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of the BUF, the second dialogue assembly was well attended, and the participation of both Muslims and 
Christians in creating a joint statement condemning the “brutal killing,” and “the formation of vigilante 
or fanatical groups,” as well as endorsing the peace process and local peace efforts17, was an important 
confidence-building measure. More recently, when an Italian priest was kidnapped in July 2007, the 
Catholic Bishops Conference of The Philippines called on members of the BUC to use their influence to 
secure his release.18 

Week of Peace     Initiated by Peace Advocates Zamboanga, the yearly Mindanao Week of Peace has been coor-
dinated by the BUC in partnership with various Mindanao peace organizations since 1999. The Week of Peace, 
observed in late November/early December is a round of community activities, celebrations and advocacy for 
peace. Objectives focus on promoting unity-in-diversity, community involvement in local peace initiatives, the 
artistic and academic expression of peace aspirations, and providing a point of convergence for peace initia-
tives in Mindanao.19  

As well as region-wide activities, each BUC province/diocese/
sectoral area also has its own Mindanao Week of Peace Activi-
ties.20 A wide variety of creative and participatory activities 
— peace marches, caravans, torch parades, lighting of candles 
along the highway, peace prayers, Tri-partite Youth Summits 
and Peace Camps, films, poetry readings, essay, oratorical and 
poster contests, art and photography exhibits, peace awards, 
history and culture congress, story-telling, fast for peace, 
round table discussions on peace issues for media, and per-
formance showcases21 — convey the message that mainstream 
communities want peace, and that the Mindanao conflict is 
not about religion. Participants in the Week of Peace include 
the public sector, educators, and businessmen.22 In 2005 nearly 4,500 children participated in component 
activities of the Week of Peace.23

Youth programs     In order to bring the message of the BUC to Mindanao youth, a youth formation pro-
gram was created. The Mindanao Tripartite Youth Corps works closely with the Ustadz-Priests-Pastors-
Imams Forum (see below) to implement peace education programs for young people, including a Peace 
Camp every second or third year. The Peace Camp provides five days of creative activities (singing, dancing, 
etc.) for Muslim, Christian and Indigenous youth. 

Ad Hoc Activities     As well as the regular Assemblies and Week of Peace Celebrations, the BUC from time 
to time organizes activities in response to specific perceived needs. For example, recognizing that “peace 
and development in the future depends on the formation of the youth now,” and the role of teachers in 
promoting peace, the BUC sponsored a seminar on Development of a Culture of Peace, where school super-
intendents and administrators drafted and critiqued secondary school teaching modules.24 Since correcting 
the negative image of Muslims in the media is also a BUC priority, the BUC also held a seminar for journal-
ists, examining the media’s coverage of the conflict and treatment of the parties.

Local level IRD     Several IRD initiatives at the local level are also closely connected with the BUC.One 
of these is the Ustadz Imam-Priests-Pastors Forum (UPPIF),25 established in the dioceses of Davao and 
Kidapawan, which obtained funds with the assistance of the BUC Secretariat. Focusing on Culture of Peace 

17   Bishops-Ulama Conference Secretariat, undated, p. 26.
18   MindaNews Staff, “Bishops Tap Ties with Ulama for Bossi’s Release,” Mindanews (Davao City, July 7, 2007), available online at http://

www.mindanews.com/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=2804&Itemid=50. Though the priest was freed, it is not clear 
to what degree the BUC’s intervention contributed.

19   Asian Center for the Progress of Peoples, ACCP Backgrounder: Working for Peace in Mindanao (2003),  available online at http://
www.acpp.org/uappeals/bground/Backgrounder%20on%20Mindanao.rtf.

20   Asian Center for the Progress of Peoples, 2003.
21   Ibid.
22   Bishops-Ulama Conference Secretariat, undated.
23   CRS Peace and Reconciliation Program Staff, “March 2006 Donor Report,” (Davao City, 2006).
24   Larousse, 2001.
25   Ustadz means “teacher;” iman, “prayer leader.”
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training and peace education, the UPPIF brings dialogue to the grassroots, and has also included compara-
tive studies of Islam and Christianity, municipal peace forums, and “election formation” (public education 
regarding elections). Members of the UPPIF are observers of the BUC, and in the words of one priest, it 
“implements what the BUC talks about so it is more realistic.”  

Diocesan inter-religious dialogue activities are reportedly most extensive in Davao, where IRD has gained 
momentum over the last 10 years, and where, beginning in 2007, all parishes will have an orientation to 
IRD. Catholic seminaries in Davao have also institutionalized IRD activities; since 2000, 10 to 15 seminar-
ians per year have spent five days living with families in Muslim communities through the Peace Orienta-
tion and Immersion program, which has received very positive feedback from participants.

THEORIES OF CHANGE

Although the BUC has not articulated explicit theories of change, several implicit theories of change drawn 
from conversations with members and observers might be synthesized as follows.

Interaction between Muslims and Christians that includes explanation of the experiences of the minority will 
iron out misunderstandings and historical bias. 

Problems between Muslims and Christians are due to misunderstandings and historical biases based on 
lack of interaction. If the minority explains “their side,” [their situation], the majority will sympathize 
with them. If interaction increases and misunderstandings are “ironed out,” people will respect each 
other, even become friends, and “problems will be reduced.”

When religious leaders model collaboration and support peace, others will listen and support peace too.

Muslim, Christian, and indigenous Filipinos are strongly reli-
gious, and peace is an important element in all Filipino religions. 
Religious leaders have status, credibility and influence, and peo-
ple trust them (more than politicians). If religious leaders support 
peace, ordinary people will be more likely to listen and follow 
suit. (This is particularly true for the Catholic Church which is 
more hierarchical; the words of ulama, on the other hand, are not 
necessarily binding). Dialogue among high-level religious lead-
ers, then, can inspire grassroots dialogue initiatives. For example, 
the sight of bishops attending Friday prayers at the mosque (as 
has occasionally happened in Marawi City, since the formation of 
the BUC), shows that there need not be enmity between Muslims and Christians.26 Therefore, if there is better 
understanding among religious leaders, “peace and order problems will be minimized.”

Societal wounds caused by conflict require a return to values — religious roots and spiritual traditions — to 
achieve a culture of peace

The focus of the BUC’s activities rests firmly on relationship-building and promoting peace in the spiritual 
sense, rather than the development of concrete political solutions, in the belief that “Any peace process is inad-
equate if there is no spiritual element.” As one of the Convenors explains, “the area has been torn by conflicts 
for 400 years. There are many wounds, and a great need for healing.” Government solutions — military action 
on one hand, and development programs on the other —cannot heal these wounds. It is necessary to “go back 
to values.” Thus the BUC looks to “religious roots and spiritual traditions to promote a Culture of Peace.”

Strong relationships are built first on commonalities that later enable people to respectfully explore differences.

Relationship-building through stressing commonalities between Muslims and Christians, and between 
Islam and Christianity has been a deliberate strategy of BUC leaders and participants. Meetings always 

26   Bishops-Ulama Conference Secretariat, undated.
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start with a prayer, underlining members’ shared belief in one God, though they use different names, 
and emphasizing that all are equals created in God’s image. Archbishop Capalla very deliberately “did 
not allow discussion on the non-negotiables of the faiths” for 10 years, until relationships had been suf-
ficiently strengthened; instead, the Dialogue Assemblies focused on positive topics such as success stories 
of reconciliation. A BUC staff member agreed that the process is long, but building friendship first allows 
people to see their similarities and build trust. Once trust has been established, it is possible to discuss 
“difficult topics, without fear of being converted,” but “don’t touch the differences at first!”

RESULTS OF THE INTERVENTIONS

The results of peacebuilding initiatives are notoriously difficult to measure, and the BUC has no monitoring 
system in place. Anecdotal reports noted the following results. 

Preventing escalation of violence
One of the BUC’s Convenors remarks that it is “perhaps during periods of open conflict and violence that 
the Bishops-Ulama forum has played its key role by providing a neutral forum where joint statements 
against violence have had a moderating effect.”27 

Interviewees also noted that the growth in peacebuilding activities, including the work of the BUC in Mind-
anao, has reduced violence. For example, a Tripartite Committee member commented that the communal 
violence, such as the burning of villages to the ground that occurred during the 1970s, has been greatly 
reduced, even during periods of high tension such as the “all-out war” of 2000. When instances of violence, 
such as kidnapping or “carnapping,” do occur (either in Mindanao or even internationally), joint statements 
from the BUC or local leaders may diffuse tension and prevent “stereotyping and reprisals.” For example, 
when a Filipino worker was kidnapped in Iraq, Dr. Mutilan’s public appeal to the Iraqi religious leaders for 
his release was “much appreciated locally.” Archbishop Capalla has been able to assist in negotiations for the 
release of people kidnapped in Mindanao, because of his contacts with the MNLF and MILF, as well as the 
Armed Forces. On the other hand, according to a Mindanao journalist, “the BUF has also been criticized by 
civil society groups for its silence at key moments in the negotiation process and especially during clashes 
between the armed groups.”28 

Influence within formal peace process
BUC members network at a high level, and individually and 
collectively have served as advisors to the Peace Process techni-
cal working groups or to the President or the MILF peace panel 
directly. The MILF last year indirectly (through civil society 
peace networks) asked the help of religious leaders to intervene 
and move forward when the peace talks were threatened. In 
response, the BUC convened an emergency gathering of Min-
danao leaders from the right to the left of the political spec-
trum, the All-Mindanao Leaders’ Peace Consultation, which 
provided a forum to discuss and propose solutions to help 
break the impasse in the talks between the government and the 
MILF, in the presence of the peace panel chairs.

The BUC, with the backing of Mindanao’s many peace groups, seems to have sufficient clout to get the 
peace panel Chairs into the room. As one of the Convenors expresses it, the Philippine government 
and the MILF “have had to reckon with the BUC in a way they do not have to do with other groups or 
stakeholders.” Yet, though the BUC has several times requested observer/witness status, or a position as 
Adviser on Religious Issues,29 as an organization it plays no official role in the formal peace process. 

27   Ledesma, 2005, p. 24.
28   Arguillas, Carolyn, “Enlarging Spaces and Strengthening Voices for Peace: Civil Society in Mindanao,” Accord, Conciliation Re-

sources (2003), available online at http://www.c-r.org/our-work/accord/philippines-mindanao/enlarging-spaces.php.
29   Bishops-Ulama Conference Secretariat, undated, p.33, p.17.

