the 
Comprehensive Peace Agreement (CPA).  While this conflict cannot 
be said to be entirely religious it had religious claims, particularly from 
the South that viewed the imposition of ‘Sharia Law’ and northern 
oppression as going against the fundamental rights of the southern 
people. Besides, those who converted to Islam were to seen as 
favoured to get government jobs in comparison to non-Muslims.

 Intra-religious conflicts are yet another category of religious 
conflict. The Lebanese civil war broke out in 1975. The war was 
portrayed as Christian-Muslim conflict, but had intra-faith implications. 
The government was run by minority elites among the Maronite 
Christians. The French colonial powers put in a place a parliamentary 
system that put Christians in leading positions of power between 1920 
and 1943. There was however resistance from the large population of 
the Muslim, particularly the pan-Arabist and other left wing politicians 
who were against the western dominated government. Besides, estab-
lishment of the state of Israel and subsequent mass displacement of 
thousands of Palestinian Muslims into Lebanon between 1948 and 
1967 increased the Muslim population in Lebanon. The negative sen-

364 Cf. Moga, Eluzai Yokwe, “Conflict Resolution in the Sudan: A Case Study of Intolerance 
in Contemporary African Societies”, in: Africa Media Review 11 (1997) 3, 80–103.
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timents against the Christian and western domination exacerbated the 
conflict. The religious tags were more to do with sectarian or territorial 
group loyalties rather than religious beliefs of the different religious 
groups. Besides there were equally intra -conflicts between the 
various Muslim groups: “Sunni Palestinians fought against the largely 
Sunni Syrian army, Shia Hizbullah against Shia Amal, Muslim Amal 
against Muslim Palestinians, and the largely Christian remnants of 
the Lebanese army against the Christian Forces Libanaises (FL).”365  
This led to the fragmentation of the country along religious lines. 
However, the conflict ended in 1990. Today, the political tensions and 
conflicts in Lebanon while largely intra-faith among the Muslims has 
also involved Christians at different levels, particularly in the conflict 
between Sunnis and Shiites. The complexity of this conflict is further 
nuanced by the fact that: “In the new struggle, large Christian groups 
have joined with their old rivals, the Sunnis, in supporting the Siniora 
government, while a controversial Christian former militia leader 
and presidential aspirant, Michel Aoun..joined forces with Hizbullah 
in opposing the current government.”366 The conflict in Lebanon is 
further made complex by the military attacks between the Hezbollah 
militia group based in Lebanon against Israeli forces.

 The politicization of religion has caused conflict between different 
religions. The legitimization of religion as source of power has impli-
cation on religious diverse countries.367 Such conflicts have occured in 
Northern Ireland between the Catholics and Protestants, between the 
Christians and Muslims during the Biafra War in Nigeria, etc. Different 
religious groups tend to fight for political leadership within the national 
politics. In cases where a religious group faces competition from other 
groups, they often lobby the state for special privileges.368  However, 
where the religious groups fail to secure this, they resort to violence 
as a form of securing their faith. In this context, religion is elevated 
above the broader interest of the nation. For example, in Nigeria, 

365 Gaub, Florence, “Lebanon’s civil war: seven lessons forty years on, 2015, Available at: 
http://www.iss.europa.eu/uploads/media/Alert_21_Lebanon_civil_war.pdf (04.07.2016).
366 John O. Voll, “Muslim–Christian Relations in Lebanon: From Conflict to Dangerous 
Alliances.” Georgetown: School of Foreign Service, Georgetown University. Available at: 
https://acmcu.georgetown.edu/muslim–christian–relations (Accessed on 04/07/2016)
367 Daniel, Agbiboa Egiegba op.cit.
368 Mathew, Isaac. “Faith in Contention Explaining the Salience of Religion in Ethnic 
Conflict.” Comparative Political Studies (2016).

religion is at the centre of social interaction, therefore, contestation 
for political leadership is often along religious line.369 Moreover, polit-
icization of religion begets violence through involvement in terrorist 
acts which often  results from gradual exposure to and socialization 
towards extreme behaviour and increasing legitimization of the use of 
violence to achieve political ends.370

 The Philippines has experienced religious conflicts in Mindanao 
Island. The island is inhabited by Muslims, Christians and Lumads. 
During the colonial period, the Spanish favoured the Christians on 
the island over the Muslim majority leading to resentment. Therefore, 
upon attainment of independence of The Philippines from Spain in 
1946 many Christians moved to Mindanao hence turning the Muslims 
into a minority.371 As a result, the Muslim communities formed different 
armed groups such as the Moro National Liberation Front (MNLF) 
group, the Moro Islamic Liberation Front (MILF) and Abu Sayyaf to 
fight the Christian dominated Philippine government. Religious dif-
ferences have partly shaped the conflict, but this does not deny the 
fact that there are other factors such as clash of interests in natural 
resources and marginalization of the Moro population.372 

Religious Response to Violence

 The expression, interpretation and defense of respective religious 
doctrines have at times had violent implications. The apartheid system 
in South Africa was justified by the Dutch Reformed Church and 
supported by different religious groups that chose not to oppose. For 
example, the Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) asserted in 
its report that:

 

369 Ibid.
370 Anneli Botha, 2014, Radicalization in Kenya, Recruitment to Al–Shabaab and the 
Mombasa Republican Council, ISS Paper 265 available at https://www.issafrica.org/
uploads/Paper265.pdf (Accessed on 04/07/2016).
371 Berkley Center for Religion, Peace & World Affairs at Georgetown University, 2015. “The 
Philippines: Religious Conflict Resolution on Mindanao.” Available at: https://s3.amazonaws.
com/berkleycenter/130801BCPhilippinesReligiousConflictResolutionMindanao.pdf 
(Accessed on 04/07/2016).
372 Campo, Salvatorre Schiavo, and Mary Judd. “The Mindanao Conflict in the Philippines: 
Roots, Costs, and Potential Peace Dividend.” Social Development Papers Conflict 
Prevention and Reconstruction Paper 24 (2005).
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 Some of the major Christian churches gave their blessing to 
the system of apartheid. And many of its early proponents prided 
themselves in being Christians. Indeed, the system of apartheid was 
regarded as stemming from the mission of the church. Religious com-
munities also suffered under apartheid, their activities were disrupted, 
their leaders persecuted, their land taken away. Churches, mosques, 
synagogues and temples – often divided amongst themselves – 
spawned many of apartheid’s strongest foes, motivated by values and 
norms coming from their particular faith traditions.373 

 It was not until 1998 that the Dutch Reformed Church officially 
denounced apartheid as wrong and sinful. 

 The Church in South Africa was torn apart between continuing 
with the non-violent means against apartheid and minimum violence 
to bring changes. Tutu is quoted by Scott Appleby as having said 
that if the economic sanctions imposed on South Africa by the West 
failed then there would be no “other way than to fight... (because it) 
is a situation in which what you see and apprehend depends on who 
you are and where you are.”374 The black South African theologians 
thus came up with The Kairos document to theologically defend their 
stand against apartheid which was founded on religious interpretation 
of the white race supremacy. The Liberation Theologians in Latin 
America were faced with the similar dilemma. In a Latin American 
Bishops’ conference in Medellin in 1968 they affirmed that: “Actions 
on behalf of justice and participation in the transformation of the world 
are constitutive dimension of the proclamation of the Gospel, (and) 
the Church’s mission for the redemption of the human race and its 
liberation from oppressive situation.”375

 Unfortunately, these actions on behalf of justice have at times 
ended up violent. For example, Brazil, Mexico, Peru and Argentina 
have experienced enormous political changes due to the deep con-
victions of many Christians on the liberation theology. The Sandinistan 

373 The South Africa Truth TRC) Truth and Reconciliation Commission Final Report, 
Volume 4 Chapter 3. http://www.justice.gov.za/trc/report/
374 R.S. Appleby, The Ambivalence of the Sacred. New York, Rowman and Littlefield 
Publisher, 2000, 38.
375 Synod of Bishops, “Justice in the World” in Gremillion, Joseph. 1976. The Gospel of 
peace and justice: Catholic social teaching since Pope John. Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis Books. 
514.

National Liberation Front against dictatorship in Nicaragua, and the 
revolutionary movements in El Salvador and Guatamala cropped 
from the Church. Even though these Latin American guerrilla groups 
were not fighting a religious war, their mission was partially informed 
by the fight for justice propagated by the Christian churches. 

 In Sri Lanka the Buddhist monks have been faced with the 
dilemma of maintaining their non violent doctrine.  Hence, in the 
conflicts between the government and the Liberation Tigers of Tamil 
Elamm (LTTE), also known as Tamil Tigers, the monks have sided 
with the government against the Tamils. The same scenario was 
witnessed in South Vietnam in 1963 when the Buddhist monks vehe-
mently opposed the Catholic led government by a ritual of self-immo-
lation by fire leading to a later coup d’état.

 However, the most feared religious violence is one justified by 
Muslim fundamentalists under jihad. The televised speech of Osama 
bin Laden, the then leader of Al Qaeda militants after the September 
11 2001 attacks against the US used Quran citations to justify his acts 
of terror. He affirmed that his war was against the infidels (non-Muslims 
who ought to be converted) oppressing the Muslims all over the world. 
He expressed his determination to defend the Palestinians, fight the 
Americans and the West, and protect the Arab nations and Islam 
throughout the world. He believed that those Muslims who sympa-
thized with the West were hypocrites (whom the Qur’an condemns as 
those who “will be in the lowest depths of the fire”). Hassan al-Turabi, 
a renowned former leader of National Islamic Front that dominated 
the Sudanese politics for many years since 1989, is quoted to have 
said that Islam is a state and a religion376, already suggesting the 
trans-frontier nature of Islam and its influence on international politics. 
Recent claims by the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria (ISIS also known 
as Islamic State) militants have projected the view that Islam is a state 
that their primary objective is to create a caliphate. Boko Haram, a 
terrorist group from Nigeria but also operating in Cameroun and Chad 
have made claims to establishment of Islamic caliphate in west Africa.

376 R.S. Appleby, op.cit., 62.
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Conclusion

 The discussion above shows that religion, as a social entity is 
necessary for the fulfilment and identity of a people. It ought to be 
active in the establishment of a world justice. Of course it would be 
naive to consider a religion that is insulated from the social issues. 
The risk of incorrectly interpreting the religious tenets with manipu-
lative objective remains a perpetual reality. This is what Appleby calls 
internal pluralism377 that leads to ambiguity of the sacred378 subjecting 
the religious adherents to ambivalence of the sacred,379 that in turn 
validates the co-existence of the sacred and the profane. 

 There is therefore need for concerted efforts to counter extremist 
approaches to religion and to separate religion from acts of violence.  
However, the socialization of religion with diverse identifies has made 
it difficult in some situation to distinguish between religious adherence 
and social, political, cultural or economic aspiration. Marginalization 
of particular religious groups has emerged as one of the main con-
tributing fact so to religious violence. There is therefore need to an 
inclusive approach to governance and citizen participation in the 
affairs of the nation.  

 In our modern times, Dalai Lama, the Buddhist Spiritual leader 
and Nobel Peace Prize Laureate, has been in the forefront rallying 
for peace on behalf of the Tibetans whose land is occupied by the 
Chinese. Buddhism stands for peace, non-violence, rationality and 
friendship. Pope John Paul II is renowned for his world travels and 
defense of human dignity through his many writings and speeches, 
while Bishop Desmond Tutu played a fundamental role in bringing 
apartheid to an end in South Africa. Many other spiritual leaders have 
contributed to world justice and thus made a positive contribution to 
national and international peace.

377 R.S. Appleby, op. cit 31.
378 R.S. Appleby, op. cit 29.
379 R.S. Appleby, op. cit 30.
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“God, the Lord of Peace, Makes Us a Face 
of Peace” – Contributions of the Catholic 
Church to Peace and Reconciliation
Edward Fröhling

 For many years now, the relationship between religion and 
violence has been an urgent issue in theology, philosophy, the study 
of religion and social sciences and has occasionally been debated in 
a highly controversial manner. It covers questions of religious identity, 
claims to truth and tolerance, creed and dialogue, war and peace. At 
the beginning of the 21st century the major issues of our time appear 
to be coming to a head: “Climate change, globalisation, the fight 
against terrorism and the new world order are among the fundamental 
challenges facing both the individual and the international community. 
Individuals feel an increasing need and desire to contribute to peace, 
however small that contribution may be.”380 This is particularly true of 
the horror and anxiety people experience when confronted on a daily 
basis with news of monstrous acts of brutality committed, for instance, 
by IS (Islamic State) militias terrorising “infidels”, i.e. Christians, Jews 
and even “moderate” Muslims.381 

 In recent debates the devastating attacks on the World Trade 
Centre and the Pentagon in the United States on 11 September 
2001 have been described as religiously motivated “terrorist mass 
murder”382 and as a (symbolical) landmark383. Ever since that event our 

380 Federbusch, Stefan, Friedensgebete, Kevelaer 2003, 7.
381 In reality, “international terror” is not limited to radical Islamic groups, although this is 
only perceived by the Western public to a limited extent. It can be seen, for example, in the 
reporting on – or rather the lack of coverage of – the many attacks by radical Hindus on 
Muslim and Christian minorities, on representatives of the “modern economic and social 
order” and on politicians in Pakistan and India since the 1990s.
382 See Schneider, Hans-Joachim, Internationales Handbuch der Kriminologie, volume 1: 
Grundlagen der Kriminologie, Berlin 2007, 802.
383 In this context, Jan-Heiner Tück, for example, talks about “the first date in the third 
millennium that entered the collective consciousness of contemporaries” (Tück, Jan-
Heiner, Sterben für Gott – Töten für Gott, Freiburg im Breisgau 2015, 15). Based on Tück’s 
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need for brevity, we will not comment on the inspiration received from 
other Christian denominations, the ecumenical movement and 20th 
century conferences, such as the Life and Work movement or the 
World Council of Churches, and hope the omission will be excused.

