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Historical Context
Interreligious dialogue and peacebuilding in the twenty first century involves reaching out to the unfamiliar ‘Other’ in an act of bravery and acceptance, in the hope of achieving mutual respect and understanding, thus instigating opportunities for interreligious and interfaith dialogue and providing opportunities for furthering the peacebuilding process.  It involves adopting a multi-cultural, post-colonial and post-imperialist approach to communication in a globalised society.
Saint Francis of Assisi exemplified these qualities when he set out in 1219 with Brother Illuminato to face the violence of the Fifth Crusade and meet with Sultan al Kamil in Egypt. Their encounter is a timeless model for interreligious dialogue and peacebuilding and from a Christian-Muslim perspective it reveals a shared humanity as well as highlighting similarities in beliefs, in one God, prayer, kindness to the poor, and peace. The eight hundredth anniversary of Saint Francis’ meeting with the Sultan will be commemorated by Franciscans around the world in 2019. The recent release of the film, ‘Saint Francis and the Sultan’ continues this interreligious dialogue in the twenty first century. [footnoteRef:2] [2:  In the footprints of Francis and the Sultan, DVD-ROM, www.amazon.co.uk [Accessed: 8th January 2018].] 
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Interreligious Dialogue
Interreligious dialogue crosses religious and cultural boundaries and facilitates a move away from the Orientalism of the past. Dunbar (1998) asserts that interfaith dialogue consists of :- a) interpersonal communication; (b) different religious commitments; (c) a mutual attitude of respect and open-mindedness, implying a willingness to learn and grow from the other; and (d) significant religious content in, or implied by, the conversation.[footnoteRef:3]  This criteria displays a Christocentric perspective and advocates a pluralist approach as a starting point. [3:   Dunbar S.D., ‘The Place of Interreligious Dialogue in the Academic Study of Religion’, Journal of Ecumenical Studies, 35, 3/4 1998.] 

Pluralism - A Celebration of Differences

Pluralist scholar John Hick (1973) declared the need for ‘a reconstruction of the Christian belief whose theology was developed with a disregard for God’s dealings with the non-Christian world’. He suggested a paradigm shift ‘by beginning the long-term task of forming a global or human theology which should be compatible with the plurality of religions as concrete forms of religious life’.[footnoteRef:4]  This caused criticism and debate within the Christian religion with some citing that his views were encouraging the mythicizing of the incarnation.[footnoteRef:5]   [4:  Hick J., God and the Universe of Faiths, (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1988), p.106.]  [5:  De Costa G., Theology and Religious Pluralism (Oxford: Basil Blackwood Ltd., 1986), p. 25.] 


In the twenty first century, interreligious dialogue, and its role in peacebuilding, has its academic roots in the typology of religious pluralism.  The typology of ‘the Theology of Religions’ advocated by Alan Race (1983),  reflects a post-colonial mind set and provides a framework which determines how exclusivism, inclusivism and pluralism relate to each other both within and outside the Christian faith in relating to the ‘Other’.[footnoteRef:6]  In a developing globalised society, scholars have recognised the need for change and cooperation between countries and religions in order to facilitate peace building.  [6:  Race A., Christians and Religious Pluralism: Patterns in the Christian Theology of Religions (London: SCM,
   1983).] 
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Race (2016), discusses a second axial period in post-colonial history and the birth of interdependence – economically, politically and religiously, as he asserts “we have learned to let go the making of others in our own image and we now feel the pull to celebrate and not lament our differences”.[footnoteRef:7]   While Pui-Lan Kwok defines pluralism in global terms, as ‘the active seeking of understanding across lines of difference’, and describes it not in terms of relativism, accepting different approaches as equally valid without discrimination.[footnoteRef:8]   [7:  Harris, E., Hedges P., and Hettiarachchi S., Twenty-First Century Theologies of Religions, Retrospection and
   Future Prospects (Leiden: Brill, 2016), p. 374. ]  [8:  Pui-Ian, Kwok, Globalization, Gender, and Peacebuilding: The Future of Interfaith Dialogue,(Madeleva Lecture
    in Spirituality) (Kindle Locations 184-186). Paulist Press. Kindle Edition.] 