The Philippines: The Mindanao Bishops-Ulama Conference

BUC members network at a 
high level, and individually 
and collectively have served 
as advisors to the Peace Pro-
cess technical working groups 
or to the President or the 
MILF peace panel directly. 
Yet, as an organization it 
plays no official role in the 
formal peace process.

 http://www.c-r.org/our-work/accord/philippines-mindanao/enlarging-spaces.php


126

As a Tripartite Commission member pointed out, the BUC also provides a “neutral forum for both sides 
to bring up their concerns,” which can then be presented to the government through the attendance of 
government officials at meetings. From time to time, the BUC releases statements with concrete and specific 
recommendations to the peace panels, such as including representatives of the indigenous people on the 
peace panel, providing “translators in the local dialects . . . for more accurate exchange of ideas,” observing 
“total (absolute) ceasefire, not as interpreted by each group,” and “in making demands, while setting them 
high, be open to reach an acceptable, reasonable and just compromise.” 30

Peaceful coexistence
Among the results noted in the BUC Primer are the following. 

Friendship among religious leaders      The Primer reports the “most notable fruit” of the BUC “has been 
the friendship established between the Muslim Ulama and Catholic as well as Protestant Bishops.”31 It 
became very clear during interviews that the dialogue experience has been extremely powerful for members 
and staff of the BUC, as well as participants in Imam-Priests-Pastors Forum (IPPF) activities. 

Tolerance of other religious traditions     There are emerging signs of tolerance between Christians 
and Muslims in Mindanao, and “respect for the religious traditions, even if they differ in doctrine and 
philosophy.”32 Interview respondents echoed the BUC Primer in asserting that mutual tolerance and respect 
for the religious traditions of the other have increased between Muslims and Christians, due to improved 
mutual knowledge.

Collaboration and mutual help at the grassroots    Interviewees provided several examples of increased 
cooperation and interest in peacebuilding which may have been inspired by the activities of the BUC and 
related grassroots inter-religious dialogue initiatives. For example, in one parish, the Catholic “Basic Eccle-
siastical Communities” (BECs) now invite Muslims and Protestants to play inter-BEC sports. 

Mainstreaming IRD
One of the BUC’s greatest achievements lies in “mainstreaming inter-religious dialogue,” in The Philippines 
and neighboring countries. “Modeling the possibility that high-level religious leaders can talk,” sending “a 
steadfast message to all . . . that the senior Christian and Muslim leaders of Mindanao are for peace,” is no 
small achievement, however. The same grassroots IRD participant quoted above continued that “from 1996, 
the BUC has been an inspiration for people on the ground. Since political leaders don’t talk to each other, 
seeing religious leaders talking to each other inspires them to emulate them. It sets a precedent for many 
activities initiated by dioceses and civil society organizations.” 

The National Security Advisor is a regular attendee at BUC assem-
blies, and President Gloria Macapagal Arroyo has recognized the 
BUC’s role in “strengthening the spiritual and moral fiber of our 
society, in sustaining the spirit of enterprise among our people, in 
keeping our guard against terror, destabilization and in bringing 
peace to Mindanao and in guiding us towards the preferential 
option for the poor.”33 Inter-religious dialogue is now mandated 
by executive order, and government agencies are instructed to 
participate in the Mindanao Week of Peace, for example. 

30   Ibid., p.33.
31   Ibid., p.15.
32   Bishops-Ulama Conference Secretariat, undated, p. 15.
33   Philippine Information Agency, “PGMA lauds Bishops-Ulama’s role in promoting interfaith dialogue as means to protect com-

munity” (Davao City, December 1, 2006), available online at http://www.pia.gov.ph/default.asp?m=12&sec=reader&rp=2&fi=p0612
01.htm&no=17&date. 
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CHALLENGES AND LIMITATIONS

Inclusivity and reach
It has been said that the BUC has a “limited reach.”34 On the 
Muslim side, although the Ulama League of The Philippines 
does not speak for all ulama or all Muslims, members of other 
ulama associations are not invited; while “Catholic Bishops 
have difficulty reaching their own ranks.” 35 Although a sur-
vey conducted by the Catholic Bishops Conference of The 
Philippines-Episcopal Commission for Inter-religious Dialogue 
reported that 90 percent of 4,000 Filipino respondents felt “the 
need for inter-religious dialogue because of the presence of tribal 
religions, Islam and other beliefs,”36 BUC members and observ-
ers almost unanimously report lack of support among their own 
constituents for the BUC and IRD initiatives. All members of the 
Ulama League of The Philippines and Catholic and Protestant 
Bishops in Mindanao are invited to BUC assemblies; however, only 15 or 20 Catholics, 15 or 20 Protestants, 
and approximately 20 ulama usually attend, and even those who participate do not necessarily have backing 
from those they lead. 

On the Christian side, religious leaders’ attitudes towards inter-religious dialogue range from lack of inter-
est — IRD is “not fashionable” and involves additional work — to hostile. Priests who participate in the 
IPPF report receiving negative feedback from parishioners, and being “insulted, criticized, isolated and 
accused of being pro-Muslim.”   

On the Muslim side, the fear that dialogue will be used to convert them still persists, and some Muslims 
oppose the BUC for this reason. Dr. Mutilan reported that some religious leaders claimed that discussion 
with Christian leaders was forbidden by Islam, and his participation in the BUC was used against him in an 
election campaign. (Because of his prestige as an Islamic scholar, he was able to refute these claims). “Even 
the UPPIF receives negative feedback from people.” Although the story of the Alim whose family stayed at 
the home of a parish priest when his house burned down is often cited as evidence of the new tolerance, it 
is less often mentioned that this Alim was ostracized by his own community, to the point that Dr. Mutilan 
felt the need to make a personal visit to reassure local Muslims that he, the Alim, had not been converted to 
Catholicism. 

The BUC also reflects the make-up of its component faith groups 
in being led almost exclusively by men, though many women 
work “on the sidelines.” The BUC Secretariat includes female 
staff, as do many of the BUC’s partner organizations, such as 
CRS. However a single Protestant pastora is the only female full 
member of the BUC itself. Women’s participation in the BUC 
is therefore quite limited: a one-time women’s dialogue was 
organized in Zamboanga City, female CRS staff have from time 
to time facilitated BUC meetings, and other female Protestant 
pastors, Catholic sisters, and the wives (and children) of ulama 
and Protestant bishops have occasionally participated in BUC 
activities. One observer feels that the content of the dialogues 
reflects this lack of women’s input in that, “sometimes it lacks the human relations aspect.”

In addition, there are no indigenous people participating in the BUC. The ulama do not recognize indige-
nous spirituality as a religion because there is no holy book. Including Indigenous People would also present 
practical problems of representation — with 18 different indigenous groups in Mindanao, it is not neces-

34   Rood, Steven, “Civil Society and Conflict Management, ” from The Dynamics and Management of Internal Conflicts in Asia, Third Study 
Group Meeting. (Washington, DC, 2004), available online at http://cpn.nd.edu/article%20on%20Civil%20Soc%20--%20final.doc.

35   Ibid.
36   ACEID News, May-July 2004, no date given for survey. 
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sarily obvious who represents indigenous people (a question that may also arise with regard to Muslims 
and Protestants). Indigenous organizations have claimed that they are left out, and proposed that the idea 
of inter-religious dialogue could be expanded; they are still invited to the BUC only as observers, not as 
equal members. 

Power balance and differing structures
One scholar has written that:

There is an inevitable degree of asymmetry involved in interreligious dialog. Islam has no hierarchy, 
whereas the Catholic Church is very bureaucratic (Protestant churches lie somewhere in between). Muslims 
exist immersed in the predominant culture of the Philippines, while Christians can (and historically have) 
ignored Muslim culture.37

Notwithstanding these comments, apart from the financial difficulties that some ulama face in attending 
assemblies, members of the BUC seemed unconcerned about a possible power imbalance among the three 
groups. Protestants and Muslims agreed that all groups are equal within the BUC. The United Church of 
Christ in The Philippines, like the Catholic Church, has a strong organizational structure, and Muslims are 
“actually more active in terms of numbers within the BUC.” While the number of participating bishops, 
both Catholic and Protestant, has declined over the life of the BUC, the number of active Muslim partici-
pants has remained stable.

The major implication of the very different institutional structures among Christians and Muslims 
seems to be that it is easier for Catholics and Protestants to transmit the results of BUC assemblies to the 
grassroots level, because of their hierarchical reporting structures. Within Islam, there is no automatic 
reporting system from ulama to grassroots leaders, so the local communities may not be aware of what 
transpires at meetings. Another observer noted that a number of the ulama require translators to inter-
pret into their dialect.

Environment
A number of respondents also named factors in the operating environment that pose challenges. For 
example, the continuing armed conflict impedes progress on reconciliation work. Insecurity occasionally 
impairs the ability of participants to travel, and the venue must be changed. As one priest explained, “Every 
time there is a war, a bombing, or a kidnapping, etc., we start back at zero.” ACEID staff also noted that 
during the “all-out war” in 2000, when an MILF camp was destroyed by the military, there was a sharp drop 
in participation by Muslims in ACEID activities. Muslims reportedly similarly distanced themselves after 
bombings in Davao in 2003 bombings. Even partisan politics may have a divisive effect, as they did during 
the last two elections.

Interviewees further noted that general poverty has a negative impact on IRD activities, especially at the 
grassroots. Because of their economic problems, people are forced to focus so much attention on their liveli-
hoods that they have little attention left over for dialogue. Some BUC participants feel that the government 
should pay more attention and support the implementation of concrete programs; government officials who 
live far from areas in Mindanao where conflict is a daily reality were sometimes seen as “apathetic.”

EFFECTIVENESS OF THE BUC

Assessment of the BUC’s effectiveness is challenging. The BUC faces the classic problem of most peacebuild-
ing initiatives: not only how to measure intangible results, but how to attribute them, either to its own pro-
grams or to other factors. In the case of the BUC, the challenge is compounded in that its numerous goals 
are not always clearly defined, and the results and changes have not been well documented. 

Clearly, as evidenced by the heartfelt stories told by interviewees, the BUC has improved mutual understand-
ing and friendship between Christians and Muslims, especially the direct participants in the BUC and in 

37   Rood, 2004.
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grassroots IRD. As long as these reports remain anecdotal, however, it is difficult to weigh assertions that 
things have changed for the better against the equally heartfelt accounts of the vilification that IRD partici-
pants often continue to face. 