The community of “pilgrims of truth and pilgrims of peace”

 “But if there is anything in the affairs of mortal men which it is 
proper to approach with hesitation – nay rather to flee from, to avert 
by entreaty, and to repulse – that thing, undoubtedly, is war, than 
which there is nothing more wicked or more damnable or more widely 
destructive, more tenaciously clinging, more foul, and more utterly 
unworthy of a human being, not to say a Christian. 

 [...] For where is the devil’s kingdom if not in war? Why do we 
drag Christ into it, who more fittingly might be found in some brothel 
than on the field of battle. [...] Just so let us compare war with peace, 
a thing equally abominable and accursed with one most fortunate and 
excellent; and thus at length it will be apparent of what great folly it 
is, with so much disturbance, so many hardships, so much expense, 
such peril, so many calamities, to strive after war when peace can 
be bought at a far less price. In the first place, what is there more 
delightful, more beneficial in the nature of things than friendship?387   

          Erasmus of Rotterdam

 A theology of peace will, and must, of course primarily manifest 
itself in exemplary “words and deeds” expressed and enacted by 

between the communio sanctorum or “the Church of Jesus Christ” and its “institutional 
auxiliary structures” within a given empirical reality, see the following very illuminating 
articles: Ratzinger, Josef, Eine Gemeinschaft in steter Erneuerung, in: idem., Zur 
Gemeinschaft gerufen, Kirche heute verstehen, Freiburg im Breisgau 1991, 124–147, and 
Görres, Albert, Erneuerung durch Tiefenpsychologie?, in: idem./Walter Kasper (eds.), 
Tiefenpsychologische Deutung des Glaubens, Quaestiones Disputatae 113, Freiburg im 
Breisgau 1988, 133–174.
387 Erasmus of Rotterdam, Dulce bellum inexpertis (War is sweet to those who have never 
experienced it), translation quoted from: Elizabeth Stella Low, A Study of Erasmus’ Dulce 
Bellum Inexpertis, University of Southern California, August 1956, 74 and 94f., http://
digitallibrary.usc.edu/cdm/ref/collection/p15799coll39/id/310951

daily politics have been dominated by debates on Islam and terrorism 
and by issues of intercultural understanding and international justice. 
However, the debate clearly reaches further than meeting purely 
political challenges. Critics of religion – following, for example, the 
hypotheses of the Egyptologist Jan Assmann – generally and com-
prehensively view religion as being “under suspicion of violence”384, 
particularly in its monotheistic manifestations. This raises the question 
of how the Roman Catholic Church can contribute to peace and 
reconciliation in a manner that transcends day-to-day politics. The 
confines of this article do not permit an in-depth study of such a far-
reaching and complex issue and so we will have to content ourselves 
with a brief look at a few characteristic examples. Wherever possible, 
however, we will (also) focus on references to official doctrine385, 
which will entitle us to state that it is an issue which concerns not just 
a few isolated individuals but the Church as a whole. There are, of 
course, several reasons why such a project is a far from easy task. 
First of all, the question of peace and reconciliation has been ignored 
by major doctrinal debate for centuries. On the contrary, it has been 
regarded as a challenge to “spiritual life” – or spirituality, as would say 
today – and thus associated with people’s personal lives and visions. 
Treating these “positive aspects” as representing the true picture of 
the Church, in other words the Church as the communion of saints 
(communio sanctorum, though not necessarily canonised saints), 
may appear problematic for the purposes of this article. However, it is 
unavoidable that we should give preference to these positive aspects 
over the image of the Church as the institution we experience on an 
empirical level, one which has often been shaped in many ways by a 
“majority” of members who act and think differently. But by taking this 
approach we can demonstrate the essential contributions the Church 
has made in the modern era.386 On the other hand, in view of the 

thoughts we might say: The disaster which was followed in real time on monitors throughout 
the world has itself become a kind of an icon in the repertoire of public global images.
384 See, for instance, Tück, Jan-Heiner, Monotheismus unter Gewaltverdacht – Zum 
Gespräch mit Jan Assmann, Freiburg im Breisgau 2015. In view of these allegations 
against Christianity, see the detailed and comprehensive study by Arnold Angenendt: 
Toleranz und Gewalt, Das Christentum zwischen Bibel und Schwert, Münster 2009.
385 It is important to ensure that such doctrinal statements are not limited to fine theoretical 
remarks. We must follow the general principle that the preaching and teaching of the 
Church as disciples of Jesus must always be a matter of both “words and deeds” (see 
Vatican II, Dei Verbum 4).
386 As regards the basic underlying ecclesiological issue of determining the relationship 
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the Church itself and is associated with figures such as Francis 
of Assisi388, Meister Eckhart389, Bartholomé de las Casas390 and 
Erasmus of Rotterdam391. However, we must not forget that sys-
tematic doctrinal study and discussion of a peace that transcends 
national borders, individual churches and religious communities 
is a comparatively recent phenomenon. The turning point was 
undoubtedly the pontificate of Benedict XV (1914–1922), who has 
gone down in history as the “Pope of Peace”. The comments that 
have been published since 1914/15, meanwhile, are burdened with 
a long legacy of Church practice which has contradicted them. Such 
statements are often disputed even nowadays, as they continue to 
present a radical challenge to a sense of realpolitik which prevails 
both within the Church and in the policies pursued in the so-called 
Christian West. They remain a daring yet emboldening challenge, as 
they form part of an ecclesiastical process of reform, turnaround and 
renewal which started with Benedict XV. At the same time, they are a 
call for personal conversion and renewed reassurance which is aimed 
at everyone within the Church, a call to reflect on and return to the 
essentials of a Christian life. In 2011 Pope Benedict XVI therefore for-
mulated the challenge which arises from the Church’s self-perception 
as comprising “Pilgrims of Truth and Pilgrims of Peace”.392 “They […] 
challenge the followers of religions,” he says, “not to consider God 
as their own property, as if he belonged to them, in such a way that 
they feel vindicated in using force against others. These people are 
seeking the truth, they are seeking the true God, whose image is 
frequently concealed in the religions.” He goes on to say that this is 
“partly the responsibility of believers with a limited or even falsified 
image of God.”393 “The fact that […] religion really does motivate 

388 See Hoeberichts, Jan, Feuerwandler. Franziskus und der Islam, Kevelaer 2001.
389 See Fröhling, Edward, Der Gerechte werden. Meister Eckhart im Spiegel der Neuen 
Politischen Theologie, Ostfildern 2010.
390 See Delgado, Mariano, Stein des Anstosses. Bartolomé de Las Casas als Anwalt der 
Indios, Würzburg, 2011.
391 Stammler, Wolfgang F./Pagel, Hans-Joachim/Stammen, Theo (eds.), Die 
Friedensschriften des Erasmus von Rotterdam, Essen 2017.
392 Benedict XVI, address on the occasion of the “Day of Reflection, Dialogue and 
Prayer for Peace and Justice for the World”, quoted from: https://w2.vatican.va/content/
benedict–xvi/en/speeches/2011/october/documents/hf_ben–xvi_spe_20111027_assisi.
html (26.03.2020).
393 Ibid.

violence should be profoundly disturbing to us as religious persons. 
[…] This is not the true nature of religion. It is the antithesis of religion 
and contributes to its destruction. […] As a Christian I want to say at 
this point: yes, it is true, in the course of history force has also been 
used in the name of the Christian faith. We acknowledge it with great 
shame. But it is utterly clear that this was an abuse of the Christian 
faith, one that evidently contradicts its true nature. The God in whom 
we Christians believe is the Creator and Father of all, and from him 
all people are brothers and rsisters and form one single family. For 
us the Cross of Christ is the sign of the God who put ‘suffering-with’ 
(compassion) and ‘loving–with’ in place of force. His name is ‘God of 
love and peace’ (2 Cor. 13:11). It is the task of all who bear respon-
sibility for the Christian faith to purify the religion of Christians again 
and again from its very heart, so that it truly serves as an instrument 
of God’s peace in the world, despite the fallibility of humans.”394 It 
must be regarded as God’s grace – in all humility395– that the Church 
in our time is manifesting this courage to turn around and radically 
connect with the life-determining ideals of “its saints” and with the 
vision of a “Christian humanism” associated with its name and that, 
in addition, the Church’s renewed theology of peace is enabling it to 
move in the direction of serious self-evangelisation – a difficult path, 
even for the Church itself. At the same time, this plea for peace, as 
Julia Kristeva emphasised at the 4th World Day of Prayer in Assisi in 
2011, is not “directed solely towards believers, because they may take 
heart in their resistance to totalitarianism” but indeed to everyone:396  

394 Ibid.
395 In view of the Church’s violent history, shame and humility are inevitably elements of a 
“theology of peace” that can be developed within Christianity. The words of John Paul II in 
his message for the World Day of Peace in 1997 also apply to the Church: “Offering and 
accepting forgiveness is indispensable for the journey towards authentic and lasting peace” 
– forgiveness which the Church, too, needs to receive, as can be seen in the pope’s major 
public requests for forgiveness at the turn of the millennium. Such forgiveness, however, 
cannot be demanded nor is it enforceable. A theology of peace cannot therefore present 
itself as something that is taught from above, in a moralising manner; it can only make an 
impact through weakness – as a plea, an entreaty to all those who are of good will. With 
this in mind, it is no coincidence that Paul VI and all subsequent popes have endeavoured 
to formulate their annual peace messages not with an attitude of mater et magistra but as 
an invitation to enter into dialogue par cum pari. I do not find it alarming that the Church’s 
Magisterium on this is not yet complete. It is part of the Church’s turnaround and renewal 
process to search for a form of linguistic expression that will be conducive to peace. See, 
in particular, John Paul II’s helpful comments in his encyclical letter Ut Unum Sint (1995), 
especially sections 28–35.
396 Kristeva refers to Francis of Assisi who, she says, “sent a letter to ‘all the inhabitants 
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“The appeal of that Pope, an apostle of human rights, also drives us 
not to fear European culture, but on the contrary, to dare humanism: 
the construct of complicity between the Christian humanism and that 
which emerged from the Renaissance and Enlightenment, and which 
has the ambition of opening the dangerous ways of freedom.”397 But 
what is it that prompts Kristeva, a philosopher and psychoanalyst who 
has considerable reservations about faith and the Church, to refer not 
only to Francis, Erasmus, Dante Alighieri and Giotto when referring to 
the heart of European culture, but also, in the same presentation, to 
mention Benedict XVI as well as John Paul II as “apostles of human 
rights”?398

Benedict XV and the orrenda carneficina of war

 The beginning of the First World War marked a turning point in the 
study and discussion of violence, war and peace in Church doctrine. 
Secularisation had enforced a separation between the Church and 
the nations (which each had their own power interests). This, and 
the resultant neutrality, led to a radically changed view of the reality 
of war, which came to be seen far more clearly as a brutal conflict 
waged within the “one human family”. Many thought it scandalous 
that the newly elected Pope Benedict XV should have spoken up and 
attacked war in general and not merely “unjust” wars as opposed to 
“just” wars. Instead of endorsing the predominant distinction that had 
been made for centuries, specifying when and under what conditions 
war might be justified and perhaps even be mandatory as a “holy 
war”, the Pope criticised the very concept of war as such, saying that 
it must stop and be banned.