Approaches to Interfaith Dialogue

· Social Dialogue
Social dialogue is interaction through narratives and other media, re-enforcing and developing identities of individuals and groups as negotiation develops through familiarisation.  Weigand asserts that this social interaction takes place ‘not only in the way we identify ourselves as a part of social groups, but also the way in which those social groups interact with one another’.[footnoteRef:9]  Social science scholars are researching theories on changing attitudes introduced by Lewin (1948) who identified a three-step process :- [9:   Weigand E, Language as Dialogue: From Rules to Principles of Probability (Amsterdam: John Benjamins
    Publishing Company, 2009), p. 160. ] 


i) beginning with unfreezing negative attitudes and perceptions;  
ii)   reformulating new attitudes based on new information and experience and 
iii)  freezing the newly acquired attitudes.[footnoteRef:10] [10:  Burnes B., ‘Kurt Lewin and the Planned Approach to Change: A Re-Appraisal’, Journal of Management
    Studies, 41, 6th September 2004.] 
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· Rituals and Symbols in Dialogue
Victoria Sirotta writes that revelation comes through many different modes, through tasting, smelling, seeing, touching, feeling, and hearing and by being open to dialogue through the use of music, rituals and symbols.  She emphasises that “by balancing and using all of the gifts that have been given to the people of God, we will be brought closer to each other and closer to the Divine mystery”.[footnoteRef:11] [11:   Sirotta, V., ‘An Exploration of Music as Theology’, Theological Education, Sacred Imagination, The Arts and
      Theological Education, Volume XXXI, Number 1, Autumn 1994, p. 165.] 


· Dialogue and Change

David Smock, Director of the United States Institute of Peace describes the centre of interfaith dialogue as being ‘spirituality’ as it allows for change in participants’ attitudes. He has identified that the encounter of difference effected by interreligious dialogue has both a practical and strategic purpose.[footnoteRef:12]  While Mohammed Abu Nimer of the International Peace and Conflict Resolution Program at the American University identifies three elements necessary for change in participants’ attitudes to the ‘Other’: -   [12:   Smith R. O. ‘Interfaith Dialogue and Peacebuilding’, Journal of Church and State, Summer 2004, p. 651.] 

a) alternative cognitive processes through new information (change in the head); 
b) a positive emotional experience in meeting the other through the construction of a safe and trusting relationship (change in the heart); 
c) working together on a concrete task or action which reinforces the positive attitudinal change (change through the hand).[footnoteRef:13] [13:   Abu Nimer M., ‘Conflict Resolution, Culture and Religion: Toward a Training Model of Interreligious Peace-building’, Journal of Peace Research, Vol. 38, No 6, November 2001, pp. 685-704.] 
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· Dialogue of Inclusion – An Existential Perspective

Masao Abe, at the forefront of Buddhist-Jewish interfaith dialogue, argues that any dialogue that seeks to promote mutual understanding between religions may be achieved only by first existentially confronting one's own religion.  He considers that, “a mutual exposure to each other’s religion urges us to view interfaith dialogue as more than promoting mutual understanding but rather that which seeks to find a common ground for both religions”. Martin Buber refers to this as a dialogue of inclusion through which each religion begins to articulate itself from the perspective of the other and in doing so, finds a common ground.  Thus, it is from an existential perspective, rather than one that remains limited to doctrinal formulations, that an interfaith dialogue is possible.[footnoteRef:14]  [14:   Lavin R., ‘Zero and One:  Toward a Buddhist-Jewish Interfaith Dialogue’, Buckness Review, 2003.] 


Globalisation – Common Responsibilities

Pui Lan Kwok asserts that religion serves the cause of violence when it is adopted as ‘an identity label which, instead of being a spiritual path to one’s humanity, becomes a marker by which one defines oneself as opposed to others.’ The events which took place on 11th November 2001 were an example of this when the ‘Islamic State’ (a label adopted by themselves as a mark of authority over other religious societies), undertook an act of violence and terrorism against humanity.  This event highlighted an urgent need to counteract international terrorist initiatives and the ideology of religious totalitarianism through interfaith dialogue and peacebuilding. In his book, ‘Terror in the Mind of God’ Mark Juergensmeyer concludes that  globalisation has provided an opportunity for religion to be ‘reasserted as a public force’. [footnoteRef:15]  [15:   Juergensmeyer M., Terror in the Mind of God: The Global Rise of Religious Violence, 3rd ed. (Berkeley:
    University of California Press, 2003), pp. 6-7.] 
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Peacebuilding
in the twenty first century, advanced communications technology can be used to good effect for interfaith dialogue, peacebuilding, and in negating the incitement of terrorism.  Islamist author and scholar, John L. Esposito, asserts, “it is a time for global engagement and coalition building, for the active promotion of coexistence and cooperation.”[footnoteRef:16] Interreligious dialogue provides a vehicle for such cooperation and coexistence and contributes to building peace in the era of globalisation where people of all faiths have a responsibility for the emerging social and political problems in the world.  [16:  Esposito J. L. Unholy War, Terror in the Name of Islam (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002) p. viii.] 