A Mindanao journalist asserts that in fact, “the lessons learned in the series of BUF meetings, dialogues 
and other activities have not trickled down to the grassroots level, and this is attributed to the fact that 
BUF membership comprises primarily middle to top level religious functionaries.”38 A CRS staff member 
adds that it is difficult for the message to be transmitted from the top-level to the grassroots, both because 
religious leaders may not have support for IRD efforts from all of their constituents and because there is no 
clear system connecting top-level efforts with “efforts on the ground,” in either direction.

The many “spin-off” dialogue initiatives attest to concrete steps 
made in promoting inter-religious dialogue and the culture of 
peace, though comprehensive cataloguing of these must await 
for an evaluation process. Articulation or clarification of com-
mon concerns has certainly taken place. It is not clear, however, 
whether actions such as joint statements condemning violence 
and occasional media workshops have had concrete results in 
addressing media stereotypes, or in reducing criminality and 
violence and improving security.

In terms of other contextual changes, significant developments 
in mainstreaming IRC at a high level have been directly attrib-
uted to the BUC, though this is not one of its stated objectives. In 
the absence of baseline or current statistics, the BUC’s influence on levels of violence or advancement of the 
peace talks simply cannot be measured with the information available. 

Sharing of common beliefs, values and traditions has undoubtedly occurred, to powerful effect, among a rela-
tively small group of people. The strengthening of ties across religious divides at the high-level and the visible 
unity of top religious leaders, however, can only be positive, even if it is slow to translate to actual progress at 
the negotiating table and on the ground. The BUC could also be more outspoken during moments of tension. 

SUCCESS FACTORS

Without an accurate measure of the BUC’s impact, it may be doubly difficult to determine the factors re-
sponsible for these effects. However, interviewees raised several factors contributing to what is perceived as 
the BUC’s success. 

Leadership and camaraderie
A key factor in the success of the BUC’s work has undoubtedly been the individuals involved, particularly 
the personalities, personal prestige and relationships of the Convenors. Archbishop Capalla is recognized 
as a “person of dialogue,” and is well-respected by all parties. His “consultative” leadership style serves him 
well in his role as the head of the most externally powerful party in an association of equals. Dr. Mutilan’s 
Islamic learning is equally respected, which allows him to refute criticism by other religious leaders who 
claim that Islam forbids dialogue with adherents of other religions. Bishop Gomez brings to the BUC his 
previous understanding of Muslim beliefs and feelings, gained from serving in the predominantly Muslim 
province of Lanao, which Muslim leaders acknowledge as an important factor in the success of the dialogue 
process. The long and public friendship of the Convenors serves as an example to other religious leaders as 
well as the grassroots. In addition, the social/institutional positions of all three Convenors and their con-
nections allow for productive networking and access to funding.

Several respondents also mentioned that the commitment and dedication of all BUC participants — Con-
venors, members of the Tripartite Committee, and members at large — is an important factor in the BUC’s 

38   Arguillas, 2003.
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success. As one Tripartite Committee member explained, the members are dedicated not only to the cause 
of IRD, but to each other. Religious leaders “stick together,” and look forward to meeting their “comrades” 
again at assemblies. The opportunity to talk openly and share what they feel, even to criticize, creates a feel-
ing of closeness among members.

Cultural importance attached to religion
The work of the BUC draws on key social values in Mindanao. First, all the peoples of Mindanao — the 
Christians, Muslims and Indigenous Peoples — are very religious, and place great importance on moral 
values. It may also be helpful that the religious beliefs of BUC members are all monotheistic, with common 
roots. Although they “express their faith in different modes,” all believe in “divine origin,” and a “benevo-
lent, merciful, loving God.” The BUC, as well as the UPPIF, deliberately draws on resources from Islam 
and Christianity. As well as referring to writings in the Koran and Bible enjoining peace, the BUC looks to 
Vatican II documents regarding ecumenism and inter-religious dialogue, and Protestant peace movements 
in Europe, and emphasizes that Islam means peace, to bolster calls for inter-religious dialogue and peace. 
According to Archbishop Capalla, the BUC offers a practical opportunity for people such as heads of Chris-
tian schools to apply the concepts contained in the Vatican documents.

Although the BUC is by definition an inter-faith initiative, the 
participation of the Catholic Church is crucial due to the numeri-
cal, socio-economic, and cultural dominance of Catholics in The 
Philippines. The structure, wide network, and reach of the Catho-
lic Church are great assets organizationally. The church has “mas-
sive influence with its constituents,” and its leaders have a “moral 
high ground,” therefore, projects offered through the church enjoy 
improved reception. Since, in addition, “most actors within the 
conflict are Christian,” Catholic Church peace initiatives have 
great potential to effect change in the Philippines. 

In addition to being strongly religious, the peoples of Mindanao re-
vere their ancestors. Peacebuilders and proponents of inter-religious dialogue accordingly remind the tri-peoples 
of Mindanao that peace is possible because in the days before the civil war, their ancestors lived “like brothers 
and sisters.” In one municipality, even the local government has joined the “movement to go back to those days.”

The BUC also benefited from being established at an “historic time,” when the conclusion of the peace 
agreement between the Government of The Philippines and the MNLF created excitement and people were 
exploring the idea of peace initiatives.

Synergies and support of other parties
Successes of the BUC have also been credited to the collaboration of other parties and groups. Convenor 
Mutilan credits the national government for their financial support and encouragement, and Bishop Gomez 
notes the “willingness of the government to listen to the concerns of the people of Mindanao as articulated 
by the BUC.” Others cited the involvement of NGOs, including CRS, as key to the success of inter-religious 
dialogue efforts, not only because of the support they provided (such as funding, resource people, network-
ing), but because of their generally humanitarian and inclusive missions. As one IRD participant explained, 
not only are NGOs “there on the ground,” and able to “take care of the organization of activities,” but unlike 
some in the Catholic Church, they “understand the need for, and the value of IRD.”

Although the BUC is a partnership of equals among Catholic bishops, Protestant bishops and the Ulama 
League of The Philippines, Catholic Church institutions — for which there may be no Muslim or Protestant 
equivalent — play prominent partnership roles. These include the Episcopal Commission for Inter-religious 
Dialogue (ECID), and the many Catholic dioceses of Mindanao. 

The Archdiocesan Center for Ecumenical and Inter-religious Dialogue (ACEID) in Davao is also closely 
associated with the BUC. Established in 1997 by Archbishop Capalla, this center is the only one of three 
planned centers so far established. ACEID exists to promote the culture of peace and “dialogue of life, faith 
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and love,” as well as moral and spiritual values.39 ACEID’s culture of peace workshops and peace education 
programs have led to the formation of the Culture of Peace Advocates Movement in Schools, and contribut-
ed to the integration of peacebuilding into school curricula. ACEID also provides “formation” for dialogue 
partners including youth, academics, Muslims at the grassroots, and church workers, and participates in a 
Fellowship Dialogue with Protestant Bishops. ACEID also acts as the secretariat for the UPPIF.

LESSONS LEARNED 

Involve all stakeholders
Lessons learned put forward by the interviewees centered on 
increased preparation for inter-religious dialogue efforts, and 
greater inclusion. One of the Convenors suggested that in hind-
sight, he would start small, without government help, and “get 
a solid, committed group in one community” before spreading 
to other areas. Another respondent remarked that is “important 
to know the culture and traditions of the people you are work-
ing for and with. Get involved, know the intricacies involved.” 
Others suggested that a comprehensive context, stakeholder and 
needs assessment at the beginning would have been beneficial. 

Democratize early
One of the Convenors wrote that “if we start this over again, 
it is helpful to democratize this immediately, by letting the 
grassroots participate — from priests, pastors, imams, baylans, 
ustadzes, lay leaders, even young people.” “Giving more responsibility to parish priests and their [Muslim] 
and [Indigenous] counterparts for discussion and planning would extend participation,” explained a priest 
leader of grassroots dialogue initiatives, adding that grassroots IRD programs should be expanded to more 
parishes. Members also noted the benefits of engaging youth. Not only are they “more open than elders be-
cause they do not have the memories of war,” but because they “just like to enjoy themselves” they are easily 
drawn into creative peace activities with youth from other religious groups. 

Develop internal support
Beyond simply “democratizing,” the need to build support from within each constituency strongly emerged, 
with several respondents advocating additional intra-religious dialogue to overcome the trauma and biases 
that lead to resistance to IRD among leaders and the grassroots participants. According to one respondent, 
for example, intra-religious dialogue is necessary to educate Catholics on Jesus’ teachings regarding peace . . . “to 
show that IRD is integral to the church’s mission.” Another added that dialogue and reconciliation within 
the church are needed before the church will be “a strong mover for peace.”

INTERVIEWS

Convenors
Dr. Mahid Mutilan, President, Ulama League of The Philippines (tragically killed in a traffic accident December 2007)
Archbishop Fernando Capalla, Archdiocese of Davao
Bishop Hilario Gomez, Bishop Emeritus, United Church of Christ in The Philippines

Tripartite Commission Members
Professor Shariff Mohsin Julabbi 	         
Pastora Purita Bahandi, United Church of Christ in The Philipppines 
Archbishop Antonio Ledesma, Archbishop of Cagayan de Oro

39   Larousse, 2001.
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Participants in Local Inter-religious Dialogue Groups
Father Roberto Layson, Immaculate Conception Parish of Pikit
Father Pete Lamata, Archdiocesan Center for Ecumenical and Inter-religious Dialogue
Marinor Ogario, Archdiocesan Center for Ecumenical and Inter-religious Dialogue
Father Eddie Pedregoza, Diocese of Kidapawan, Inter-religious Dialogue Desk
Alim Mahmood Adilao, Southern Mindanao Chapter Ulama League of The Philippines, Chairperson

BUC Secretariat Staff
Lou Solijon, Executive Secretary

Partners/Associates
Sister Roseanne, National Secretariat for Social Action, Justice and Peace, Executive Secretary,       
Myla Leguro, CRS, Peace and Reconciliation Program Manager
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UGANDA
Alliances for Peace: The Acholi Religious Leaders Peace Initiative

Initial draft by Kelsie Thompson1

INTRODUCTION

The Acholi Religious Leaders’ Peace Initiative (ARLPI) is an inter-religious peacebuilding and conflict trans-
formation initiative formed in 1997, dedicated to working for peace in the conflict-ridden area of northern 
Uganda. ARLPI brings together leaders of different religions and denominations and their respective con-
stituencies, including the Anglican Church, the Roman Catholic Church, the Muslim community and the 
Orthodox Church. ARLPI has been able to mobilize a large number of people for peace. Its leaders organize 
and facilitate community dialogue and mediation sessions to deal with issues such as land disputes, cross 
border conflict, community reconciliation, acceptance, forgiveness and the reintegration of formerly abducted 
persons. They are trusted in the community and people seek interventions from ARLPI when they face issues 
or situations that they cannot resolve themselves. ARLPI has also played the role of emissary, serving as a 
bridge between the Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA) and the government of Uganda (GoU).