 “In the holy name of God, in the name of our heavenly Father 
and Lord […] We conjure You […] to put an end at last to this horrible 
slaughter, which for a whole year has dishonoured Europe. It is the 
blood of brothers that is being poured out on land and sea. The most 

of the entire world’ sometime before his death and while he was still a humanist avant la 
lettre.”
397 Kristeva, Julia, “The humanism of the Enlightenment must dialogue with Christian 
humanism”, in: Siebenrock, Roman A./Tück, Jan-Heiner (eds.) Selig, die Frieden stiften. 
Assisi – Zeichen gegen Gewalt, Freiburg i. Br. 2012, 241-247, here: 242,  http://www.
asianews.it/ news–en/Julia–Kristeva:–The–humanism–of–the–Enlightenment–must–
dialogue–with–Christian–humanism–23031.html (26.03.2020).
398 See ibid.

beautiful regions of Europe […]: there, where but a short time ago 
flourished the industry of manufactures and the fruitful labour of the 
fields, now thunders fearfully the cannon, and in its destructive fury 
it spares neither village nor city, but spreads everywhere havoc and 
death. You bear before God and man the tremendous responsibility 
of peace and war; give ear to our prayer. […] Nor let it be said that the 
immense conflict cannot be settled without the violence of war. Lay 
aside your mutual purpose of destruction; remember that Nations do 
not die; humbled and oppressed, they chafe under the yoke imposed 
upon them, preparing a renewal of the combat, and passing down 
from generation to generation a mournful heritage of hatred and 
revenge. […] Blessed be he who will first raise the olive-branch, and 
hold out his right hand to the enemy with an offer of reasonable terms 
of peace.”399 

 In 2002 a process was initiated to beatify the Sicilian priest Luigi 
Sturzo (1871–1959) who, as one of the leaders of Catholic Action 
after the First World War, sought the complete abolition of war and 
engaged in political advocacy: “In view of the pessimists who believe 
that war is a calamitous heritage of decadent mankind and that it is 
impossible for man to be free from it, it must be said with all clarity that 
the power of Christianity has not yet been exhausted. Is it not possible 
to abolish war in the same way as slavery?”400 Luigi Sturzo was one of 
the few to draw radical conclusions from Pope Benedict XV’s hapless 
and largely unheeded calls for peace. From 1914 onwards he wrote 
several official doctrinal letters decrying the “pointless slaughter” and 
“useless massacres” (inutile strage)401 of war. He demanded all-out 
disarmament and an international court of arbitration to avoid future 
wars, volunteered to act as a neutral mediator for peace negotiations 
between all warring powers and called for worldwide collections, 
especially for children in need. Immediately after the First World War 
there were hopes that war and any enthusiasm for it might dwindle 

399 Benedict XV, “Apostolic Exhortation to the Peoples Now at War and to Their Rulers” (28 
July 1915), https://w2.vatican.va/content/benedict–xv/en/apost_exhortations/documents/
hf_ben–xv_exh_19150728_fummo–chiamati.html (31.08.2018).
400 Quoted from: Riccardi, Andrea, Der Präventivfriede – Hoffnungen und Gedanken in 
einer unruhigen Welt, Würzburg 2005, 144.
401 See Benedict XV, Call to the heads of states of warring nations (1 August 1917), in: 
AAS 9 (1917), 423, http://www.vatican.va/archive/aas/documents/AAS–09–I–1917–ocr.
pdf (31.08.2018).
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or even disappear altogether. At first sight these hopes can be seen 
as being doomed to failure. Benedict XV was expressly excluded 
from all ceasefire and peace negotiations and his calls for donations 
were largely ignored, since the various warring parties regarded them 
as favouring their respective enemies. Partly as a result of political 
lobbying by the Roman Curia, Luigi Sturzo was forced to leave 
Italy and go into exile because of his uncompromising rejection of 
a Mussolini government. Other endeavours that failed included the 
Peace Alliance of Catholic Clergy and the Peace Alliance of German 
Catholics,402 both formed in 1917 at the instigation of Pope Benedict 
XV, as well as the (secular) cross-party No More War Movement403  
set up by the Veteran Peace Alliance (1919–1922) in Germany. A 
striking example of these abortive efforts is the fate of Ernst Friedrich 
(1894–1967), whose book Krieg dem Kriege404 (War on War) aimed 
to provide “education in antimilitarism”. After refusing to be called up 
for the First World War, Friedrich was “assigned to a lunatic asylum 
for observation”,405 spent his life in hiding until 1944 and was arrested 
and tortured several times during the post-war years.

The Church’s arduous path of “self-conversion” 

 We return at this point to Benedict XV and his intervention during 
the First World War: 

 “Still louder is our fatherly cry for peace. May this cry, prevailing 
over the dreadful clash of arms, reach unto the peoples who are now 

402 The tradition of this Peace Alliance was continued in 1948 by the newly formed 
German section of the Pax Christi Movement. See also Öhlschläger, Rainer, Pax–Christi–
Bewegung, in: Lexikon für Theologie und Kirche3 7 (1988), column 1535.
403 See the “Foundation Call” (19 October 1919), as recorded in the writings of Kurt 
Tucholsky: “The World War is over. If it had any sense at all, it can only be to teach 
nations the folly of armed conflict. But even such gigantic lessons are quickly forgotten. 
It is important to keep alive the memories of the suffering, blood, pain and suppressed 
humanity. It is up to the combatants in the war, in particular, to do so. They know what ‘war’ 
means. So they need to fight against war and for peace with all the means at their disposal. 
Combatants of all countries – unite! […] The voices of millions of former combatants, their 
social and, above all, their spiritual demands must be heard; former combatants are best 
placed to talk about what happened in the war. Former combatants, fellow soldiers, join in 
our fight against tyranny and crimes against the nations, against chauvinism and against 
politicians who will risk spilling precious blood for the benefit of a few individuals. Wage war 
on war!”
404 Friedrich, Ernst, Krieg dem Kriege, Munich 2004, [English translation: Ernst Friedrich, 
War Against War, Spokesman Books 2014].
405 Krumeich, Gerd, Preface to Ernst Friedrich, Krieg dem Kriege, op. cit.

at war, and unto their rulers, inclining both to milder and more serene 
views.”406 

 Even if the endeavours of Benedict XV and later Pius XII did not 
meet with political success, if neither the “horrible slaughter” of the 
First World War nor that of the Second World War could be prevented 
or reduced, it nevertheless remains Benedict XV’s lasting heritage 
that the issue of peace between the nations has been a vital part of 
Roman Catholic Church doctrine since he raised his voice on the 
subject of peace between the nations. Andrea Riccardi has rightly 
pointed out in his studies that three basic prerequisites were crucial 
for the development which began at that time and has continued to the 
present day, gaining in depth all the while. Firstly, the move towards the 
self-evangelisation of the Church was triggered by the process of sec-
ularisation, which has turned out to be highly valuable for the Gospel in 
several ways: “In the 20th century Christianity finally disentangled itself 
from the institutional structure of the state. […] Secularist modernism 
triumphed over the legacy of the past.” Consequently, armies were 
“no longer armies of God, but armies of the nations”. “The sanctifi-
cation of war at long last came to an end, at least in the West.”407 
Secondly, a “fundamental theological and spiritual development in the 
20th century” unfolded inside and outside the Church which mani-
fested itself in an “increasing rejection of the use of violence to resolve 
conflict”.408 It is of outstanding importance for the Christian churches 
that “in the 20th century millions of Christians experienced violence 
and persecution”. John Paul II, in particular, repeatedly stressed the 
significance of these “new martyrs”, “gentle and peaceful men and 
women who accepted suffering and violence for the sake of their 
faith”409. Thirdly, there has been a growing awareness of the Church’s 
internationalism and a profound rediscovery of the concept of catho-
licity – a process which Johann Baptist Metz, for example, described 

406 Benedict XV, Apostolic Exhortation to the Peoples Now at War and to Their Rulers, 
https://w2.vatican.va/content/benedict–xv/en/apost_exhortations/documents/hf_ben–
xv_exh_19150728_fummo–chiamati.html
407 See Riccardi, Andrea, Der Präventivfriede. Hoffnungen und Gedanken in einer 
unruhigen Welt, ibid. 142f.
408 See ibid., 143f.
409 See ibid., 149. More details can be found in Riccardi, Andrea, Salz der Erde. Licht der 
Welt, Glaubenszeugnis und Christenverfolgung im 20. Jahrhundert, Freiburg im Breisgau 
2002.
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as a “development towards a polycentric universal Church”410. “Since 
the 1950s” at the latest, “the presence of Africans among the clergy, 
believers and missionaries in the Catholic Church has prevented any 
identification of the Church with specifically Western issues”, thereby 
pre-empting the danger that Christianity might “legitimise the use of 
violence to defend Western and white domination”.411 The funda-
mental calling of the Church, says Riccardi, stops it from “justifying 
colonial violence”412. The development that was set in motion by 
these prerequisites is by no means complete. In Riccardi’s view, it 
would be desirable to acknowledge this fact and to write a “history 
of difficulties and approval” concerning papal statements on peace 
and violence “in the Catholic world, since these ideas have only won 
over the majority of Catholics in the past few decades”.413 Treading 
the path of self-evangelisation remains a difficult task right up to the 
present day, as can be seen in the perpetual tendency – even within 
the Church itself – to reject peace policies marked by powerlessness, 
weakness and a renunciation of violence, as exemplified in the 
debate about “defending the Christian West” and “Christian values”. 
It is also reflected in many of the initial responses to Pope Francis’ 
message for the 2017 International Day of Peace on the subject of 
“politics without violence” as an ideal. To quote Andrea Riccardi with 
reference to the early 20th century, these responses are still coloured 
by “inconsistencies, nostalgia and backward-looking movements”414.

Comprehensive “disarmament” as a “dictate of common sense”

 Hopefully, looking at theological and doctrinal developments 
over the past few decades, we will not see such a nostalgic, back-
ward-looking movement again – a movement that once more turns 
away from this fundamental focus on a radical renunciation of violence 
and from a concentration on peace and reconciliation, regarding them 
as naïve and far too idealistic. Hopefully, there will be no regression into 

410 For more detail see Metz, Johann Baptist, Im Aufbruch zu einer kulturell polyzentrischen 
Weltkirche, in: Kaufmann, Franz–Xaver/Metz, Johann Baptist, Zukunftsfähigkeit. 
Suchbewegungen im Christentum, Freiburg im Breisgau 1987, 93–147.
411 See Riccardi, Andrea, Der Präventivfriede. Hoffnungen und Gedanken in einer 
unruhigen Welt, op. cit., 146.
412 Ibid.
413 Ibid. 145.
414 See ibid., 142. He mentions, for example, the denominational regimes of Franco and 
Salazar as well as the national security regimes of Latin America and fascism.

previous patterns of religious and Church politics based on power and 
domination or on Eurocentric and colonialist thinking. Such a backward 
looking movement would forfeit any polycentric catholicity and thus a 
genuine universal Church. Hopefully, too, we will not see any return 
to a one-sided focus on the West as a political, religious and theo-
logical “bastion”. We would do well to sustain this hope, particularly in 
view of the theological and political confrontation at both the national 
and international level, which has been exacerbated by religiously 
motivated violence, migratory movements and a fear of terrorism. 
This hope is consistent with doctrinal teachings since the publication 
of the encyclical letter Pacem in Terris (1963)415 by John XXIII and 
the pastoral constitution Gaudium et Spes (1965)416 of the Second 
Vatican Council and has been the hallmark of papal statements ever 
since those encyclical letters. It cannot be undermined either by the 
existence of a plurality of perspectives within the Christian churches, 
including those that are open to the use of war and violence in extreme 
cases, as has been correctly pointed out by the German Protestant 
theologian Wolfgang Huber417, among others. “Different interpretations 
are advanced by different schools and traditions which examine a wide 
range of specific situations ranging from terrorism via the policies of 

various states to widespread crime. Rules and genuinely applicable 
cause-and-effect mechanisms are becoming more and more difficult 
in our complex world. But the general thrust […] appears quite clear: 
As the millennium comes to a close, the Church is increasingly 
rejecting the use of violence.”418 At the same time, more differentiated 
approaches are being taken to the challenges arising from the issue 
of peace. Peace is more than, and different from, merely the absence 
of war, physical violence and threats.

 “What have you done? Yahweh asked. Listen! Your brother’s blood 

415 Johannes XXIII., Enzyclica “Pacem in terries”, 11.04.1963, http://w2.vatican.va/content/
john–xxiii/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_ j–xxiii_enc_11041963_pacem.html (31.08.2018).
416 “Gaudium et spes”, http://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/
documents/vat–ii_const_19651207_gaudium–et–spes_en.html (01.07.2016), see espe-
cially Chapter V: “The fostering of peace and the promotion of a community of nations” 
(nos. 77–93). This chapter presents a consolidated and updated collection of the doctrinal 
input since Benedict XV, ideas which until then had been disseminated rather widely and, 
for better or worse, had been a matter of day-to-day policy.
417 Huber, Wolfgang/Reuter, Hans-Richard Reuter, Friedensethik, Stuttgart 1990.
418 Riccardi, Andrea, Der Präventivfriede. Hoffnungen und Gedanken in einer unruhigen 
Welt, op. cit, 155f.
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is crying out to me from the ground” (Gen. 4:10) The voice of the blood 
shed by men continues to cry out, from generation to generation, in 
ever new and different ways.

 The Lord’s question: ‘What have you done?’, which Cain cannot 
escape, is addressed equally to the people of today to make them 
realise the extent and gravity of the attacks against life which continue to 
mark human history; to make them discover what causes these attacks 
and feeds them; and to make them earnestly ponder the consequences 
of these attacks for the existence of individuals and peoples.

