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Introduction
Historically, most religions and faiths preach peace, tolerance and co-existence towards others. However, in practice the religious teachings are often mutated, misinterpreted, misunderstood and may also be corrupted and politicised to promote hatred, violence and wars. All this reflects a certain degree of ignorance and narrow mindedness which may be marketed in the name of God or the faith dogma. On the other hand, in the past century or so, there are growing numbers of individuals and religious groups especially from the Abrahamic religions and other faith communities who are coming to realise that the teachings within their beliefs should contribute to find solutions for the challenges and crises faced around the world and at least not to enhance these problems and crises. In some countries, in the continents, the interfaith activities are still microscopic whilst other countries including those in Europe have been well established both on governmental levels as well as on various non-governmental organisations (NGO).
The Role of Religious Groups for Peace Building
[bookmark: _Hlk503381586]During the last two decades there has been a growing appreciation and acknowledgement for interfaith and intra-faith dialogue efforts by many individuals and religious organisations which contributed to enhance the tolerance and respect between religions in numerous countries from the far east of Japan to Northern and Latin America. This includes religious countries such as Saudi Arabia and the Vatican as well as secular countries. Some of these examples can be seen in the committed work of enhancing dialogue during the past three decades between the Muslim and Christian communities in Mindanao (Philippines) which has succeeded at least in building bridges and advancing greater understanding amongst people of different faiths1. Having said that, a peaceful resolution to the conflict for the Mindanao community has yet to be reached by the warring parties. Another example is the establishment of the interfaith group in Argentina which had its second National Congress of Interreligious Dialogue, with the topic ‘The Culture of Interreligious Dialogue Building Peace’, held in San Juan, Argentina for three days in 2017. The conference was sponsored and supported by the Secretariat of Worship, with 250 participants from different faith backgrounds2. The participants included officials, religious groups and political representatives from all over Argentina with the aim of interfaith dialogue and constructive reflection.
The process of peace building is complex, multidimensional and culturally dependant. This is particularly true in contexts of conflict, for which three interconnected phases of peace building have been identified: conflict prevention and de-escalation, crisis management and cessation of hostilities, and consolidation leading to a stable peaceful order. These phases connect with a number of factors which are required for, or significantly contribute to, peace on both the individual, internal level (e.g. trust and forgiveness) and on the broader, social level (e.g. disarmament and justice).  Similarly, interfaith dialogues comprise a range of characteristics (e.g. honesty, openness, mutual acceptance and respect), and take various forms, including the dialogue of religious experience, action and life. This relationship is important for peace building3.
Though violence in the name of religion is certainly not a recent phenomenon, for instance one can think of Europe’s terrible wars of religion between Christian sects in the 16th and 17th centuries which cost the continent the lives of some 30% of its entire population4. Some years ago, the famous Catholic theologian Hans Küng said: ‘There can be no peace between the nations until there is peace between the religions. There can be no peace between the religions until there is dialogue between the religions’4. He tried to learn what he could about the teachings of other religions and always welcomed dialogue, as long as it was pursued in the spirit of a sincere and respectful interchange of ideas and knowledge4. 
The Role of Religious Individuals
[bookmark: _Hlk502839297]One of the great advocates of the interfaith dialogue was the Indian Hindu peace builder, pluralist and activist Mahatma Gandhi (1869-1948). Gandhi was sincere in his heart, mind and attitude about his interfaith mission and was described as follows: ‘Gandhi characteristically led by example more than by grandiose speeches. To him words are nothing if they are not demonstrated by action.  He actively sought out people of other faiths, even as they sought him out. After his initial encounter with Christians in England, he read the Bible; after meeting and working with Muslims in South Africa, he read the Qur’an. He tried to learn what he could about the teachings of other religions and always welcomed dialogue, as long as it was pursued in the spirit of a sincere, friendly and respectful interchange of ideas and knowledge’5. He also expressed this with actions when on many occasions he used to fast and abstain from eating to force his people and the authority to avoid violence. He promoted Hindu and Muslim peace building and through his fasting he managed to bring the two communities together. On some occasions he fasted weeks to show his determination against the authorities, during which he lost a lot of weight and was near death. This kind of action helped calm the situation in certain cities, but rioting continued elsewhere.
A few weeks before his assassination, Gandhi started his last fast in Delhi, praying for Indian unity. While he was attending a gathering prayer on 30th of January 1948, he was shot and killed by a Hindu man who saw Gandhi’s actions soft toward others who were not Hindu5. Indian society still suffers from ethnic and religious violence from time to time. Gandhi was right when he said that ‘Religion is outraged when outrage is committed in the name of religion’5.
Leaders and politicians of all communities, parties and groups have to find a new and recognised role for religion and religious leaders to promote peace in areas of conflict in the world6.  Academics also share the responsibility since they influence the educational field which produces generations of professionals with views which would be positively exported to the public dominion in attempts to understand and solve conflicts7,8. Therefore, those peace-builders may be academic educators, social workers, and clergy as well as lawyers, diplomats and politicians.