The aim of this case study is to detail ARLPI’s methods, accomplishments and challenges, so that their 
example may be useful to other organizations working to achieve similar goals.

This study was conducted by interviewing people involved with ARLPI at different levels. Information was 
gathered through individual interviews and group discussions with Sub-County Religious Leaders Peace 
Committees, district stakeholders, ARLPI staff, some Core Team members (the governing body of ARLPI) 
and participants in the Kitgum, Pader, Amuru and Gulu districts.

1   Notre Dame Intern at CRS Uganda, August 2007.

Children sing at center for “night commuters” in war-torn northern Uganda.
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NATURE AND COURSE OF CONFLICT

Uganda has experienced conflict for most of its post-independence period. From the constitutional crisis 
of 1966 until the overthrow of the second regime of President Milton Obote in 1985, northern-dominated 
regimes were seen as taking retribution against the south for the perceived imbalances of the colonial period. 
In the past twenty years, Uganda has seen the emergence of over 20 armed movements. Every change of politi-
cal regime in post-colonial Uganda has been brought about through armed conflict, leaving deep scars of 
distrust and anger between different regional and ethnic groups, particularly between northern and southern/
central parts of the country. This turbulent recent history is coupled with more chaotic 20-year armed conflict 
involving the Lords Resistance Army (LRA) in northern Uganda. The LRA is derived from anti-government 
movements that formed in the north and later crystallized into opposition to President Yoweri Museveni, after 
he took power in 1986 by overthrowing an ethnically Acholi-led military government. The roots of the conflict 
are political, social, economic and security-related. Since its inception, the Acholi spiritualist turned rebel, Jo-
seph Kony, has been the leader of the LRA. It is better known for its shockingly brutal tactics and the perpetra-
tion of mass atrocities against civilians in the north than for its political positions.

The northern conflict has centered on the predominantly Acholi districts of Amuru, Gulu, Kitgum and 
Pader in northern Uganda, with extension into some districts of the West Nile, Lango, Teso sub-regions and 
Southern Sudan. Between 1996 and 2006 an estimated 1.8 million northern Ugandans were uprooted by the 
war and forced into camps for internally displaced persons (IDP). The LRA is notorious for filling its ranks 
with abducted child soldiers who are often forced to torture and kill their own family members or fellow 
abductees. At the peak of the insurgency in 2003, the fear of abduction was so pervasive that nearly 40,000 
child “night commuters” walked up to eight kilometers each evening to seek protection in the more secure 
town centers.

As a consequence of violent conflict, northern Uganda remains the poorest region in the country today, lag-
ging behind on all socio-economic indicators. The war has caused significant setbacks in education, health-
care, food production, sanitation systems, infrastructure, local governance, democratic participation and 
other sectors fundamental to economic, political and social development. Insecurity in the region has also 
restricted access and capacity to provide basic protection for displaced and vulnerable populations. Given 
the historical north/south divide in the country, these consequences of war reinforce the ongoing dynam-
ics of the conflict and limit the potential for peace. Despite its limited geographic reach and the myth that 
it is a “northern problem,” the war in the north is not an Acholi war but rather a war that is, and has always 
been, connected with other dimensions of Ugandan politics and society. Additionally, the war has assumed 
important regional dimensions across the Sudanese and Congolese borders and beyond.

The history of the quest for peace in Uganda is long and complicated. In November 1993, Betty Bigombe, 
then Minister for pacification of northern Uganda, led a delegation from the Government of Uganda into 
talks with the LRA. In February 1994, after several meetings without agreement, President Museveni issued 
a seven-day ultimatum to the LRA to surrender or face the resumption of the military campaign. The LRA 
was in Southern Sudan, and it is thought that military and logistical support from the Government of Su-
dan began in earnest at this point. Complicating matters further, the Ugandan government was providing 
military assistance to the Sudan People’s Liberation Army.

In December of 1999, the Government of Uganda passed a law giving amnesty to all fighters who re-
nounced the armed struggle2. In November 2004, the government responded to a request from the LRA for 
peace talks, by announcing a temporary ceasefire in a small area of northern Uganda, into which the LRA 
were requested to congregate. Although LRA raids and fighting continued outside this zone, negotiations 
between government representatives, Acholi religious and traditional leaders and senior LRA figures took 
place in December 2004 in Palabek Paluda in Kitgum district. However by 31 December 2004, when the 
ceasefire ended, a Memorandum of Understanding outlining the details of a truce had not yet been signed. 
In January 2005, the government renewed its military campaign against the LRA, though negotiations con-
tinued. A second ceasefire lasted February 4–22, 2005, during which period the main LRA negotiator, Sam 
Kolo, left the LRA, throwing the peace process into confusion.

2   ARLPI contributed to this law and played a key role in ensuring it was passed.
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In October 2005 the International Criminal Court indicted the five top leaders of the LRA for war crimes 
and crimes against humanity. Peace talks between the GoU and the LRA began in Juba, Southern Sudan 
on July 14, 2006 and a cessation of hostilities agreement was signed in August. Since then there has been 
a steady improvement in security in northern Uganda as evidenced by a declining number of rebel at-
tacks, abductions and “night commuters.” Although there have been repeated periods of both violence 
and hope over the years in northern Uganda, many sectors of Ugandan society have warmed to the pos-
sibility of reconciliation and the current peace negotiations between the GoU and the LRA have inspired 
renewed hope that one of Africa’s longest and most brutal conflicts may finally end. However, if the talks 
in Juba fail, there will likely be a return to violence and the gains made over the past year in the north 
will be quickly reversed. Moreover, beyond a peace settlement between the Government of Uganda and 
the LRA, northern Uganda still faces many potential conflicts internal and external to the region.

Beyond the LRA conflict, there are long-standing and pervasive ethnic and regional divides within 
northern Uganda. Historic violence along ethnic lines has contributed to a situation where most Ugan-
dans’ primary identity lies with their ethnic group3, and not with the country as a whole. Pronounced 
grievances and mistrust along ethnic and regional lines exist among various groups in Uganda. These 
inter-ethnic and regional grievances are pervasive within and between the north and the rest of the coun-
try, though the so-called north-south divide (which is attributed to the colonial system of administra-

3   Including the Karamojong, Teso, Langi, Acholi, Alur and Acholi/Karamojong.
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tion) is profoundly political in character. There is also widespread blame and retribution between groups 
for specific actions such as perceived support for the LRA, alleged abuses by the Uganda People’s Defense 
Force (UPDF) and complicity in the overthrow of previous governments.

Violations of human rights in northern Uganda are committed not only by the LRA but also by military 
(UPDF) and paramilitary forces and in the region. While the LRA is known for abductions and killings, 
the UPDF and other paramilitary groups are known for constantly violating the rights of non-combatants. 
The relationships between civilians and the military in northern Uganda have deteriorated. Reports from 
NGOs, the United Nations (UN), and human rights organizations show a pattern of human rights abuses 
and the continued intimidation of civilians by the armed forces, leading to an overwhelming degree of com-
munity distrust vis-à-vis the people who are supposed to be protecting them, such as in the camp settings. 
This is compounded by a breakdown in traditional family and clan conflict resolution structures, increased 
vulnerability due to stigma and trauma, an atmosphere of despair and hopelessness, increases in gender-
based violence and ongoing conflict over land and cattle rustling.

In Lango and Teso many IDPs have returned home while in Acholiland many have moved voluntarily from 
the bigger camps to new intermediate sites (satellites camps) closer to their places of origin. While this is a 
positive sign for peace and it helps to remedy many problems caused by the congestion of the IDP camps, 
the return of people to their natural land also causes additional problems. Some people have been away 
from their homes for over a decade, and upon returning to reclaim their land they are often met with other 
people who claim that land as their own. The nature of property law in Uganda is complex and often misun-
derstood. The amended Land Policy declaring that absenteeism, “is an automatic case for forfeiting of that 
land or a squatter on a piece of land for duration of twelve years qualified to own that land” has increased 
claims on land by some individuals.

Another issue that is beginning to emerge in the development toward peace is the reintegration of formerly 
abducted persons. The majority of LRA rebels were abducted, conscripted into this army and forced to fight 
against their will. Some who return from the bush are having problems reintegrating into normal life in 
their original communities due to rejection by family members and community, on top of the psychological 
trauma they experienced. The situation of formerly abducted people is hard for many other people to accept: 
they are victims who were abducted and forced to commit atrocities on the one hand, while they are the 
perpetrators of violence on the other. Unfortunately, some are not apologetic and still threaten violence on 
the community. Others who did not go through reception/rehabilitation centers are even more traumatized, 
a situation manifested in increased mental illness and in acts of violence.

NATURE OF CHURCH INTERVENTION

Background of ARLPI
The Acholi Religious Leaders Peace Initiative (ARLPI) is an in-
terfaith organization, which brings together the religious leaders 
from Muslim, Anglican, Catholic and Orthodox faiths together 
with their constituencies to participate effectively in transform-
ing conflict. The original inspiration came from the situations 
in the IDP camps. Religious leaders, having extensive ties to the 
community, saw that there was no way for the voice of the people 
to be heard from the camps. ARLPI has worked hard to engage 
interfaith communities to contribute proactively in bringing 
peace in Acholiland. It has acted as a springboard for mediation 
and advocacy regarding the situation in northern Uganda at 
both the national and international levels. Over the years, ARLPI 
has used an inclusive approach where stakeholders are involved in peace activities such as dialogue and 
mediation, community sensitization, peace education, peace rallies, experience sharing during exchange 
visits, lobbying and advocacy for dialogue to end the northern conflict. These activities have helped to de-
velop meaningful relationships of trust and hope within the communities, which strengthen and maximize 
opportunities for peace and reconciliation at the local, district and national levels. ARLPI believes that 
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the role of the religious leaders in mentoring 
communities to create space for peace and live 
in harmony by reconciling with one another 
remains a central focus of the organization.