 Some threats come from nature itself, but they are made worse by 
the culpable indifference and negligence of those who could in some 
cases remedy them. Others are the result of violence, hatred and con-
flicting interests, which lead people to attack others through murder, 
war, slaughter and genocide.

 And how can we fail to consider the violence inflicted on millions 
of human beings, especially children, who are forced into poverty, 
malnutrition and hunger because of an unjust distribution of resources 
between peoples and between social classes? And what of the 
violence inherent not only in wars as such but in the scandalous arms 
trade, which spawns the many armed conflicts that stain our world with 
blood? What of the spreading of death caused by reckless tampering 
with the world’s ecological balance […] which, besides being morally 
unacceptable, involves grave risks to life? It is impossible to catalogue 
completely the vast array of threats to 

human life, so many are the forms, whether explicit or hidden, in which 
they appear today!”419

 The search for the many different causes of the threat to peace, 
the intense debate over ways to achieve peace and reconciliation, 
and the continuing reflection about a “culture of life” (John Paul II) 
are clearly part of an ongoing process. This is reflected, among other 
things, in the annual messages issued by the pope on the International 
Day of Peace, a practice initiated by Paul VI in 1968. Taken together, 
these messages have come to form a wide- ranging compendium 
of a Catholic theology of peace and reconciliation which is now so 

419 John Paul II, encyclical letter Evangelium Vitae on the Value and Inviolability of Human 
Life, 25 March 1995, http://w2.vatican.va/content/john–paul–ii/en/encyclicals/documents/
hf_ jp–ii_enc_25031995_evangelium–vitae.html, (31.08.2018), no. 10.

extensive that it would be impossible at this point to present an 
accurate overview with appropriate comments. The path they map out 
poses an ongoing challenge to the Church and the world, continually 
provoking us and calling upon us to be bold. Perhaps this challenge 
is the Church’s most relevant contribution to peace and reconciliation 
– an abiding call to repentance and (self)evangelisation, encouraging 
us to live a life in humility and without any false trust in our own power 
and strength, and a critique of any abuse of power and contempt for 
human lives. Ultimately, it is a radical refusal to accept all too simple 
answers to the challenges of our complex world. To quote Andrea 
Riccardi again, Christians, too, – and Christians in particular – must 
adopt an attitude which calls for “evangelisation, spirituality and a 
ministry of peace”420. This, he says, means more than adopting a non-
violent stance and being opposed to war. Peace can only be achieved 
if we turn towards an all-embracing “culture of life”, which is primarily 
“a personal conversion to the practice of peace and non-violence, 
bearing a testimony that prevents conflict, enabling human activity in 
the face of conflict and bringing about reconciliation”.421 This “need for 
conversion” (Riccardi) manifests itself in words and deeds, of which 
– thank God – there are plentiful examples, fragmentary though they 
may be.

420 Riccardi, Andrea, Der Präventivfriede. Hoffnungen und Gedanken in einer unruhigen 
Welt, op. cit., 156.
421 Ibid., 156
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“Diversity builts Unity”  – The peace 
building   experience of Adyan Foundation
Nayla Tabbara and Michelle Moubarak

 Founded 12 years ago in Lebanon by members of Christian and 
Muslim denominations, Adyan foundation is a multifaith NGO working 
on promoting the positive management of diversity on the social, 
political, educational and religious levels.

 Since 2006, the foundation has developed its own conception of 
peace building with its experience on the ground.

 Adyan is currently divided into four departments, and runs 
between 20 and 30 projects yearly, in Lebanon, Arab countries and 
on the international scene.

 The Institute of Citizenship and Diversity Management is the 
academic branch of Adyan focusing on the development of concepts 
and on the empowerment of people regarding those concepts related 
to cultural and religious diversity, freedom of religion and belief, 
citizenship and coexistence, religions in the public sphere, religious 
social responsibility and extremism prevention and social resilience.

 The Media department aims to spread the values of pluralism, 
inclusive citizenship, and peace by covering Adyan’s local and 
international activities on mainstream and social media, organizing 
awareness campaigns, and producing documentary films and social 
media films. The media department also explores the role of the 
media in spreading the values of pluralism, citizenship, and peace 
and has its own platform that reaches the Arab World.  

 The Community department translates the values and concepts 
upheld by Adyan into grassroots activities. The Community engages 
networks of youth, families, volunteers, and ambassadors in con-
tinuous exercises of reflection and proactive representation of 
Adyan’s mission and values. The community also fosters the concept 
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Cultural and Religious Diversity 

 Diversity may be considered as one of the most obvious and 
undeniable facts of life. Speaking of diversity as opposed to unity, 
especially when it comes down to cultural and religious differences, 
leads to misunderstandings, impoverishment and conflicts. Speaking 
of unity in diversity has thus become an almost conventional or 
universal means for the various sects within the same religion to 
express their ecumenical concern or, from a sociopolitical standpoint, 
to speak of multiculturalism integrated in the unity of a national or 
global community. 

 Through its founders, members, volunteers, personnel, partners 
and project beneficiaries, Adyan reflects this diversity, which is inherent 
to both its identity and its mission. It views diversity as an enrichment 
and believes that cultural and religious plurality represent an added 
value for societies. Adyan perceives the relation between unity and 
diversity not according to the logic of temporary or contingent cohabi-
tation, but rather as an intrinsic relation, whereby diversity becomes a 
factor of building unity instead of standing in contradiction with it. This 
is expressed in Adyan’s slogan: “diversity builds unity.”

Human Dignity and Individual Specificity 

 Accepting religious and cultural diversity may sometimes lead to 
a deadlock by reducing people to their religious identity or, worse, 
by generating stereotypes applied to all the members of the same 
community. Indeed, preserving the balance between acknowledging 
diversity and individual specificity means taking extra care not to limit 
individuals to one of their religious, cultural, social or other affiliations; 
rather, it calls for considering each human being as a value in him/
herself, endowed with original dignity, individuality and a personal 
experience, which enriches the groups to which this person belongs 
as well as society in general. 

 

French in the journal Spiritus: “A spirituality of peace and good coexistence: the interfaith 
experience of Adyan Foundation”, (in French) with Fadi Daou, in: Spiritus, N. 222, 2016 
(75–85)

of spiritual solidarity through yearly spiritual solidarity events and a 
yearly spiritual solidarity award.

 Adyan’s fourth and most recent addition is its policy arm, the 
Rashad Center for Cultural Governance. The center acts as a think-
and-do-tank dedicated to shaping public policies in response to 
arising challenges related to governance and diversity management, 
supported by independent evidence-based research.  

 To achieve its goals, Adyan works in partnership with organ-
izations and institutions in Lebanon, Arab countries and Western 
countries, as it promotes constant collaboration between its different 
departments.

Adyan’s Targets 2016–2026

 Following ten years of working for tri-annual strategic plans, and 
constantly evaluating, monitoring and upgrading them, Adyan took 
the occasion of the celebration of its tenth anniversary to assess its 
achievements and set targets for the coming ten years. Four main 
goals were set for 2026:

• On the Lebanese level: Contribute to make the historic path of 
moving Lebanon from its sectarian reality to inclusive citizenship of 
diversity within a modern and democratic State.

• On the Levant level: Contribute to empower and build the capacities 
of the new leadership for the renaissance of the Levantine multi-
cultural countries, with specific focus on Iraq and Syria.

• On the Arab region level: Contribute to the acceptance of cultural, 
political and religious diversity and foster the adoption of pluralism as 
a sociopolitical value.    

• On the global level: Contribute to the development of the policies 
for resilience towards all forms of extremism, and for nurturing social 
cohesion and stability.

Adyan’s Values

 Four sets of values constitute the core of Adyan’s mission, upheld 
by its members, networks and team, and exemplified in its programs422.

422 The following description of the four sets of values is taken from an article published in 
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This value also entails refusing to make anyone take responsibility 
of representing a whole religion or community, thereby forgetting 
the importance of differences inherent to each group: those are in 
fact the group’s sources of wealth and at the same time represent a 
greater challenge to its harmony and unity than the external factors 
of diversity.

Partnership and Spiritual Solidarity 

 Adyan is convinced that faith does not confine human beings to 
a specific sectarian sphere; rather, it elevates them towards fraternity, 
empathy and solidarity with others in order to work together for the 
common good and to build peace on the foundations of partnership, 
interaction, reconciliation and sharing of spiritual goods.

 Through this choice, Adyan wishes to offer a third path, one that 
is different from two categories of organizations: civil society organi-
zations and religious institutions. Under these categories, the approach 
is generally either a humanist, secularized one, i.e. not taking or even 
refusing to take into consideration the religious dimension and the 
spiritual experience of people, or a sectarian approach, whereby all 
action springs from a unique faith source even if it is open to serving 
all people. The idea is thus to offer an example of inter sectarian 
partnership working for social and spiritual solidarity. 

 This choice is indeed based on the conviction that the values 
to which religions add a specific dimension and interpretation are in 
fact human values, hence universal ones. Based on these grounds 
of shared values, people of all faiths can broaden their horizons by 
deepening their understanding of these values on the interfaith level, 
but more importantly by putting them into practice in common. 

 In their third pastoral letter in 1994, the Catholic patriarchs of the 
East thus argue that spiritual solidarity “consists in assuming together 
the same responsibility before God, especially that of coexistence. 
God calls us and wants us to be together and construct a single 
homeland together. And in that common construction, he has made 
us responsible for one another. That is why the other’s presence is 
God’s voice in our life.”423 

423 Council of Catholic Patriarchs of the East, Together before God for the welfare of the
individual and of society. Coexistence between Muslims and Christians in the Arab world,

 Based on our awareness of this shared reciprocal responsibility 
and since we are mindful of celebrating the other as the voice of God 
or the voice of the indescribable in our lives, we have designated 
Adyan as a foundation for pluralism, inclusive citizenship, community 
resilience, and spiritual solidarity. According to Adyan, people who 
abide by spiritual solidarity in their life are those who carry within them 
all other communities, to the extent that they uphold others’ rights and 
carry their fears and hopes with empathy. Those who are imbued with 
this spirit strive for peace, reconciliation, equality and social justice, 
and have at heart all the components of society.

Peace and Social Justice 

 Adyan believes that the authenticity of faith is demonstrated in 
the commitment for peace and social justice for all. This includes 
respecting the dignity of all human beings and the right of each 
individual, as well as recognizing the right to difference. Citizenship 
inclusive of diversity represents the framework that can encompass 
these principles and protect from the tyranny of one group towards 
other groups or towards individuals. 

Adyan’s Specificity

 In working for peacebuilding and social cohesion, Adyan has 
developed its own methodology and tried to create shifts in traditional 
peacebuilding approaches related to interreligious issues and matters 
related to diversity in the public sphere.

From a dialogue of cultures to a culture of dialogue

 Adyan believes that interfaith dialogue should not only reflect an 
intellectual activity shared by an elitist group of experts, nor a formal 
institutional relation between different religions, but that dialogue 
should become part of the knowledge, skills and attitudes of each 
person living in the diverse and globalized world. Adyan thus builds 
programs and projects that allow going from a dialogue of cultures 
and religions to a culture of dialogue and of valuing diversity.

Bkerke, 1994, n. 44.
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From formal interfaith dialogue to diversity management in public life 

 Adyan also understands interfaith dialogue in a way that goes 
beyond the formal meetings and discussions between religious leaders 
and scholars and invites a broad spectrum of leaders from faith-based 
organizations, civil society, education, media and political fields to 
receive capacity building in diversity management in the public sphere, 
and to commit together to building mutual understanding and social 
cohesion.    

 Besides an annual yearly course given in Lebanon entitled Religions 
and Public Affairs in Lebanon, Adyan and partner organizations, on 
top of which Danmission, in a Danish-Arab project called Leaders for 
Interreligious Understanding (LIU), empower professional and religious 
leaders from Denmark, Egypt, Lebanon and Syria, holding key positions 
within their communities and societies, by building their capacities and 
providing them with opportunities to develop and express their spirit 
of initiative, collaboration and creativity in peace building and social 
cohesion within and between their pluralistic societies. 

 This project that taps on a multilevel platform of diversity, fostering 
intercultural (Danish/Arab), interreligious (Christians/Muslims/non–
believers) and interdisciplinary (Education, Media, Religion, Politics) 
dialogues, represents a successful Euro-Arab partnership with real 
collaboration and mutual enrichment on the levels of policy making, 
management and participation, and could be considered as a new 
partnership paradigm for the post-Arab Spring era.

Religious and Interfaith Education promoting Citizenship values and Religious 
Social Responsibility

 Adyan invites religious educators and representatives of religious 
discourse to a paradigm and role shift. From being communal and 
in some cases exclusivist vis-a-vis others, they are called to build 
coherence between their internal teaching and the public values 
shared by their society, and to contribute in spreading these public 
values of citizenship and coexistence from faith-based and interfaith 
perspectives.