In 2010 Venerable Master Chin Kung9 gave a speech in Indonesia. He emphasized that if ‘everyone thinks of benefitting others; how could the world not be at peace?’. Also in the same speech he concluded that ‘I deeply believe that religious teachings on causality, morality, and ethics will definitely turn bad in us humans to good, pollution to purity, and delusion to enlightenment. This is the only
[bookmark: _Hlk503291842]correct solution to various kinds of conflicts and human and natural disasters’. Chin Kung has been working for interfaith and peace building for the last five decades. He visited many countries in south east Asia as well as Europe. His main efforts were put to propagate love and resolve conflicts around the world using his Buddhist pluralism belief and interfaith dialogue. In his book ‘One Humanity Many Faiths’ he proposed four tasks to achieve a harmonious world and society. These are ‘Firstly to accomplish equality and harmonious co-existence for all countries, secondly: to accomplish equal status and harmonious co-existence for different ethnic groups, thirdly: to accomplish open mindedness and unity among influential political parties and groups toward sustaining peace and happiness for humanity; and fourthly to seek similarities among differences in all religions, respect each other, and live peacefully with each other’.10
Applying Master Kungs’ four tasks to achieve harmony for the countries in the Middle East would be very hopeful, especially the main religions in the region (Judaism, Christianity and Islam). It would help them to promote forgiveness and preach peace in their teachings. In the last decades there have been ‘growing numbers in all three faith communities are coming to see that their beliefs must contribute to the solution, not to the problem’11. However, it may be noticed that ‘the Jewish peace movement in Israel is overwhelmingly secular, with the exception of small numbers of modern Orthodox religious leaders and even smaller numbers of Reform and Conservative Jewish religious leaders, who unfortunately speak for a very small percentage of the Israeli Jewish population’11. Nevertheless, the peace movement activities are still on a microscopic level and non-religious., However, it began to influence the religious groups and also some government and religious figures who day after day have reaised that the only alternative to peace building in the religions would be the continuous regional destruction and instability for the present generations and their children whose lives are in fear and are tired of wars. Other scholars and academics echoed this phenomena and noticed that a peaceful interfaith attitude emerged on the stage from microscopic behaviour into a macroscopic phenomenon, which has been globally noticed worldwide. They emphasised that there is a growing positive and ‘peaceful engagement of religious communities in contemporary world affairs’ where ‘leaders drawn from the world’s leading religious traditions—Christian, Muslim, Jewish, Hindu, and Buddhist have long endorsed ideals of peace, human dignity, equality, freedom, and solidarity’12.
Two decades ago The Noble Peace Prize scholar and activist Bishop Desmond Tutu expressed his views on how to heal the South African community and seek reconciliation and justice in South Africa saying that ‘We are singularly fortunate, indeed blessed, in this country. We could so easily have gone the way of Angola, the Sudan, Bosnia, Northern Ireland, Sri Lanka, the Middle East, which have found peace so devastatingly elusive. We have been fortunate that Mr. de Klerk was so brave in 1990 and that he had to deal with the extraordinary Madiba, so magnanimous, so forgiving’13. Tutu also gave another speech saying that ‘And we have been richly blessed to have had at such a critical time in our history a Nelson Mandela. He was imprisoned for 27 years; most expected that when he emerged, he would be riddled with a lust for retribution. But the world has been amazed; instead of spewing calls for revenge, he urged his own people to work for reconciliation -- and invited his former jailer to attend his presidential inauguration as a VIP guest’14.

Conclusion
From the above, one may conclude that the peace building activities have to start with individuals from the religious and other faith communities as well as from government and non-government organisations.
The University of Wales Trinity St David is one academic institution who has encouraged interfaith7 since its establishment in 1822 and has had collaborations with local, regional8 and international interfaith organisations.
The World Conference of Religions for Peace (WCRP), the oldest and largest interfaith organization in the world, has been one of the leaders in this field in recent years. The WCRP recognizes that: ‘Religions for Peace is the largest international coalition of representatives from the world’s great religions dedicated to promoting peace. Respecting religious differences while celebrating our common humanity, Religions for Peace is active on every continent and in some of the most troubled areas of the world, creating multi-religious partnerships to confront our most dire issues: stopping war, ending poverty, and protecting the earth. Religious communities are the largest and best-organized civil institutions in the world, claiming the allegiance of billions across race, class, and national divides. These communities have particular cultural understandings, infrastructures, and resources to get help where it is needed most’15. Since its establishment the WCRP has helped to resolve conflict in many countries such as countries in the Middle East, Bosnia from 1996, Kosovo from 1999, Northern Ireland from 1995, and South Africa from 1990. 
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