As an interfaith organization, ARLPI has 
networked with the Inter Religious Council of 
Uganda (IRCU), and the Uganda Joint Chris-
tian Council (UJCC), while on the interna-
tional scene it subscribes to the World Council 
of Religious Leaders and the United Religions 
Initiative. Both IRCU and UJCC have worked 
with ARLPI on advocacy initiatives, holding 
workshops and conferences, making solidarity 
visits, organizing peace rallies and hosting an 
international day of peace.

Project goal and objectives
ARLPI worked in partnership with CRS under the five-year USAID-funded Community Resilience and 
Dialogue Program (CRD). ARLPI undertook two projects under the CRD: phase one from April 2004 to 
June 2006 called “Community Mediation and Peacebuilding Program;” and phase two, “Interfaith Net-
work for Peacebuilding Program,” which ran from August 2006 to July 2007. The second will be discussed 
in more detail in this case study. The goal of this project was “to create a climate conducive for sustainable 
peace and development in Uganda.” It aimed to do so by incorporating structures from the grassroots level, 
the sub counties, districts and regional leaders to engage in non-violent approaches to conflict resolution 
and peacebuilding processes in northern Uganda. The two objectives were to enhance community capacity 
to engage in peacebuilding programs and to strengthen dialogue and mediation services.

Structures
Sub-County Religious Leaders Peace Committees     ARLPI borrowed the idea of forming local level 
Peace Committees from the experiences of Burundi and Rwanda. The goal of the Sub-County Religious 
Leaders Peace Committees (SCRLPC) is to educate people as well as consult, coordinate and organize 
peace prayers, contribute to building peace in communities4 and make referrals to paralegals and other 
community resource persons. The committees are composed of respected members of the community 
such as teachers, clergy and opinion leaders. They include three members from each faith or denomina-
tion (a religious leader, a woman and a youth representative). They coordinate with other peace agencies 
and mobilize the community for awareness meetings and sensitization on peacebuilding, reconciliation 
and peaceful coexistence.

District Religious Leaders Peace Team      Initially, the high level religious leaders worked directly with the 
grassroots Peace Committees, leaving out the midlevel clergy. This was remedied by forming the District 
Religious Leaders Peace Team (DRLPT). They are composed of 12 members for each district, including 
three members from each of the four faiths or denominations: a religious leader, a woman and a youth. 
Their purpose is to act as an intermediary between the grassroots and upper level religious leaders, and to 
ease the workload of the upper level leaders.

All members of the DRLPT received in-depth training on all aspects of ARLPI programs and activities, as 
well as extensive training on peacebuilding, mediation and dialogue, gender-based violence, reintegration 
and psychosocial issues. Besides their support to the sub-county structure, they are involved in monitor-
ing and follow up visits to the sub-county peacebuilding activities, community sensitization and awareness 
raising, conducting peace rallies, holding review meetings with sub-county religious peace committees, net-
working and collaborating with other relevant stakeholders in the district. They also liaise with the cultural 
leaders at sub-county levels in their work for reconciliation, peacebuilding and cultural rejuvenation.

4   One example of this work is that ARLPI has worked with communities to erect monuments at sites where atrocities occurred in the past.

The ARLPI process mobilizes diverse local constituencies for peace. 
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Women’s task force     ARLPI initiated a Women’s Empower-
ment Strategy which has incorporated women’s contributions in 
the peace process in Acholiland. An exchange visit to the West 
Nile region for the women’s task force was organized and sup-
ported in June 2007. The objectives of the visit were to learn the 
nature of conflict in the West Nile region in comparison with 
the Acholi situation and share experiences on coping and roles 
in peacebuilding in a post conflict situation. During the visit, it 
was recommended that the women’s task force be involved in the 
community outreach programs to sensitize other women on the 
importance of their participation in community peacebuilding, 
especially as the Acholi region emerges from its violent past. The 
task force is now playing this role.

Processes
Peace information and education     ARLPI developed and dis-
seminated dialogue, peacebuilding and human rights messages to 
community members in the northern region via the radio and by 
word of mouth. The community members were educated through 
these methods on the themes: “Among All Peace for All” in 2003, 
“Solidarity for Peace” in 2004, “Peace depends on you too” in 2005, 
“Peace for all through dialogue and reconciliation” in 2006 and 
“Women are peace builders (sic) by nature” in 2007. They were 
encouraged to take a non-violent approach to conflict and increase 
women’s participation in peace work. Many people called in during the radio talk shows and they encour-
aged ARLPI to continue sending messages to the rebel leader Joseph Kony and other rebels concerning 
community commitment to welcoming them back home. Women were called to increase their involvement 
in peacebuilding and conflict resolution.

Community awareness meetings     The purpose of ARLPI’s community awareness meetings is to sensitize and 
educate the communities on reconciliation, forgiveness and peaceful coexistence, land rights, and domestic 
and gender based violence. This is done through networking with other organizations, cultural institutions, 
district stakeholders and community leaders in order to inform them about the nature of the conflict as well as 
to gather information on relevant issues arising in the community. Discussions are centered on preparations 
for the traditional community reconciliation ceremony, support for and ways to ease reintegration of return-
ees, and sensitization on human rights abuses and the implications of the peace talks. They also frequently 
discuss with a community ways to manage conflict between the Acholi and the neighboring tribes. 

Community dialogue sessions     ARLPI uses information gath-
ered from the awareness meetings to organize dialogues about 
relevant conflict issues in the community. Some examples of 
subjects addressed during dialogue and mediation meetings are 
tensions between political parties and leaders, mistrust between 
the civilians and the military and conflict between different 
tribes such as the Karamojong and the Langi, as well as among 
Acholi clans and between ex-combatants and the community. 
These meetings help resolve tension resulting from political af-
filiation, land disputes, attitudes of revenge toward returnees and 
latent cultural tensions that are now surfacing. The meetings help strengthen the communities’ capacities to 
resolve conflicts locally, as well as their commitment to peace. This approach prepares the community for 
reconciliation, which is so vital in the region.

ARLPI also conducted a mediation session between three LRA fighters and the community in Omiya Anyima 
sub-county in Kitgum district. ARLPI contacted the LRA members through their relatives and encouraged 
them to come out and join the community. With the help of the SCRLPCs and the DRLPT, the three LRA 
fighters came out of the bush and requested specifically to be handed over to ARLPI due to the trust in the re-

Female members of the SCRLPT Kitgum district
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ligious leaders. They were taken to their parents and shared their experiences 
with the community during a Sunday prayer meeting. Members of the Peace 
Committee who helped facilitate this endeavor were publicly honored, which 
helped to create awareness within the community and to demonstrate that 
those who forgive and promote reconciliation are celebrated.

Community peace prayer/rallies     ARLPI has been involved in the organiza-
tion and recitation of peace prayers in commemorations of those lost during 
massacres, as well as sub-county peace prayers/rallies and end of year peace 
prayers. All peace prayers are inter-religious, and involve not just religious 
leaders and church-goers, but local officials, cultural representatives, UPDF 
soldiers, and even members of the LRA. In some rallies cabinet ministers, 
presidential representatives and members of parliament bring messages of 
hope and solidarity from the president and other parts of Uganda, while 
advocating for the end of the conflict.

ARLPI in collaboration with Kabarole Research Center, Gulu District 
Reconciliation and Peace Team, Justice and Peace Commission and the Gulu 
District NGO Forum hosted the International Peace Day celebration in Gulu district in 2004 that was attended 
by over 5,000 people from within and outside Uganda.

The main objectives of the community peace prayers/rallies are: 
mobilization for reconciliation and advocacy for peaceful coexis-
tence and end to the northern conflict. ARLPI envisages these ral-
lies/prayers as a way of raising solidarity for peace and reinforcing 
the sense of hope among Ugandans. At the sub-county level, the 
Peace Committees have been very instrumental in organizing and 
mobilizing communities to participate in the rallies.

Memorials     ARLPI helped construct and support three monu-
ments to commemorate the loss of lives during three terrible 
massacres. It erected a peace monument at Tangi Opota in Pader 
district, for example, where LRA brutally murdered 28 people in 2003 and cooked the bodies to be eaten by 
the community members. ARLPI constructed two additional monuments, one in Kitgum district and one in 
Gulu. These two monuments were placed at the sites where over 400 people were killed and buried in mass 
graves. The monuments are signs of peace and reconciliation in the community and serve to educate future 
generation on the dangers of conflict. 

Two memorial peace prayers were conducted at massacre sites, 
attended by over 4,000 people each. The objectives of the memo-
rial prayers were to console those who lost their loved ones during 
the massacre, to appeal to the rebel group to resume peace talks 
in Juba, and to encourage the community members to practice 
forgiveness and reconciliation.

Theories of change

When combined, awareness, dialogue and inter-faith organiza-
tion are an effective first resort in dealing with local conflict.

ARLPI’s aim was to create an environment where the interfaith team ensures that community members 
have a sense of purpose and hope for the future. This was accomplished through a series of community-
based peace actions and activities. The interfaith structure works down to the local or parish level, 
ensuring the views of the grassroots are heard. This contributes significantly to improving the commu-
nities’ relationships both internally and externally, thereby lessening the likelihood of future conflicts. 

Memorial in Pader honoring 27 people 
massacred by the LRA.
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These interfaith structures facilitate awareness-raising and dialogue processes capable of addressing most 
minor conflicts.

Interfaith structures employing collaborative processes can leverage influence beyond the combination of their 
respective communities.

To accomplish their goals under this project, ARLPI has undertaken a number of activities involving 
religious leaders in the area, local and traditional leaders, government officials and participants from the 
community. In the broader context ARLPI has been behind the LRA-GoU dialogue since its inception 
and is participating in the ongoing Juba Peace Talks as observers and advisers to both delegations and the 
mediation team.

RESULTS

Improved relations between the civilians and the military
There have been great improvements in the relationship between the civilians and military in areas where 
ARLPI carried out civil-military dialogues. Previously there were clashes between civilians and the military 
over unlawful arrests and torture of civilians and theft of property by the military. Dialogues facilitated by 
ARLPI were followed by awareness raising on peaceful coexistence and the role of military and civilians. 
Perpetrators were handled by the rightful authorities. This has resulted in a reduction in the number of ten-
sions between civilians and the military. 

Community dialogues and decreased conflict with the Karamojong
Throughout this project, ARLPI has taken on a number of dialogue and mediation sessions aimed at resolv-
ing specific issues of conflict in communities including land ownership and boundaries, threats and theft. 
The success of these operations can be seen not only in the concrete reduction of conflict, but also in the 
desire of communities to have additional dialogue and mediation meetings conducted by ARLPI.