 Within the project entitled Interfaith Education on Intercultural 
Citizenship (IIC), Adyan worked for the promotion of the values of 
citizenship through an interfaith collaboration highlighting common 

grounds between religious values and public values, as well as the 
common ground between religions. Through the establishment of a 
network of experts in charge of religious education in the national 
religious institutions, the development of toolkits for Christian and 
Muslim education on inclusive citizenship values to be integrated 
in religious education programs in schools and training for religious 
educators and preachers on this toolkit, Adyan provides religious 
leaders and educators with resources about inclusive citizenship 
and democracy, based on the fundamental public values and rooted 
in a faith-based repertoire. This allows, on one hand, for society to 
benefit from the support and influence of religious leaders giving to 
their followers faith-based referential to public and democratic values, 
and on the other hand allows the religious teaching and religious 
discourse to be enriched by this social and interfaith chapter and 
experience, and to uphold a Religious Social Responsibility, making 
of this experience a model to be replicated with proper adaptation in 
other Arab contexts.

Innovation in Theology

 Christian-Muslim dialogue has been developing on a large scale 
in the past decades, yet it still needs solid theological foundations 
as a theological clarification of the bases of dialogue would protect 
dialogue from eventual ideological exploitation and would consolidate 
its effect and impact on individuals, communities and societies. Based 
on a two-year research in dialogue led by two theologians (Muslim and 
Christian), a book entitled: “Divine hospitality: Theology of the other in 
Christianity and Islam”, was first published by Adyan in Arabic (2011) 
and French (2013). The book offers readers, Christians, Muslims and 
others, a clear presentation of the question of religious diversity from 
a faith-based perspective, explaining in an innovative way what the 
Christian faith on one hand and the Muslim faith on the other, say 
about religious otherness and about the relation between God and 
a believer from a different religion. The wide dissemination of this 
book and its use in universities, theological institutes and INGOs is 
an indicator of the success of its methodology based on theologies in 
dialogue, and the need for its innovative content concerning Muslim 
and Christian perceptions of the other and of dialogue. In 2017, the 
book was published in German by LIT VERLAG in partnership with 
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MISSIO who supervised the German translation, and in English by 
the World Council of Churches Publications.

Religion and Public Affairs

 One of the specificities of Adyan is that it dares to tackle prob-
lematic issues related to religions and public life. Thus for the past 
years, Adyan has been organizing, in partnership with Missio, a 
number of conferences to that end, and the acts of these conferences 
are edited and published in Arabic in a special collection entitled 
“Religions and Public Affairs” with the renowned publisher in the 
Arab world, Al Farabi. The first book of the series is entitled “Religion 
and Democracy in Europe and the Arab World” (2016), and this year 
will see the publication of “Religions and Political Values” as well as 
“Freedom of Religion and Belief at the Time of Reconstruction of 
Citizenship”.

 Besides these publications, Adyan works on publishing reports, 
policy papers, and training resources in Arabic on issues of diversity 
management in public life.

Impact of these Peacebuilding Initiatives

Impact in launching a Public Reform Process on Education on Inclusive Citizenship

 The concept of Inclusive Citizenship of cultural and religious 
diversity, developed in its contextual meaning for the Arab world by 
Adyan, and implemented in Lebanon through education is seen today 
as a solution to be shared with and implemented in the Arab world, 
especially post 2011 changes.

 Based on its experience since 2007 in implementing a program of 
non–formal education on Inclusive Citizenship throughout Lebanon, 
Adyan was able to introduce the concept of Inclusive Citizenship 
in the National Lebanese curriculum through a partnership with the 
Ministry of Education and Higher Education (MEHE) and the Center 
for Educational Research and Development (CERD).

 Since 2007, Adyan had been implementing a non-formal 
education program in the form of youth clubs for high school students 
throughout Lebanon, working towards fostering the role of youth 
as active citizens for interfaith solidarity and peace building in the 

framework of a comprehensive national belonging and inclusive cit-
izenship. This program has formed until now 3,454 young girls and 
boys (15–18 years old) from the different denominations and regions 
in Lebanon, 173 educators trained by Adyan, 65 partner institutions, 
and reached over 6,000 indirect beneficiaries through awareness 
sessions organized by the students. The program was also awarded 
in 2013 the UN Alliance of Civilization’s international second Prize of 
“Living Together Peacefully in a Diverse World”.

 As the utmost sign of success following five years of experience in 
schools, Adyan’s work in the field of education was recognized by the 
Ministry of Education and Higher Education in Lebanon as a model 
that should be generalized and introduced in the National education 
plan and programs; a recognition that was sealed in an MOU with the 
Ministry in 2012 for the design and the implementation of a National 
Strategy for Citizenship and Coexistence Education, with training for 
teachers, aiming to foster education on religious diversity and coex-
istence in the framework of an inclusive citizenship. 

 This National Reform is based on an inclusive approach inte-
grating the different stakeholders at all levels and works towards 
sustainable reform through targeting institutions. Adyan worked thus 
on an advocacy campaign reaching a National Consensus about the 
concept of inclusive citizenship education with the concerned stake-
holders and target population leading to the publication of the “National 
Charter on Inclusive Citizenship and Coexistence Education” signed 
by all stakeholders, ensuring the sustainability of the reform plan. The 
second phase consisted in working with experts from the Ministry of 
Education and the Center for Educational Research and Development 
and producing a National Curriculum and relevant pedagogical 
material to be integrated in the Lebanese school system with a focus 
on the subjects of civic education and philosophy. Following the public 
launching of this National Curriculum in April 2014, the current phase 
consists in the creation of specific curricula for philosophy and civic 
education and in the integration of these curricula in the textbooks of 
these subject matters as well as in the vocational training of educators 
for the implementation of the revised programs in schools. Adyan 
also developed and activated the mandatory community service 
component in high schools. The community service component 
reached its highest success this year with 27,500 students engaged 
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in 1,108 different projects, which covered a total of 550,000 hours of 
community service across all Lebanese geographical areas. 

 With the implementation of this ambitious program, Adyan and 
its partners believe that not only a paradigm shift will be reached in 
the Lebanese educational system, fostering the role of schools in 
promoting a responsible citizenship based on diversity management, 
but it will also help in enhancing social cohesion and contribute in 
preparing new generations of peace-builders.

Impact in exporting the concept of Inclusive Citizenship to the Arab World

 Since 2013, Adyan has worked on exporting the concept of 
Inclusive citizenship to the Arab World. With this expertise, Adyan 
foundation was also asked by the Anna Lindh Euro-Mediterranean 
Foundation for Dialogue of Cultures to take part in two regional 
programs on education on intercultural citizenship, one with an Arab 
dimension and the other with a Euro-Mediterranean dimension. 
Through this partnership, Adyan is able to foster the concept of 
Intercultural Citizenship in 10 Arab countries (Mauritania, Morocco, 
Tunisia, Algeria, Libya, Egypt, Palestine, Jordan, Lebanon, and Syria), 
training 60 educators and educational policy makers on intercultural 
citizenship education and national education reform, and working on 
a Toolkit on Intercultural Citizenship for the Arab world, in a historical 
moment where following the Arab Spring, diversity – whether religious, 
cultural, ethnic or political – has sprung to the surface in countries used 
to defining themselves as mono-cultural and  mono-religious, with a 
pressing need for concepts and tools to positively manage diversity. 
In 2017, the training unit at the Institute of Citizenship and Diversity 
Management is also conducting trainings of trainers in Lebanon, 
Iraq, Jordan, and Morocco on Inclusive Citizenship and Freedom of 
Religion and Belief. The aim is to enhance the trainers’ capacities 
and skills in addressing matters related to inclusive citizenship and 
freedom of religion and belief. 

 Considered as the vision for the future of our countries and a 
cornerstone for educational philosophies, the concept of inclusive 
citizenship was adopted by Wilton Park in the UK, Prince Hassan Bin 
Talal and Al Hassan Youth Award in Jordan, and Masarat Foundation 
in Iraq in 2016.

Impact in turning Syrian children from fuels of war into champions of peace 

 In view of the situation in neighboring Syria and the situation of 
the Syrian refugees in Lebanon, Adyan responded to the need for 
facing the challenges of the war’s effects on Syrian children and the 
challenge of preparing the Syrian population, whether in Syria or in 
refuge in neighboring countries, for post-war reconstruction. Adyan 
thus launched a project entitled Syria Solidarity Project: Building 
resilience and reconciliation through peace education. With the aim 
of transforming Syrian children from fuels of war to champions of 
peace, Adyan worked on a non-formal education program on peace 
education implemented with 1,880 children (7–15 years) in Syria and 
in Lebanon. This educational program is based on two guidebooks, 
one for psychosocial support facing post-war or in-war trauma, and 
one on Peace Education. A TOT on both programs joined 38 educators 
belonging to the two opposing factions and to different religious and 
regional backgrounds, 18 among them coming from Syria and 20 
living in Lebanon. The TOT resulted in a trans–factional and mul-
tifaith network of trainers collaborating for the benefit of Syria and its 
children.  In parallel, Adyan organized peace education activities for 
Syrian children in Syria (Homs region) and for Syrian refugee children 
in Lebanon (South Lebanon, North Lebanon and Beirut suburbs) 
reaching 1,880 children. 

 In parallel, and as the religious dimension through jihadi groups 
is spreading over the Syrian scene, Adyan is working with Islamic 
scholars on Faith based mechanisms and methodological tools for 
Imams and Muslim religious educators to counter fanaticism and 
radical exclusivist thoughts endangering social cohesion, and on 
forming interfaith Syrian peace-keepers networks, to pave the way 
for a post-war Syria rebuilt on the principle of living together based on 
common principles and values.

Adyan’s Response to Extremism: Taadudiya and the Existential Narrative

 In light of the recent rise in violent extremism and extreme religious 
intolerance, Adyan set out to conduct its own way of responding to the 
emerging phenomenon. Social media has played an immense role in 
fueling extremism and intolerance among communities and societies in 
Arab. In order to respond, Adyan adopted an “existential narrative”, as 
opposed to a counter, primary, or alternative narrative. This approach 
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is values-based and takes into consideration the changing realities and 
challenges of different historic or geopolitical contexts and brings open 
answers to the social problems. The development of an existential 
narrative, in a preventive strategy, ensures a positive alternative to the 
extremist one, and fills the gap that can sometimes exist in adapted 
religious teaching related to existential and contemporary issues.

 Therefore, instead of having one orthodox counter-narrative 
issued by the formal religious authority, the existential narrative stim-
ulates the reflection within the communities and engages theologians, 
preachers and believers in an open reflection process to offer the 
adequate answers to the identified challenges in coherence with the 
human rights and values.  

 In this spirit, and in order to fuel the “existential narrative”, Adyan 
recently introduced its new online platform Taadudiya, meaning 
“pluralism” in Arabic. Taadudiya is a website that works on fostering 
the culture of accepting differences and valuing diversity with the aim 
of ensuring positive interaction, social cohesion and peaceful coex-
istence between the different components of society. For this reason, 
the website holds an editorial policy that upholds critical thinking 
and the respect of freedoms, especially freedom of expression 
and freedom of belief. The website works thus on promoting sound 
knowledge about the diverse cultural, spiritual, and religious heritage, 
and on identifying the problematics related to it in the public sphere, 
on the Arab and international levels, in order to contribute to the 
formation of a responsible public opinion, capable of facing extremism 
and obscurantism. Taadudiya website is in the Arabic language. The 
website’s current sections include a “Public Opinion” section which 
provides critical contributions from a number of journalists and writers 
in addition to leading experiences from young activists and thinkers. 
This section also features interviews with religious scholars. One 
such scholar is Jawdat Said, a Muslim scholar nicknamed the Gandhi 
of the East for his notion of “non-violent jihad”. It also includes stories 
from young people who are living pluralism and fighting back against 
extremism in the Arab world such as the story of a young Tunisian 
man going against the wave of extremism and violence in his country.  
Another section entitled “Unity and Diversity” sheds light on common 
and cross-cutting themes amongst religions and cultures of the world 
by highlighting the common and the particular in the most prominent 

religious, spiritual, and cultural spaces. Moreover, Taadudiya’s 
“Calendar” section is unique and unprecedented in that it combines 
both the Gregorian and Islamic calendars in Arabic and online. The 
calendar also displays the most important religious, spiritual, and civil 
holidays from all around the world with an explanation for the meaning 
of each one. A few months after its launching, Taadudiya now has 
over 32,000 followers on Facebook and over 5,000 on Twitter. 
Through Taadudiya, Adyan recently launched a campaign of video 
series entitled “Chou Osstak?” (“What’s your story?”), which tell the 
real-life stories of individuals who lived inspiring stories of diversity.  
The first video of the series got 2.8 million views and 23,000 online 
engagements. 