The promotion of peace by initiatives and interactions between individuals, communities, faiths and countries is of paramount importance in the twenty first century.   Diane Eck (2006), leader of Harvard University’s Pluralism Project, describes her project as consisting of :-
a) Energetic engagement with diversity;
b) Actively seeking understanding across lines of difference;
c) The encounter of commitments;
d) Dialogue – Criticism and Self Criticism;
This involves participating in interfaith dialogue and ‘having the commitment of being at the table with one’s commitments’[footnoteRef:17] This project’s mission is a model for peacebuilding by interfaith dialogue.  [17:  Eck D., The Pluralism Project, http://www.pluralism.org/whatispluralism [Accessed: 8th January 2018] ] 

 Initiatives towards Dialogue and Peacebuilding.
· Vatican II – 1962-1965
On Pentecost Sunday, 1964, Pope Paul VI instituted a special department of the Roman Curia for relationships with people of other religions.  Known as the Secretariat for Non-Christians, in 1988 it was renamed the Council for Interreligious Dialogue (PCID). [footnoteRef:18] [18:  The Pontifical Council for Interreligious Dialogue
    http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/pontifical…/rc_pc_interelg_pro_20051996_en.html [Accessed 17th
    January 2018].
] 
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· Nature and Goals of PCID
The PCID is the central office of the Catholic Church for the promotion of interreligious dialogue in accordance with the Second Vatican Council, in particular the declaration “Nostra Aetate”.  It has the following responsibilities :-
i) to  promote the mutual understanding, respect and collaboration between Catholics and the followers of other traditions;
ii) to encourage the study of religions;
iii) to promote the formation of persons dedicated to dialogue. [footnoteRef:19] [19:   The Pontifical Council for Interreligious Dialogue
     http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/pontifical…/rc_pc_interelg_pro_20051996_en.html [Accessed: 17th
     January 2018].] 

· WCC – The World Council of Churches
Following the eighth assembly of the World Council of Churches,  at  time when society was yet to realise the full impact of globalisation, a report on Current Dialogue (July 1999) [footnoteRef:20] discussed three possible approaches to bring interfaith issues more into the ‘consciousness’ :- [20:   Ucko H, WCC, Current Dialogue, Issue 33, July 1999, http://www.wccp-coe.org [Accessed: 18 January 2018].] 

i) An issue-based approach: Identify issue-based, cross-team projects which have an interfaith dimension.
ii) A geographical approach: Identify countries of particular interest on the interreligious level, and coordinate the knowledge of these countries as seen from the perspective of different programmes and relationships.
iii) A think tank/forward-looking approach: Create a cross-team study group to address the place and future role of Christianity in public life including :-
· Various trends in the process of secularization and manifestations of de-secularization.
· The relationship between religion, ethnicity, nationalism and the rift of nations.
· The future of historical religious communities and of interreligious relations.
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· The new religious movements and individual re-composition of religiosity. [footnoteRef:21] [21:   Ucko H, WCC, Current Dialogue, Issue 33, July 1999, http://www.wccp-coe.org [Accessed: 18 January 2018].] 


· WFDD - World Faiths Development Dialogue 
Established in 1998 by James D. Wolfensohn, President of the World Bank, and Lord George Carey, Archbishop of Canterbury, WFDD is a not-for-profit organization working at the intersection of religion and global development. It enables a process of exchange involving leaders of the major world religions, and international development organizations, and is inspired by the objective to better the quality of development work through enhanced mutual understanding and specific insights into poverty and equity challenges.[footnoteRef:22] [22:  Georgetown University, World Faiths Development Dialogue, 
    https://berkleycenter.georgetown.edu/wfdd/about [Accessed: 15th January 2017].] 

 
“It really boils down to this: that all life is interrelated. We are all caught in an inescapable network of mutuality, tied into a single garment of destiny. Whatever affects one destiny, affects all indirectly”.   (Martin Luther King Jr). [footnoteRef:23] [23:  Yun, Gerard J. ‘Interfaith-Cross-Cultural Improvisation: Music and Meaning Across Boundaries of   Faith and Culture,’ Consensus: Vol. 37, Issue 2, Article 2, 2016. http://scholars.wluca/consensus/vol37/iss2/2.
] 
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