The Peace Committees have had some success in defusing con-
flict in the local setting. Community members seek assistance 
from the Peace Committees to help resolve disputes. The mem-
bers are highly respected and, for this reason, the community 
often tries to imitate their commitment to peace and tolerance. 
If the Peace Committee members can work with people from 
religions different than their own, it is thought, so can the com-
munity. Peace committees have exercised an important aspect of 
forgiveness, and welcoming of formerly abducted persons despite 
the atrocities they were forced to commit. This has increased 
community trust and mutual respect.

Participation in the peace talks
The LRA and the Government of Uganda recognize the importance of ARLPI’s practices and consistent 
advocacy for the use of a non-violent approach, dialogue, mediation and reconciliation. ARLPI members are 
now participating in the ongoing Juba peace talks as observers, confidence builders and advisors, and being 
consulted by both delegations and the mediator. 

Inspired hope and healing
The yearly peace prayers organized by ARLPI at the district and sub-county levels have instilled hope 
for peace in the community members. The peace prayers have a restorative effect, and the communities 
frequently request that ARLPI hold additional peace prayers to help them cope with difficulties. Peace 
prayers, offering an inter-religious approach, help to foster unity among the people of northern Uganda. 
The community members are now organizing the peace prayers at the parish and village levels them-
selves, an act of sustainability.

ARLPI has also shown solidarity with the child night commuters. The Catholic archbishop of Gulu, John 
Baptist Odama, Chairman of ARLPI, retired Bishop Macleod Baker Ochola, Bishop Onono Onwneg, 
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Sheik Musa Khali and others top religious leaders have slept in the cold at Gulu Bus Park with the night 
commuters as an act of solidarity and advocacy. This event captured the attention of the international 
community on the situation in northern Uganda, and sent signals to many international bodies, NGOs 
and governments who responded by constructing night commuter shelters and initiated fundraising 
through the famous “Gulu Walk.” For the first time, the UN Under Secretary for Humanitarian Affairs, 
Jan Egeland, visited northern Uganda to assess the situation, making a statement that the war is one of 
the most forgotten in the world. 

There has been strengthening of women’s capacity in peace work due to ARLPI’s intentional involvement of 
women in its activities and organizational structures. Women have been trained in psychosocial support, 
peacebuilding and conflict management, and this is now being taught to the community through awareness 
meetings and sensitizations on nonviolence and harmonious coexistence. Currently ARLPI is a partner in 
a pilot scheme to implement the United Nations Security Council Resolution 1325 empowering women in 
peace and security.

Replication
With its interfaith network for peace, ARLPI is consulted by 
many and is a source of information for scholars and numerous 
organizations in Uganda and around the world. The structure, 
ideals and nature of ARLPI have been and can continue to be a 
model for anyone in a similar situation working towards peace. 
Many communities in the region have copied ARLPI’s structure 
and formed their own fora, like the Lango Religious Leaders 
Forum. Southern Sudan has taken note of ARLPI’s successes in 
uniting different religions and working for peace; religious lead-
ers there have invited ARLPI to help them form a similar organi-
zation. Additionally, the gains achieved by ARLPI in working for 
unity and peace have broken down barriers and demonstrated 
the viability of inter-religious initiatives and paved the way for 
the Inter-Religious Council of Uganda and the Kotido Peace Initiative.

CHALLENGES

Uneven trickle down
ARPLI has faced a number of internal challenges in the implementation of its activities. Unity among the 
top religious leaders is slowly cascading down to the lower religious leaders. Additionally, the inter-religious 
approach is a challenge in districts like Kitgum and Pader, which do not have all the four religious bodies 
that comprise the ARLPI. This is a hindrance for the structure of the District Religious Leaders Peace Team 
(DRLPT) and Sub-County Religious Leaders Peace Committees (SCRLPC). However the different heads of 
the constituencies are working out the modalities for addressing this.

Return and resettlement program
Another challenge to the success of ARLPI’s work is that it is increasingly difficult to mobilize the com-
munity for sensitization and dialogue. As people begin to return to locations closer to their homes, the 
constituents of the sub-county are no longer located in one convenient, clustered location. This creates 
a problem with transportation for the Peace Committee members, where there is only one bicycle for an 
entire sub-county. Additionally, it is hard to mobilize the community for meetings because they expect to 
receive some token compensation for their time. The temporary solution that ARLPI has developed is to in-
volve the local leaders in mobilization and facilitation of activities. This has also strengthened the network-
ing and collaboration between the SCRLPCs and the sub-county stakeholders.

Credentialing
The Peace Committee members have no way to demonstrate that they are legitimate members of the Peace 
Committee. This can be detrimental when members are trying to intervene in a dispute and are asked for 
proof of their status as Peace Committee members. Along the same lines, the Peace Committees do not have 
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an established office. They work out of their homes and, thus, it is sometimes difficult for the community 
to locate them in times of need. One plan is to provide them with ARLPI t-shirts or aprons to wear while 
conducting their activities.

Over-dependency
The community often expects ARLPI to get involved in every situation, which stretches the organization’s 
thin resources and goes beyond its mandate. For example, ARLPI is now dealing with issues such as fear of 
the Karamojong within the community, violations of children’s rights, such as child labor and defilement, 
land conflict and growing immorality, such as gambling within the camps. Though ARLPI is committed 
to peace and tackles peace and conflict issues in the way of achieving its goal, the demand for ARLPI’s in-
tervention is growing beyond what can be currently supplied. Many issues in need of ARLPI’s intervention 
have emerged, such as land disputes. Deciding whether to get involved is difficult.

Divisive dialogue
In June of 2006, ARLPI led a dialogue between supporters of the Forum for Democratic Change (FDC) and 
the National Resistance Movement (NRM). The north is predominantly composed of FDC, and the NRM 
supporters often feel discriminated against and marginalized. Politics became very divisive, with a prevail-
ing negative attitude towards NRM supporters. The dialogue was meant to address these issues.

ARLPI used its grassroots structures to approach the situation and resolve the misunderstanding between 
the leaders and their supporters, who were later reconciled. A Peace Task Force was formed which sensitized 
the community on the danger of divisive politics and the need for dialogue to embrace development.

FACTORS CONTRIBUTING TO THE RESULTS

The Acholi Religious Leaders Peace Initiative is an organization intent on achieving peace in northern 
Uganda. Its hardworking members are focused on a positive peace: not just the absence of violence but the 
presence of equality and harmony. They work towards this goal by incorporating all of the major religions 
of the area, women and men, young and old in their quest. The inclusive nature of the effort fosters a sense 
of unity in those that ARLPI touches, and inspires trust and hope.

Inter-religious approach   
The inter-religious nature of ARLPI is a major reason for its success. On top of that, the inter-religious 
perspective has helped to spread unity and religious tolerance within northern Uganda. The formation of 
District and Sub-County Religious Leaders Peace Committees has strengthened the relationship among the 
religious leaders of the different denominations, and this has trickled down to their parishioners and the 
community at large. It has helped to take the interfaith approach to peacebuilding down to the grassroots in 
order to forge unity and realize the motto of ARLPI, “Together for Peace.”

Close proximity of participants     
Though the congestion in the IDP camps is one of the conflict situations that ARLPI works to remedy, the heavy 
concentration of people in these camps is actually one of the factors that has helped ARLPI be so successful. 
Because everyone is located so close to one another, it makes it simpler for ARLPI to mobilize and sensitize them.

Extensive outreach capacity     
As indicated, the interfaith structure works down to the local community or parish level, ensuring that the 
views of the grassroots are heard. This contributes significantly to improving communities’ relationships. 
ARLPI’s strategy of networking with authorities of sub-counties has led to harmonious relationships be-
tween religious leaders and the local leaders. These authorities, thanks to the friendship built with ARLPI, 
have been instrumental in the mobilization of people and they often have increased access to resources, 
which ARLPI members would not otherwise be able to attain. The structure of ARLPI, with its focus on the 
grassroots, increases the capability for dissemination, awareness gathering, dialogue and mediation while 
still allowing for cooperation from the top level religious leaders.

Inclusive of diversity
The unity and diversity of ARLPI enhances its possibility for success. The inclusive nature allows more 
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people to be involved in the peace process. All religions, women and men, youth, the military, traditional 
leaders, politicians and government members are involved. This highly participatory approach lays the 
foundation for a sustainable peace.

ARLPI also collaborates with different organizations and non-church participants to bring change. This has cre-
ated a wide base of support, allowing ARLPI to reach people they otherwise may not have been able to reach.

Integrity of leadership     
The courage and integrity of the religious leaders involved in 
ARLPI has been crucial to the success of the organization. 
ARLPI has gained credibility due to the willingness of religious 
leaders to suffer with and for their people, to live in solidar-
ity with them. For example, as mentioned before, Archbishop 
Odama and his team slept with the night commuter children in 
Gulu town. This attracted international attention and was the 
inspiration for the worldwide “Gulu Walk.” The religious lead-
ers have also had the courage to go into the bush and talk with 
members of the LRA. There was a time, when the conflict in the 
north was more perilous, that religious leaders risked their lives 
daily to work for peace.

Recognition
The peace awards (the Niwano Peace Prize from Japan, and the Paul Carus award from the Council for a 
Parliament of the World’s Religions) that ARLPI has received are an added factor contributing to its success. 
They have allowed for greater recognition of ARLPI nationally and internationally, and created additional 
financial opportunities.

Religious leaders have a permanent audience that allows them 
to maintain a constant presence and to continuously advocate 
for peace. They also have an inherent moral authority and are 
generally equipped with a loyal laity or loyal followers, which has 
allowed ARLPI to begin work with a solid foundation of trust.

Responsiveness
ARLPI is well known for responding to issues within communi-
ties, making ARLPI one of the first organizations people think of 
when they are in need of mediation. Unlike some others, ARLPI renders its services freely, something that is 
much appreciated by the community.