 These were some examples of the programs Adyan works on to 
promote peacebuilding in culture, in education, in religious discourse, 
and in media. Through its different arenas and departments, and 
with its local and international partners, Adyan is always looking to 
expand its reach and impact and continues to look ahead towards 
more pluralistic and peaceful societies in Lebanon, the Arab region, 
and internationally
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Reconciliation brings Peace – Endeavours of 
the Catholic Church in Colombia
Dario Antonio Echeverri González

Historical context: the conflict in Colombia

 Anyone trying to read the novel One Hundred Years of Solitude 
by the Nobel Prize winner Gabriel García Márquez without some 
background information about Colombia risks being totally confused. 
Yet the complex and ambivalent narrative is quite simply a reflection 
of the reality that has prevailed in this South American country since 
its independence in 1810. Even today everyday life in Colombia 
continues to be marked by a variety of different conflicts. Their most 
conspicuous feature is the existence of groups that operate on the 
fringes of legality, irrespective of whether they are called guerrillas, 
BACRIM424 or paramilitary groups. 

 Whereas Europe strived to build a new, peaceful political order 
after the Second World War, violence gained the upper hand in 
Colombia after a civil war – La Violencia425  – flared up between the 
two traditional political parties, the Conservatives and the Liberals. 
This conflict came to an end with the Treaty of Benidorm426 which 
stipulated that for 16 years, beginning in 1958, the presidency was 
to alternate between the two parties, irrespective of the outcome of 
elections. It was also agreed that all public offices should be distributed 
in the same way. This meant that all other players were excluded from 
the political life of the country.

 

424 Bandas criminales – criminal gangs. This term is sometimes used for the successors 
to various paramilitary units.
425 The period between 1948 and 1957 has come to be known as La Violencia. The 
assassination of Jorge Eliecer Gaitán on 9 April 1948 plunged Colombia into a civil war 
that cost the lives of at least 200,000 people, https://es.wikipedia.org/wiki/La_Violencia 
(22.03.2018).
426 Benidorm is a town in Spain. The treaty was signed on 24 July 1956, see http://www.
banrepcultural.org/blaavirtual/ayudadetareas/politica/el_frente_nacional (22.03.2018).
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 Colombia’s social and political conflicts remained unresolved 
and armed groups of peasants have continued to exist ever since 
the Violencia period. They include the forerunners of the Fuerzas 
Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia (Revolutionary Armed 
Forces of Colombia, FARC), whose origins date to 1964.427 Rooted 
in communist ideology, this guerrilla movement consisted largely of 
landless peasants, which explains why a comprehensive agrarian 
reform was one of the most important elements of the treaty between 
the Colombian government and the FARC on 24 November 2016.

 The year 1964 also saw the foundation of the Ejército de Liberación 
Nacional (National Liberation Army, ELN), another organisation based 
on communist ideology but more focused on a fundamental critique 
of the capitalist system and of a society that marginalised the poor. 
This guerrilla group was joined by the priest Camilo Torres during the 
last few months of his life. Torres, who had been inspired by the social 
doctrine of the Church, was a co-founder of the Faculty of Sociology 
at the National University of Bogotá. Today he is regarded by some 
members of the Church hierarchy as a visionary.428  

 By the second half of the 1970s the legal foundations429 had been 
laid for the creation of self-defence groups, which eventually came 
to be known as paramilitary groups. From the 1980s onwards they 
began to mingle with the groups of drug dealers that sprang up in the 
1970s. The guerrilla groups,430 too, were involved in the drugs trade, 
probably from the 1980s onwards.

 In the 1980s and 1990s there were numerous attempts to end 
the conflict between the state and various groups operating on the 
fringes of legality. Negotiations with the government of President 
Belisario Betancur (1982–1986) encouraged the FARC to set up a 
political party, the Unión Patriótica (Patriotic Union, UP).431 However, 

427 See http://www.verdadabierta.com/el–origin–1953–1964–/ (22.03.2018).
428 For example by Darío de Jesús Monsalve Mejia, the Archbishop of Calí; http://www.
eltiempo.com/colombia/cali/50–anos–de–la–muerte–del–cura–camilo–torres/16431371 
(22.3.2018).
429 See http://www.coljuristas.org/documentos/comunicados_de_prensa/com_2008–
06–05.pdf (22.03. 2018).
430 Over the years other guerrilla groups came into being. The focus in this article is on 
the two strongest of those groups with which the government is seeking to conclude peace 
treaties.
431 Iván Márquez, a former Member of the Colombian Parliament (Patriotic Union) and 

UP party officials were soon systematically liquidated by paramilitary 
forces on the extreme right.

 The inclusion of the guerrilla organisation “M-19”432 and several 
other small guerrilla groups in the early 1990s proved successful. 
However, the attempt made by President Andrés Pastrana Botero 
(1998–2002) to reach an agreement with the FARC in San Vicente 
del Caguán433 was doomed to failure. It remains a traumatic memory 
for many Colombians right up to the present day. Never before or 
after did the FARC achieve the military strength it enjoyed between 
August 1998 and February 2002, when it benefited from its hold over 
(or abuse of) the territory that is located in the Department of Caquetá.

 This trauma and the disappointment over the failure of the 
negotiations in Caguán contributed in part to the electoral success 
of President Álvaro Uribe Vélez, although his personal charisma 
undoubtedly also played a role. Uribe won the presidential elections 
in 2002 and again in 2006, each time with an absolute majority in 
the first round of voting. During his first term as President he signed 
the Agreement of Santafé de Ralito (2005), which resulted in to the 
large-scale demobilisation of the paramilitary forces.434 As he had the 
capacity to win a military victory over the guerrillas, he also launched a 
substantial military offensive which greatly weakened the insurgents.

 In the 2010 elections Uribe supported the then President Juan 
Manuel Santos, who subsequently thwarted his hopes, however, by 
discarding the military option and going for a negotiated solution with 
Colombia’s biggest guerrilla group, the FARC. To avoid repeating the 
errors of the past, the negotiations were to be held outside the country, 
as Santos did not want to grant the guerrillas a part of Colombian 

then FARC commander, later became the organisation’s chief peace negotiator in Havana, 
signing a memorandum of understanding on 26 August 2012 and the final agreement on 
24 August 2016.
432 Movement of 19 April 1970: This guerrilla group was founded after the alleged election 
fraud of 19 April 1970.
433 This is a territory in south-east Colombia, nearly as big as Switzerland, where President 
Pastrana granted full autonomy to the FARC.
434 There are many who doubt whether demobilisation was really achieved. Nevertheless, 
the main paramilitary leaders are currently in prison for drug offences, mostly in the United 
States.
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territory again. They began and continued despite the fact that the 
conflict was ongoing, although several de-escalating measures were 
put in place during the talks.

 In the end the negotiating parties kept strictly to the schedule 
they had previously mapped out. An agreement was signed on 26 
September 2016 and a referendum held on 2 October in which it was 
rejected by a narrow majority, resulting in a new round of negotiations. 
The final agreement was modified and then ratified by both houses of 
the Colombian Parliament and signed on 24 November 2016. The first 
steps are now being undertaken to put the agreement into practice.

 In March 2016 a timetable was agreed for negotiations with 
another rebel group, the ELN, and talks began recently.435

Thoughts on reconciliation

 The Church was involved at several decisive moments in attempts 
to resolve the conflict, which has so far resulted in over eight million 
officially confirmed casualties.436 According to a report entitled Basta 
ya!, the violence led to at least 220,000 deaths between 1958 and 
2012.437 It also claims that between 1970 and 2010438 the conflict led 
to over 27,000 kidnappings and nearly 17,000 abductions.439 As far 
as the victims of the Colombian conflict are concerned, it should also 
be noted that “around 15 per cent of the total Colombian population” 
were forcibly resettled.440 

 The Church played a role in mediating, helping and supporting 
various attempts to terminate the conflict with the different groups 
operating on the fringes of legality.441 In the course of its efforts it 

435 Negotiations were due to start on 7 February 2017. This article was completed on 28 
January of that year.
436 This is the total figure mentioned in the Registro Único de Víctimas (Register of Victims, 
RUV). The declaration it issued put the number of victims of the armed conflicts at just 
under 8 million. See http://rni.unidadvictimas.gov.co/RUV (22.03.2018).
437 See http://www.centrodememoriahistorica.gov.co/micrositios/informeGeneral/
descargas.html (22.03.2018), 20.
438 Ibid., page 64.
439 Ibid., page 58.
440 Ibid., page 34.
441 Only a few can be mentioned here. First half of 1992: talks between the government 
and the three guerrilla groups FARC, ELN and EPL; 1998 to early 2002: talks between the 
government and FARC in El Caguán; 2002 to 2005: a process in Santafé de Ralito aimed 

became increasingly clear that, if the extreme polarisation which had 
dominated Colombian politics and the mentality of many Colombians 
for so many decades were to be overcome, the Church would have 
to foster reconciliation – a dimension of crucial importance to its faith. 
The predominant mindset in the country was one of exclusion, in 
which others were seen not as opponents holding different views but 
as enemies who had to be exterminated.

 As representatives of the Church we remember the Lord’s words: 
“You have heard how it was said, you will love your neighbour and 
hate your enemy. But I say this to you, love your enemies and pray 
for those who persecute you; so that you may be children of your 
Father in heaven, for he causes his sun to rise on the bad as well as 
the good, and sends down rain to fall on the upright and the wicked 
alike.” (Mt. 5:43–45) Jesus also says: “So then, if you are bringing 
your offering to the altar and there remember that your brother has 
something against you, leave your offering there before the altar, go 
and be reconciled with your brother first, and then come back and 
present your offering.” (Mt. 5:23–24) If we follow these teachings of 
Jesus, we see quite clearly that peace is achieved through reconcil-
iation and not the other way round, i.e. peace cannot be a condition 
for reconciliation. 

 If we continue to reflect on the process of reconciliation, we 
discover that three players are always involved in effecting it. Firstly, 
there is the victim who has suffered harm and has every reason to 
expect the second player, the perpetrator, to come out into the open, 
tell the truth and request forgiveness. But reconciliation also involves 
a third player – society. After all, society shares responsibility for the 
act of violence that causes suffering if it fails to protect the victim 
from the perpetrator. On the other hand, society itself is harmed by 
the deeds of the perpetrator who has violated the rules of reasonable 
and peaceful coexistence within the community. It follows that both 
the perpetrator and society need to recompense the victim for his or 
her suffering, while the perpetrator must also find reconciliation with 
society.

 

at bringing about the demobilisation of the AUC (Autodefensas Unidas de Colombia, United 
Self–Defence Groups of Colombia).
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 One major element in the process of reconciliation is forgiveness. 
But forgiveness is the exclusive right of the victims. Nobody is entitled 
to force victims to forgive, as this would simply turn the injured parties 
into victims for a second time. Nevertheless – and this is particularly 
true of the Church – it is important to create a favourable climate 
enabling victims to develop an attitude which paves the way to for-
giveness, not for the sake of the perpetrators, but to overcome their 
status as victims and to get to a point where they can see themselves 
as survivors and actually be survivors.

 In his book Deja de correr442 the Archbishop of Tunja and current 
chairman of the Colombian Bishops’ Conference, Luis Augusto Castro 
Quiroga, speaks of five dimensions of reconciliation. He makes a 
distinction between anthropological, environmental, teleological, 
structural and theological reconciliation.

 Anthropological reconciliation is “a challenge that faces all 
humans alike. [...] In each one of us there is a potentially negative 
side that needs to be understood and accepted in order for us to be 
redeemed. Likewise, there is also something within us that leads us 
towards compassion, empathy, love and fellowship and which even-
tually enables us to overcome divisions.”443 

 When the Archbishop speaks of environmental reconciliation, he 
means “pleasant climates that develop within the family. But there are 
also other types of climate, such as what I would call an icy family, 
because it lacks warmth and therefore love. […] However, the climate 
concerns more than just the family.” What matters is “the environment 
in which a person lives: at one moment it can be burdensome and at 
other times invigorating.”444 “A poor climate [...] can harm the peace 
process.”445 

 Next the Archbishop explains the relationship between the term 
“teleology” and peace: “Teleology is about the aim, the point you wish 
to reach. When we speak about reconciliation, we generally dream of 

442 Luis Augusto Castro Quiroga, Deja de correr – la reconciliación desde las víctimas, 
Colombia 2005.
443 Quoted here from: Luis Augosto Castro Quiroga, El caballero de la triste armadura, 
Bogotá 2015, 48.
444 Ibid., 50.
445 Ibid., 54.

this aim [...], but the best way to translate teleological reconciliation is 
perhaps by using the rich and wonderful word ‘peace’.”446 

 Archbishop Castro goes on to say: “Peace is not just a matter 
of the past, but also a challenge that leads us towards the future. 
[...] To ensure that the period after a conflict continues to comprise 
a commitment to peace and not a weakening of it, it is absolutely 
vital to practise what is called structural reconciliation [...] in order to 
meet the challenges of the immediate future.”447 Structural reconcil-
iation has certain prerequisites, such as the quantitative limitation of 
a country’s armed forces and the closer involvement of civil society 
in decision making processes. Social conflicts are solved not just by 
military force, but also by social means. A post conflict democracy 
must reflect not only the power of the majorities, but also the value of 
the minorities within society. During the time after a conflict the role of 
the army within a peace scenario is also redefined.

 The Chairman of the Bishops’ Conference of Colombia concludes 
his thoughts by stating that “the forms of reconciliation are like the five 
fingers of a hand. I have explained four so far, but what is still missing 
is [...] theological reconciliation. […] Reconciliation has [...] to do with 
God, the God who makes friends. The entire history of salvation owes 
its structure to covenants of friendship which God offers to mankind448  
[...]. God heals by giving us his own love, which is the ability to love 
others.”449

The Catholic Church: pastoral conversations

 These ideas take Archbishop Luis Augusto Castro in the same 
direction as his predecessors. In the 1980s he started a new phase 
by participating in talks with the guerrillas. While this kind of pastoral 
activity led to vehement internal debates, it also meant that in the 
1990s there was a solid foundation in place for work on this issue, 
particularly as regards the humanitarian activities of the bishops, their 
involvement in negotiations with those under arms and their own view 
of peace. This process also witnessed the foundation in 1987 of the 

446 Ibid., 54f.
447 Ibid., 68.
448 Ibid., 80.
449 Ibid., 86.
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Commission for Life, Justice and Peace, which had originally been 
proposed by Bishop Alfonso López Trujillo, Archbishop of Medellín 
and then Chairman of the Colombian Bishops’ Conference.

 Thanks to Bishop Pedro Rubiano Sáenz, who later chaired the 
Bishops’ Conference and was Archbishop of Bogotá from 1994, the 
bishops succeeded in developing a highly specific instrument in the 
Church, enabling it to intervene in an appropriate manner in the 
process of reconciliation and peace. To quote from the document 
published in the magazine El Tiempo: “We are convinced that those 
who work for peace will be called blessed. Our thoughts on peace do 
not end with this document. They must be continued at all levels in 
the life of society,” says Bishop Pedro Rubiano, the Chairman of the 
Colombian Bishops’ Conference. This also includes pastoral conver-
sations to promote a favourable climate for finding paths to recon-
ciliation and peace. The document refers to Colombia’s challenges 
in the face of phenomena such as collectively committed crimes, 
subversive violence, drug trading, violence through the abuse of 
public office, corruption in administration and violence within families 
and society. According to the Commission for Social Ministry, which 
works together with the national Secretariat for Social Ministry and the 
country’s bishops, the issue has political causes (lack of involvement 
in decision- making, authoritarianism and state paternalism), socio-
economic causes (unemployment and marginalisation) and cultural, 
ethical and moral causes (loss of values).”450 

 The work of the Church continues to be determined by this all- 
embracing, comprehensive perception which enables the conflict in 
Colombia to be seen as displaying multiple dimensions and a range 
of causes. It is with great clarity that the Church sees not only the 
need to end the various armed struggles once and for all, but also 
the necessity to combat the social, structural and cultural causes 
which have created a fertile environment for armed conflict for many 
decades.

450 Marisol Ortega Guerrero, “La paz, el desafìo de todos: Iglesia”, in: El Tiempo, 27 June 
1994, http://www.eltiempo.com/archivo/documento/MAM–160051,(22.03.2018).

The Commission for National Reconciliation

 In August 1995, Bishop Pedro Rubiano understood the signif-
icance of setting up a Commission for National Reconciliation (CCN). 
Since then, this body has endeavoured to find a negotiated solution 
to the country’s social and armed conflicts. The foundation of the CCN 
owes its existence to certain circumstances in the country’s political 
development, particularly the reluctance of the then Colombian 
President, Ernesto Samper, to appoint a High Commissioner for 
Peace – a political office with the aim of keeping the quest for peace 
on the political agenda.

 The Catholic Church founded the Peace Commission as an inde-
pendent and autonomous body and appointed a range of prominent 
figures from all walks of life in Colombia.451 The CCN contributes to 
a search for political solutions to conflicts by involving all the stake-
holders. It helps to raise awareness of the need to respect human 
rights and international humanitarian standards. It also helps to 
ensure all-embracing training in peaceful coexistence and exerts an 
influence on the planning of public policies concerning peace and 
reconciliation. 

 During its time, members of the CCN have become involved in 
a range of dialogues with groups operating on the fringes of legality 
while continually maintaining close contact with office holders in the 
Church and offering their good services in promoting the exchange of 
ideas and dialogue between the conflicting parties, particularly during 
difficult moments. They have done so by establishing a favourable 
atmosphere, providing motivation and introducing new initiatives. 
One major factor is the backing they have received from the Church. 
The Church is perhaps the only institution in Colombia with a voice 
almost everywhere in the country thanks both to its structures and 
its workforce (i.e. bishops, priests, members of religious orders, 
catechists and community leaders). Furthermore, over the past few 
decades, the Church has gradually gained the trust of the various 
parties involved in the conflict. There is respect for the fact that the 
Church is consistently to be found on the side of the victims.

451 Cf. Nationale Versöhnungskommission der katholischen Kirche Kolumbiens, http://
www.comisiondeconciliacion.co/nationale–versohnungskommission–der–katholischen–
kirche–in–kolumbien/ (30.04.2018).

Reconciliation Brings Peace



 243242 On the Path to Peace and Reconciliation

 This is why CCN members – again in collaboration with office 
holders and priests of the Church – have frequently taken part in 
humanitarian campaigns and helped, for example, to liberate people 
who had been kidnapped. In addition, the Church was frequently 
engaged in social and humanitarian efforts, helped by the National 
Secretariat of Social Ministry and the social ministries of the 76 
Roman Catholic administrative districts (i.e. archdioceses, dioceses 
and apostolic vicariates). When the Venezuelan government decided 
to expel thousands of Colombians from its territory in 2015, the social 
ministries of the dioceses in the border regions showed solidarity and 
provided the necessary support for the displaced persons.

 The Church (and also the CCN) has based all its work on the 
principle of reconciliation as a contribution to peace. This was what 
motivated the Church to undertake an extremely difficult task. Towards 
the end of June 2014 the delegations of the Colombian government 
and the FARC, who had gathered in Havana, Cuba, to negotiate a 
peace treaty, asked the National University of Bogotà, the United 
Nations and the Catholic Church to select about sixty people from 
among the victims of the armed conflict to come to the meeting and 
give testimony about what had happened to them.

 The representatives of the three institutions faced the problem of 
picking this limited number from among the many victims, who by this 
time numbered over seven million (!). The Church was represented 
by Luis Augusto Castro Quiroga as the Chairman of the Bishops’ 
Conference, Dr. Daniela Cardona, who headed the section of the 
Bishops’ Conference responsible for Promoting and Defending Life, 
and the author of this article. Everyone was keenly aware that such a 
selection could not be “representative”. They therefore decided that 
the main criterion for selecting victims was that they should exemplify 
the brutality and cruelty of the conflict in a very striking manner.

 The five delegations were accompanied to Cuba and each 
member was given all the assistance that was needed. The Church has 
continued to support these witnesses up to the present day, giving the 
requisite assistance in their capacity as ambassadors of peace and 
reconciliation, irrespective of their political convictions. Recognising 
each other as victims of one side or the other, they have come to see 
that what unites them is their status as victims, but without forgetting 

who the perpetrators were in each case and extinguishing them from 
their memory.

 The impact of the testimonies given by the sixty victims shone 
through in the agreement that was eventually signed between the 
Colombian government and the FARC. This document repeatedly 
emphasises that the victims and the safeguarding of their rights must 
be central to the process of reconciliation and the building of peace. 
One of the most prominent of these rights is that to the truth. The 
primary concern of many of the victims is that the truth should be told. 
They want to find out, for example, what happened, where their family 
members ended up and who was responsible for their disappearance 
or death. Many of them considered this to be not simply a matter of 
the truth in a judicial sense, but of the full truth which they felt entitled 
to know. In their quest for this all-embracing, integral truth they can be 
assured of the help and backing of the Church. As the Gospel says: “If 
you make my word your home you will indeed be my disciples; you will 
come to know the truth, and the truth will set you free.” (John 8:31–32) 
Helping to reconstruct what happened, getting a clearer picture of 
the truth in a comprehensive sense and yet respecting that there are 
always different perspectives on the same event, which makes iden-
tifying the truth a very difficult and lengthy process – this is the duty 
of all Colombians on the path to reconciliation, and the Church has a 
duty and the wish to assist and encourage these processes.

 With this in mind, the Church (through CCN) organised a 
seminar, to which it invited the clergy and other pastoral workers from 
the areas where future ex-FARC combatants are clustered or will be 
in the future. The aim of the seminar was to provide the clergy and 
pastoral workers with tools that will enable them to prepare their local 
churches and help them accept their “new neighbours”, stretching out 
their hands to them and supporting them in their integration into civil 
society. This shows that the Church has a major responsibility in the 
period following the conflict. It is one of which it is well aware.

Current challenges for the Catholic Church

 This support work in the Transitional Local Zones for Normalisation 
(Zonas Veredales Transitorias de Normalización, ZVTN) is part of 
the implementation of the agreement between the government and 
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the FARC. Generally speaking, the signing of the agreement and its 
approval are only a first step. The big challenge now and in the months 
and years to come is its implementation – and this is where the Church 
has a key role to play. The values of the Gospel, as expressed in the 
Church’s social doctrine, form its point of departure. This is the basis 
on which the Church must now support the implementation process, 
reminding people of these values whenever appropriate and insisting 
that they be adhered to by politicians striving for equality, justice and 
peace.

 This is exactly what was emphasised by the Chairman of the 
Bishops’ Conference, Luis Augusto Castro Quiroga, in his press 
release of 24 November 2016: “Acting in the spirit of servanthood, 
we will support the implementation of the agreement as a prophetic 
utterance that gives a voice to the Colombian people, especially the 
victims of armed conflict, the peasants, the ethnic minorities and the 
poor. This is the hour of reconciliation, unity and engagement.”452 

 At the same time, the Church is making every effort to ensure 
that dialogue can start soon between the government and the ELN, 
the other guerrilla group. There are currently signs – undoubtedly due 
to the Church’s decisive help – that the final obstacles which have 
so far prevented the beginning of talks will be overcome. Supporting 
this new dialogue in the quest for peace and reconciliation, offering 
the Church’s good services and being on hand with constructive 
contributions, particularly during critical moments, is a challenge and 
responsibility the Church is happy to accept.

452 Conferencia Episcopal de Colombia, La Paz. Compromisio de todos, Bogota 2016, 
http://www.blickpunkt–lateinamerika.de/uploads/media/2016_La_paz_compromiso_de_
todos.pdf (20.03.2018).

Religion and Violence: African Perspectives
Matthew Hassan Kukah

Introduction and Overview:

 Ordinarily and in keeping with the mind of God, it would have 
seemed unthinkable that Religion would play any other role in the 
world and among peoples than being a source of peace, justice and 
the reconciliation of a fractured world and broken peoples. After all, 
when God created everything in the world, He saw that it was good 
(Gen. 1:31). However, as we see from the beginning of creation, this 
would have only been possible if God had merely created man as an 
automated creature with no freedom of choice. In His wisdom and 
generosity, God gave man the ability to distinguish between good and 
evil and the power to choose. Moses would later sum this up when 
he said to the people of Israel: I set before you life and life and good, 
death and evil (Deut. 30:15). 

 The joys and the pains of the world today are tied to the nature 
of the choices that we make between life and death, good, death and 
evil. The duty and responsibility of religion therefore is to provide a 
moral compass to ensure that men and women make the right choices 
either in their personal lives or as communities and societies. These 
choices are the basis for a good society. Each religious group draws 
its inspiration from how it interprets the mind of God. 

 My concern in this short paper will not be to examine the theory 
of religion but to use the word in its generic sense as to how we relate 
with the divine. I will also try not to make this an academic paper 
but an accessible view of how the issues of religion and violence 
affects Africa in general terms and will end by making reference to the 
situation in Nigeria by way of example.

St. John Pauls Commitment for World Peace

 When Joseph Stalin mockingly asked, How many divisions has 
the Pope?, he imagined that he was drawing false strength from the 
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physical show of raw power based on the strength of armies and 
ideology. How could he have imagined that over fifty years later, 
the empire he built on blood and savagery would crumble under the 
moral authority of a later Pope? At no time was this moral force of the 
Church brought to bear than the reign of Pope John Paul of blessed 
memory and now, St. John Paul. 

 In life, he traversed the world, seeking to end war by providing 
religion as a source of moral authority. He laid the foundation for the 
crumbling of the false empire of Communist atheism. Thus, it was little 
wonder that the world stood still at his funeral as world leaders from 
all the corners of the earth and even sworn enemies of the Catholic 
Church, all gathered to acknowledge this great apostle of peace. We 
therefore need to look back briefly at how St. John Paul laid the foun-
dation for world peace in the course of his papacy. It was at the close 
of the last century and as the world prepared for the Great Jubilee that 
the Holy Father developed a sense of urgency in his appeal for peace.