LESSONS LEARNED

Through trial and error, ARLPI believes it has learned many things about peacebuilding. Some of these include:
The persistence of religious leaders in pursuing dialogue can open opportunities to influence the • 
opinions of both the warring parties and donor communities (such as having an observer role in the 
Juba Peace Talks and serving on the cessation of hostility monitoring team).
Dialogues based on one issue often raise others, which are in need of attention. In working on politi-• 
cal conflict, other issues arise such as land use, leadership struggles among traditional leaders and 
domestic violence. Some issues may be overshadowed by revenge, making the conflicts cyclical.
ARLPI cannot do everything. Focusing on its intended mission is important.• 
Unity among the religious leaders contributes to unity among religious believers in the community.• 
To welcome without discrimination and listen with an open and consoling heart is one of the most • 
important steps to building trust.
Leading by example and living an exemplary life is key to being successful.• 
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INTERVIEWS

Gulu
Archbishop John Baptist Odama, ARLPI, Chairman
Mrs. Karima Lanyero, ARLPI, Chairperson, Programme 
Committee 
Mr. James Nyeko, ARLPI, Program Coordinator
Mr. George Ochan, ARLPI, Program Officer of Gulu
Ms. Zipporah Alaroker, ARLPI, Student Intern 
Fr. David Lakwor, DRLPT, member
Ms. Filda Aber, Peace Committee, member

Kitgum
Mr. Opira Benjamin, Peace Committee, Chairperson 
Mr. Rev. Donasiano Opoka, Peace Committee, Vice
Mr. Opaka Richard, Peace Committee, Secretary
Mr. Lupenyi John Hasuman, Peace Committee, Publicity
Ms. Nekolina Okello, Peace Committee, member
Ms. Ibrahim Okumu, Peace Committee, member
Mr. Okot Patrick Odongad, Peace Committee, member

Pader
Mr. Orach Joseph, Peace Committee, Chairperson
Ms. Olal Christine, Peace Committee, Vice Chairperson
Mr. Odongo Issemael, Peace Committee, Secretary
Ms. Akot Santa, Peace Committee, member
Ms. Martina Okot, Peace Committee, member
Mr. Odwar B.D Orach, Peace Committee, member
Ms. Abonyo Ajoleta, Peace Committee, member
Mr. Omony Staveno, Peace Committee, member
Mr. Ocan Anthony, Peace Committee, member
Ms. Acayo Silvia, Peace Committee, member
Mr. Okeny Norbert, Peace Committee, member
Ms. Acan Margaret, Peace Committee, member
Mr. Onek Alex, Peace Committee, member
Mr. Obwoch Charlse, Peace Committee, member
Mr. Okello Albino, Peace Committee, member
Mr. Ojara Richard, Peace Committee, member
Mr. Omara Mohamed, Peace Committee, member
Ms. Abur Pauline, Peace Committee, member
Mr. Oruom Saibe, Peace Committee, member
Mr. Kidega Ensiirs, Peace Committee, member
Mr. Okeny Vincent, Peace Committee, member
Mrs. Atto Kala, Peace Committee, member
Ms. Aciro Beatrice, Peace Committee, member
Ms. Akwero Lilly, Peace Committee, member
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Mr. Owot Robert, Peace Committee, member
Rev. Simon Acarac, Peace Committee, member
Mr. Olike John, Peace Committee, member
Ms. Akello Juliana, Peace Committee, member
Mrs. Lakop Florence, Peace Committee, member
Mr. Abdulaih Hussein, Peace Committee, member
Mrs. Lamunu Florence, Peace Committee, member
Mr. Nyeko James, Peace Committee, member
Mr. Okot George, Peace Committee, member
Mr. Ongom Mathew, Peace Committee, member
Hon. Okwir Ray, Peace Committee, member
Rev. PG Labaya, Peace Committee, member
Mr. Oyo Jabiel, Peace Committee, member
Rev. Okot William, Peace Committee, member
Mr. Ouram Fadili, Peace Committee, member
Mr. Ojok Peter, Peace Committee, member
Mrs. Rosalta Okello, , Peace Committee, member
Mr. Tookema Joseph, Peace Committee, member
Mrs. Acirocan Beatrice, Peace Committee, member
Mr. Odong Pius, Peace Committee, member
Mr. Oneka Joseph, Peace Committee, member
Mr. Oryem John, Peace Committee, member
Mr. Oryema Terensio, Peace Committee, member
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Currents, Gravity, Streams and Leverage

Synthesis: 
Gleanings on Process-Structures —  

Currents, Gravity, Streams and Leverage
In The Moral Imagination, John Paul Lederach asks how we can create durable, adaptive spaces and struc-
tures for building peace, which he calls “process structures.” Using metaphors from the physical world to 
describe them, he defines process-structures as:

… phenomena that are simultaneously dynamic processes and take shape in identifiable structures. Some 
examples include rivers, glaciers, and skin. These are changing and adapting, yet have a form and shape 
that from a distance appear static. Applied to social change, building justpeace is a process that must be 
both responsively adapting to the context and the evolution of events, yet must have a vision, direction, pur-
pose, infrastructure of support, and a shape that helps sustain its movement toward the desired changes.1  

Given the work Lederach has done with CRS over the years, it is not surprising to find some of his questions 
echoed in CRS’ work. By engaging in this case study inquiry into peacebuilding by the church, CRS is in ef-
fect asking, “how can the Catholic Church create and/or support smart, flexible process-structures with the 
purpose of building peace?”2 This is not to suggest that these independent initiatives were conceived around 
a common appreciation of process structures. It is simply a relevant framework within which to make com-
parisons and draw out lessons.

All seven case studies contribute specific insights into some of the answers to the question above. The Bishops-
Ulama Conference (BUC), the Acholi Religious Leaders’ Peace Initiative (ARLPI), and the Joint Peace Mission 
Team (JPMT) to varying degrees are all examples of peacebuilding process-structures. Their vision, direction 
and infrastructure are recognized as viable, and each has been dynamic in employing a variety of processes 
and interventions in response to their changing contexts. The experiences of Christian Organizations Against 
Trafficking in Women Network (COATNET) and the Schools for Peace and Coexistence (EPC) both of-
fer valuable insights into process-structures, including ways they can expand their range of influence. The 
Rwanda case refers to the significance of proactive leadership. The Togo case study indicates the potential of a 
common ecclesial structure: the Catholic Church’s many justice and peace commissions around the world.

Combined, the case studies in this volume suggest at least half a dozen different considerations in the 
creation and support of effective process-structures. Certain insights surface repeatedly and others as gems 
unique to a single case. While there are undoubtedly other important considerations that were not part of 
the experience of these few cases, were not captured in the different studies or were inadvertently deleted 
given space limitations, the components that do emerge are significant. These components are:

Focus on the leadership that animates the structures  1. 
	 Find the current that moves the water
Consider the context, carefully and continuously  2. 
	 Step into the water, gauge the depth, take another step
Develop key competencies 3.   
	 Currents are directed by gravity
Build dynamic alliances — intra-church, ecumenical, inter-religious and societal  4. 
	 The streams together make the river swell
Anticipate and plan for greater scale  5. 
	 Effective irrigation is planned and regular
Strive for synergies between service and advocacy roles  6. 
	 The most convincing experts on waves constantly swim in the surf

1    Lederach, John Paul, The Moral Imagination: The Art and Soul of Peacebuilding, Oxford University Press, 2005, pp. 127-28 and p. 182.
2    While important, the issue of sustainability or “constant capacity for adaptation,” exceeds the scope of this preliminary round of 

case studies. Our humble point of departure involves looking at the initial “how” question regarding peacebuilding by the church. 
The issues of durability and constant adaptability are left for subsequent inquiry and reflection.
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Synthesis: Gleanings on Process-Structures

These are not necessary considerations in every context, they are not presented in any particular sequence 
and there is no intent to be formulaic. Episcopal conferences, other church organizations, other peace-
builders, partners and donors may find these gleanings useful in their discussions on program design and 
effectiveness in peacebuilding.

1. Focus on the leadership that animates the structures  
Find the current that moves the water 

Exercising leadership
Structures are often ambivalent. They can be catalysts for change or heavy anchors for the status quo. Struc-
tures are created and animated by leadership but not necessarily by those in formal posts or top positions. 
The cases that were most effective focused on the leadership that animated the structures. While endorse-
ment, permission and delegation are important in any hierarchy, these are trappings of office not necessarily 
the essence of leadership.

Leadership is a practice, a function and a process combining vision, direction and an inclination toward 
action. In both Rwanda and northeastern India the leadership needed to move peace initiatives forward 
involved dynamism, not exclusively seniority. Those most engaged were a chaplain and an archbishop 
who had only recently assumed his post when he began working on peace. While hierarchical endorse-
ment or clearance may be necessary or helpful in many cases, the drive needed to make things happen 
has more to do with leadership than formal authority. In certain cases, such as Uganda and the Philip-
pines, it was not just the authority of top church officials that accounted for their success, but also the 
kind of leadership they exercised.

The advantages of working within Catholic structures are not automatic. Assumed advantages typically in-
clude explicit or implicit support from hierarchical authority, extensive social outreach and scale and moral 
authority — the ability to speak from an ethical perspective rooted in faith. However, a lack of consensus 
within a bishops’ conference can keep it from making a public pronouncement on matters of grave impor-
tance, and the power entrusted to the clergy can be wielded to impede or debilitate initiatives by lay leaders. 
Likewise, concerns about manipulation by others or undue partisanship can keep churches from potentially 
effective alliances with other civil society organizations. The case studies suggest that the potential advan-
tages are better approached by donors and partners seeking to work with Catholic structures as variables, 
rather than givens. The cases offer two explanations for this and, no doubt, others exist too. First, church 
authorities may place internal institutional needs and realities ahead of justice and peacebuilding needs. 
Second, while structures may be similar from one country to another, there are idiosyncrasies unique to 
each reality and church conference. 

The case studies reveal how structures are animated by leadership at various levels. A number of cases also 
highlight how complementary actions at different levels can be helpful. For example, the drive to work on 
gender-based violence, at least in the Albania and Bosnia-Herzegovina case, did not originate with official 
leaders. The examples of leadership in the case studies were characterized by dynamism, knowledge, wis-
dom, integrity, camaraderie, proximity to constituents and respect for their dignity, and commitment. 

Rapid and flexible response		
The strengths of the institutional church and the breadth of its history and presence are characterized 
by steadfastness, deliberation and perseverance. The conservative nature of its structure has enabled the 
institutional church to endure but it can also mitigate against flexibility when working on and with social 
movements or pushing for structural change. This can present a challenge in peacebuilding scenarios 
requiring rapid and flexible interventions. In the cases where individual Catholic bishops or Episcopal 
conferences engaged directly in peacebuilding, this tension did not appear in the case studies. In Mindanao 
and northeastern India church leaders were able to act swiftly and showed considerable flexibility in work-
ing toward peace. Where changes were promoted from further down the hierarchy, as in the case of Albania 
and Bosnia-Herzegovina, additional internal advocacy and maneuvering were needed. The latter initiatives 
opened space for pragmatic changes within the local church without tackling larger questions on how insti-
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tutional change can occur within religious structures, including some of their theological underpinnings, to 
transform attitudes and practices unfavorable to the empowerment of women.