 His Apostolic Letter, Novo Millennio Ineunte on January 6, 2001 
served notice to a troubled world that there was need for Christians 
to take up the challenges of pulling the world away from the brink of 
death. In it, the Pope reminded the world that he had indeed always 
looked forward to the Great Jubilee right from the beginning of his 
papacy453. He called the attention of the Catholic world to the need to 
revisit the call by Jesus to; put into the deep for a catch, Duc In Altum 
(Lk. 5: 4). Although it was a call for the new evangelisation, it was also 
a call to mend a fractured world, a world broken by ideology, human 
hatred and war. Violence had become the dominant tool of control and 
oppression in the last century. Therefore, the Holy Father was calling 
on the Catholic Church to lead the world in rebuilding a new moral 
ethos, one founded on love, justice and reconciliation. 

The importance of the Church for the Democratization Process  of 
African States

 For the African Church, great hope and light had been shone on 
the continent with the convocation of the Synod of Bishops on Africa 
in 1994. This Synod marked a watershed that placed Africa at the 

453 Pope John Paul II, Novo Millennio Ineunte, At the Close of the Great Jubilee, 06. 
January 2001, No. 1.

centre of the universal Church. Previously, the faith of the continent 
had been energised and watered by the holy Father’s many visits to 
almost every country on the continent. Africa had also watched the 
appointment of many Cardinals, Archbishops and Bishops of African 
descent to higher positions in the service of the universal Church. New 
Dioceses and Parishes marked the spread of the Catholic Church in 
Africa. The holy Father resonated this optimism when he said in his 
post Synodal exhortation, Ecclesia in Africa: “The Special Assembly 
for Africa of the Synod of Bishops was an historic moment of grace: 
the Lord visited his people in Africa. Indeed, this Continent is today 
experiencing what we can call a sign of the times, an acceptable 
time, a day of salvation. It seems that the hour of Africa has come, a 
favourable time which urgently invites Christ’s messengers to launch 
out into the deep and to cast their nets for the catch.”454 

 As Africa was basking in the glow of the African Synod, disaster 
struck with the tragic Rwandan genocide. For a country that was over 
90% Catholic, this was a heavy blow on the psyche of the Catholic 
Church. The details of the genocide are outside the scope of these 
brief reflections. However, we also witnessed the resilience of the 
continent as its people still remained relentless in their struggle to 
institutionalize and imbibe the ethos of Democracy. In the course of 
all this, apart from being a major agent in the Democratisation of the 
continent, the Church also played a very significant role in the peace 
processes across different countries.

 Along with the evils of colonialism, the persistence of apartheid on 
the African continent had represented one of the greatest tragedies of 
man’s inhumanity to man. It is significant that the Christian community 
did quite a lot in the struggle against apartheid. The moral content 
of that struggle saw men like Archbishop Desmond Tutu and other 
Church leaders take centre stage in the struggle. The very significant 
and historic roles played by the Churches in ending apartheid have 
been well documented and need no repetition here. However, we also 
note that with the so called end of history, that is, the collapse of 

454 Pope John Paul II, Post Synodal Apostolic Exhortation, Ecclesia in Africa, 14. 
September 1995, No. 6.
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the former Soviet Union, the Churches came to the forefront of the 
struggle for a rebirth on the continent of Africa. We shall list just a few 
examples.

 Mostly in the Francophone countries, we witnessed the 
emergence of Sovereign National Conferences leading to the return 
of some African countries to some form of Democracy455. In some 
cases, the situation was different as Church leaders participated in 
negotiations often behind the scenes. For example, in Benin, Togo, 
Congo, Liberia, Sierra Leone, Ghana, Nigeria, Malawi, Zaire, among 
others, we witnessed a strong role for the Churches as in some cases. 
In some cases, prominent Church leaders such as Archbishop, no 
Cardinal Pasinya in DRC Congo, stepped forward and played very 
significant roles in leading their countries in the search for an end to 
war and dictatorship. 

 Like elsewhere especially in the developing worlds, Africans 
had high expectations about the possibilities of a new dawn after 
Communism ended in 1989. Sadly, in Asia and Latin America was 
well as in Africa, dictatorships crumbled, but many nations sank 
deeper into war and more violence. Still, the Churches in Africa and 
elsewhere have played a significant role even in this second phase of 
reconstruction. 

 To rebuild their countries, many nations believed that they had to 
come to terms with the atrocities of the past. Truth and Reconciliation 
Commissions came on stream from Latin America to Africa. In all 
of these countries had to fall back on prominent Church leaders to 
lead or participate in these initiatives. For example, in South Africa 
as I have indicated, Archbishop Tutu led the Truth Commission, in 
Nigeria, I served as a member of the Truth Commission (my new 
book, Witness to Justice, 2011) documents my experiences, while 
in Ghana, Archbishop Palmer Buckle served also in their Truth 
Commission too. 

 In Sierra Leone, the Catholic Church also played a significant 
role led by Archbishop Joseph Ganda, the Archbishop of Freetown 
while in Liberia the late Archbishop Michael Francis of Monrovia 
showed exceptional courage and leadership in the face of the war in 

455 Onwudiwe, Ebere, “On Sovereign National Conference”, in: A Journal of Opinion 27 
(1999) 1, 66–68.

his country. In Malawi, the role of the Bishops’ Conference was spec-
tacular in bringing a new dawn of Democracy. So, all in all, the Bishops 
of Africa then as now, did excellent work in leading their people and 
helping their countries end violence. The struggles remains unabated 
but clearly, the Church can hold its head high for its great role as an 
institution of peace. 

 The Church must still remain vigilant in addressing the problems 
of violence which sadly, persists in the face of claims to nominal 
Democracy among the countries of Africa. Dictators still continue 
to use the apparatus of power to institutionalize their hold on power 
while appealing to ethnicity and religion to set their people against one 
another as a means of perpetuating their hold on power. The result is 
that many African nations are sliding to tyranny.

 In the last ten or so years, the African Bishops have continued 
to focus on the need for the Church to become a family of God’s 
children despite the distortion of its face of love by endless fratricidal 
wars. Happily, in 2005, the holy Father, Pope Benedict XVI convoked 
another Synod of Bishops on Africa. 

 Later, in his post Synodal Exhortation, Africae Munus, the Holy 
Father again acknowledged the source of Africa’s woes saying: 
“Africa’s memory is painfully scarred as a result of fratricidal conflicts 
between ethnic groups, the slave trade and colonization. Today 
too, the continent has to cope with rivalries and with new forms of 
enslavement and colonization. Despite the modern civilization […] of 
the ‘global village’, in Africa as elsewhere in the world the spirit of 
dialogue, peace and reconciliation is far from dwelling in the hearts 
of everyone. Wars, conflicts and racist and xenophobic attitudes still 
play too large a role in the world of human relations.”456

 The African Bishops would later take on this theme but at 
national, regional and continental levels, calling on God’s people to 
focus on their common humanity.  For the purpose of this paper, let 
me turn my attention to a practical view of how the Nigerian Church 
has addressed the issues of violence. I will also draw attention to my 
own practical experience and engagement.

456 Benedeckt XVI., Post Synodal Exhortation, Africae Munus, 9. September 2011, No 
9–12
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Challenges for the Church: The Nigerian Experience

 Violence is not new to the Nigerian state. Creating a modern state 
has remained a serious challenge for the country. Whatever may have 
been the advantages of colonial rule by way of education and the 
provision of the foundation for a civil service, the state has never been 
able to respond to the yearnings of its people nor has it been able to 
channel its enormous human and material resources to proper use. 
The result has been a nation almost permanently at war with itself. 

 From the civil war (1967–70), the Catholic Church has been at 
the centre of trying to build a strong, virile and peaceful nation. The 
Catholic Church’s contributions in the area of education and health 
care for example are unrivalled by any other single institution beside 
the Nigerian state. The Church participated in the reconstruction 
of the nation after the civil war and then as now, continues to do 
the same amidst severe constraints imposed by a corrupt state that 
seems unable or unwilling to appreciate the benefits of collaboration 
with the Church.

 The years of military intervention sowed most of the seeds of 
violence that has continued to slow down national growth and inte-
gration. In the struggle against the military, the Catholic Bishops 
Conference confronted this dictatorship in a manner that showed 
exemplary leadership. Two visits by the late holy Father, Pope John 
Paul 11 (1982, 1998) came at most auspicious moments when the 
country was going through severe difficulties. In both visits, the holy 
Father rallied Nigeria towards unity, calling on the nation to learn how 
to manage its resources in pursuit of the common good. 

 The Bishops have done a lot in the area of Interfaith dialogue espe-
cially with Islam and Traditional Religion as means of ensuring peace 
among our people. There are Departments at the Catholic Secretariat 
dealing with these two challenges. Through direct contacts, Seminars, 
Conferences, and other national and international meetings, we have 
continued to create forums for the appreciation of the values of our 
religions. The real challenge has never been the religions themselves 
but the manipulation of religion by the political elites. 

 Over the years, corruption has eroded the sense of community 
among our people and sowed the seeds for most of the violence 
among our people. The Church’s engagement has been in the area 

Religion and Violence: African Perspective 

of prayer and appeal to those in power. In 1998, the Catholic Bishops’ 
Conference composed a prayer titled, Prayer Against Bribery and 
Corruption in Nigeria. This prayer has been repeated in Catholic 
Churches across the country. Indeed, in December, at an anti cor-
ruption conference in which I served as the Chairman, the President 
laid out his anti corruption plans. I later presented him with an enlarge 
plaque of the Prayer on behalf of the Catholic Bishops. My point 
was to let the President know that the Catholic Bishops have been 
engaged in this battle for a long time.457

 This is neither the time nor the place for us to get into a discussion 
on Boko Haram. A lot has already been written about the organisation 
itself, its ideology, the scope of its destruction and its impact on the 
future of the country. For the purpose of this article, I will try to look at 
how the Church has tried to make a contribution to peace amidst this 
tragedy.

The Catholic Church and the battle against Boko Haram 

 Since the emergence of this demonic force in our society, the 
world has watched as this evil army laid waste to first, Church insti-
tutions, and then finally spread its destructive force into the larger 
society. Its so-called declared war against western education and 
by extension its influence on the larger society saw this movement 
literally declare a war against the Nigerian nation. Its violence would 
later drown its own Muslim members, leaders, mosques and schools, 
showing clearly that it was a force of demonic proportions.

 To be sure, we may have to see Boko Haram and its excesses 
against the backdrop of the larger picture of world terrorism in the 
name of religion. It must be said that this development has only been 
peculiar to Islam and not all religions around the world. For Nigeria, 
with its very large Muslim population, the implications for this and 
the dangers posed for national and regional stability are serious. The 
Catholic Church has responded to these challenges in many and 
various ways. Both Yola and Maiduguri Diocese have co-ordinated 
a well funded relief programme that has been appreciated by all 
and sundry. Locally most Dioceses across the country raised sig-

457 For comment on this event, see; Ojeifo, Emmanuel, “Buhari, Kukah and the New 
breed”, in: Nigeria Nation, 15. December 2015.
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nificant sums of money and relief which were donated to the affected 
communities. 

 In the course of this violence, the Catholic Bishops had two 
meetings on Boko Haram with President Jonathan. In April this year, 
President Buhari also received a delegation of the Catholic Bishops. 
The idea behind these meetings was to seek harmony and to also 
explore ways in which the Catholic Church can use its vast networks 
of institutions and personnel to collaborate with the federal and state 
governments so as to alleviate the sufferings of our people.

 On May 2, 2015, at a meeting with President Buhari, the President 
of the Conference, Archbishop Ignatius Kaigama reported remarked: 
“We sent a delegation to Cameroun with substantial relief materials 
to give succor to thousands of Nigerians taking refuge there. Some of 
our priests are currently residing there with the refugees to give them 
hope and spiritual/pastoral support. We hope your government and 
our Conference will continue to collaborate in respect of caring for the 
displaced persons”.458

Concluding remarks

 In summary, Christians, by way of personal conversion must 
renew their faith in their vocation to be the light of the world and salt 
of the earth (Mt. 5:13). We must return in earnest to the call to be men 
and women of forgiveness according to the mind of Christ. We must 
return to the need to embrace the blessedness of being peacemakers 
(Mt. 5:9). We must each individually summon the courage to return to 
the words of the Prayer of St. Francis, calling us to be instruments of 
God’s peace and make the healing of the world a lifetime commitment. 
Pope Benedict XV1 referred to Africa as the spiritual lung of the world. 
Those words hope a hope that must not diminish, a light that must 
light up a world threatened by the encircling gloom of violence, danger 
and death. 

 Despite the threats posed by religious fanatics, the finishing lines 
of hope belong to men and women of genuine faith.

458 “Catholic Bishops Meet behind Closed Doors with President Buhari”, in: (This Day, May 
3, 2016).
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