2. Consider the context, carefully and continuously  
Step into the water, gauge the depth, take another step

Conflict assessments are generally considered to be a standard or a best practice within the field of peace-
building. In the Albania and Bosnia-Herzegovina case, where advocacy was the primary modus operandi, 
the conflict analysis was a large part of the intervention. Analysis is intended to inform policy and interven-
tion. This study also reveals the importance of linking national analysis to international assessments and 
campaigns both as a means of legitimizing local work on gender-based violence and for local initiatives 
to see how they compare to gender-based violence programming elsewhere. The multi-country natures of 
some issues, such as trafficking, require communicating and receiving information and analysis. 

None of the other case studies highlights in-depth conflict analysis as a pre-requisite to initial engagement. 
In some of the early work by the JMPT there is little separation between assessment and action. More fre-
quently we see examples in the case studies where activists conducted informal conflict analyses and assess-
ments after they were already engaged. Both Colombia and Rwanda developed curricula and debate topics 
over time that were increasingly sophisticated in terms of the relevance to the conflict and the sensitivity of 
the issues. This suggests a periodic, if not continuous analysis of the context. The regular, larger meetings of 
the extended BUC seek to improve understanding of Islam and Christianity as well as the Mindanao con-
flict. In reality activists’ need for information and understanding may drive the timing of conflict analysis 
as much as any sort of theoretical best practice.

The tendency to view religious conflict — and conflicts where religion is manipulated for political purposes 
— as identity conflicts may inhibit understanding about how change happens. The experiences of the BUC 
and the ARLPI offer important opportunities for learning about religion, conflict and peacebuilding and 
could yield more light on the matter. 

3. Develop key competencies  

Currents are directed by gravity
The case studies reinforce the recognition by CRS and Caritas Internationalis that religious leaders too 
need to develop their peacebuilding capacity,3 and more specifically their competencies in peacebuilding 
processes. Competencies involve proficiency in drawing on relevant knowledge and applying appropri-
ate skills. For example, competency in diplomacy may draw on communication and negotiation skills and 
knowledge of political science and diplomatic protocol. Another competency, more relevant to the issue, 
involves recognizing gaps in skills and knowledge, and bringing in or partnering with someone to fill those 
gaps. The case studies point to several fundamental competencies for peacebuilding practitioners, as well as 
critical mechanisms for forming such competencies, and the vocational inspiration for building peace that 
directs their flow. 

Forging functional and strategic relationships 	
Guides on peacebuilding emphasize strategic relationships without considering the wide range of function-
al relationships needed to undertake peacebuilding activities. Forging a vast array of functional relation-
ships is critical in almost any social change initiative. Functional relationships exist when one party or 
organization can access another for the purpose that organization is intended to serve. Being able to call on 
the police for protection is an example of a functional relationship rather than an alliance. 

3    Many cases raised the issue of resources as a dimension of capacity, and all concluded that additional financial support was in order. 
These very real and legitimate concerns were omitted due to space restrictions.

Currents, Gravity, Streams and Leverage
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Strategic relationships are those relationships needed to bring about the desired changes and usually involve 
key stakeholders or key “connectors.” The distinction between functional and strategic is contextual. Mary 
Anderson stresses the importance of working with “key people”4 while John Paul Lederach emphasizes the 
“strategic who.” This tends to take for granted the wide range of functional relationships needed to operate 
in any given environment.

Frequently, a relationship, such as the citizen/police example above, is only or is principally functional for 
men. Creating access to functional relationships for women can involve substantial investment in cultural 
change initiatives and may represent pre-requisite peacebuilding efforts in their own right, as the Albania 
and Bosnia-Herzegovina case shows. 

The following table illustrates some of the functional relationships from across the case studies. The 
intent is not to offer a universal list of relationships, but rather offer a simple tool for considering the full 
spectrum of both the functional and the strategic relationships. In larger bodies, the entire entity may not 
need to be engaged.  

Functional Relationships found in the Case Studies

Internal External

Horizontal Other parishes
Other dioceses
Religious orders
Ot�her church structures, (e.g. peace & 

justice commissions)
Ot�her Episcopal conferences of Catholic 

bishops

Other Christian churches
Other religions and faith traditions
NGOs
Other civil society groups
Local authorities
Private donors

Vertical Regional Episcopal conferences

Sant’Egidio

Governmental ministries
Heads of state
Governmental donors

Church actors need to be both internally nimble and externally connected. Effectiveness in peacebuilding 
depends in part on competency in forging horizontal and vertical functional relationships, both internally 
and externally. Here “vertical” does not imply line authority of one body over another body, but rather 
another sphere of operation. For example, Sant’Egidio is by no means in a vertical relationship to any other 
church entity, despite being based in Rome. However, it has successfully convened heads of state in numer-
ous peacebuilding initiatives. Given its expertise and experience, Sant’Egidio may be a valuable resource 
for an Episcopal conference seeking help with track one, or “top of the pyramid,” programming. Similarly 
regional Episcopal conferences may be able to access other regional structures, such as the African Union 
or ASEAN, that a single Episcopal conference cannot. In addition to being strategic, peacebuilding initia-
tives need functional relationships in order to realize activities, assure mobility and identify and access key 
people or “the strategic who.”   

Positive framing and reframing 	
Constructive or positive framing of issues is a time-tested means of keeping matters relevant to all stake-
holders in conflict and opening space for new perceptions and behaviors. The importance and utility of 
reframing was reinforced by several cases. In the Colombia case, non-belligerents saw a role for themselves 
in working on peaceful coexistence that they did not see in resolving the war as such. In a similar vein the 
Rwanda project shifted the focus from the behavior of others to one’s own behavior. In the Albania and 
Bosnia-Herzegovina case, awareness-raising helped church activists to recognize the importance of work-
ing with prostitutes who had been trafficked and seeing them as victims of structural violence. Two studies 

4    Anderson, Mary and Lara Olson, Confronting War: Critical Lessons for Peacebuilders, The Collaborative for Development Action 
Inc., Cambridge MA, 2003.

Victims and 
perpetrators
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spoke to the importance of non-judgmental language in building rapport with dialogue participants. Posi-
tive framing and reframing are as important in facilitating dialogue as they are in the issuance of pastoral 
letters and the formulation of public prayer. 

Inspiring and motivating constituents	
The Mindanao and Uganda case studies worked with a modeling theory of change that holds that inter-
religious collaboration among top religious leaders inspires collaboration between their faith communities. 
Peacebuilding messages were incorporated into traditional communications tools such as pastoral letters in 
Togo; and public prayer in Togo, Uganda and Mindanao. The case studies suggest that the empathy, integ-
rity and commitment exhibited by those modeling collaboration may influence the effect of such modeling. 
At least one of the case studies also mentioned the importance of maintaining hope.

Accompanying	
Accompaniment was a key element in all three ecumenical and inter-religious efforts. The actual process 
ranged from symbolic solidarity as in the case of child commuters in Uganda to clandestine meetings with 
armed groups in northeast India in order to lay the groundwork for dialogue. Proximity to the displaced 
residing in camps was important in both northeast India and Uganda. In some cases accompaniment 
represented a degree of personal risk — itself not so much a competency as another dimension of leadership. 
As Lederach addresses it, this is a matter of responding to the mystery of vocation and being willing to step 
vulnerably into the unknown.

Working with others of different persuasions	
Both ecumenical and inter-religious collaboration require religious leaders to directly engage with people of 
different beliefs. Peace has been shown to be an effective common denominator, a basis for solidarity and a 
shared vocation. Although this receives little attention in the case studies, agreeing to collaborate requires 
ways of talking about faith that unite people across their differences. And faith-based peacebuilders are 
often called to work as well with committed people who have no religious beliefs. 

Engaging in formation	
In the sites covered by these case studies the traditional formation of the Catholic clergy had not included 
training in peacebuilding, the gamut of skills and the key competencies needed to lead or facilitate peace-
building interventions. The EPC program in Colombia seeks to directly address this gap, at least for some 
members of the clergy. The case studies reveal a variety of means to enhance skills and knowledge:

Training (Colombia in particular)• 
Service within a team, an ecumenical body, an inter-religious council or a governance initiative (i.e., • 
curriculum development or elections monitoring) (Uganda, Mindanao, North East India, Togo)
Learning by doing (North East India)• 
Visits/exchanges with other practitioners (Uganda, Mindanao)• 
Engaging in international campaigns (Albania and Bosnia-Herzegovina)• 

Responding to vocation	
The vocational component, part of what Lederach refers to above as the vision, direction and purpose, is less 
clearly addressed in the case studies; but for religious constituencies, the language of faith can be more con-
vincing than the language of rights espoused by many secular NGOs. The Albania and Bosnia-Herzegovina 
case suggests that motivation may often be quite individual. “Motivation and interest, persistence and advo-
cacy by determined individuals within the church and Caritas structure” were key contributors to success.

Catholic social teachings and Catholic social action provide a rich tradition of work on issues of peace 
and justice, as noted in David Steele’s essay An Introductory Overview of Faith-Based Peacebuilding. 
This is particularly true since the time of the Second Vatican Council in the 1960s and the encyclicals 
of popes John XXIII and Paul VI. However, peacebuilding is not currently perceived as a universal 
mandate of the Catholic Church. There is not yet a “peace theology” as clear and as widely recognized 
and practiced as, for example, liberation theology. To help address this void the Catholic Peacebuilding 
Network is preparing a volume on the theology, ethics and practice of peace. While the work will help 
raise awareness among local Catholic Church leaders, challenges remain. Without full support of the 
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institutional Church for peacebuilding initiatives, many Catholic leaders are reluctant to take on the 
risks that peacebuilding can represent.

Donors and implementing partners cannot assume that Catholic clergy come out of the seminary prepared 
to engage in effective peacebuilding. The contrary tends to be true. The commitment of the institutional 
church to peacebuilding is uneven. The capacity and will of Catholic leaders at all levels will undoubtedly 
need to be addressed in almost every peacebuilding program. This raises certain questions.

Would mandating and mainstreaming peace education as a core component of all Catholic clerical forma-
tion endeavors be more effective than efforts like those of the EPC which can sometimes lack local support? If 
so, how might this be done?

What needs to happen for peacebuilding to assume a more prominent position within Catholic social teaching? 
And for Catholic social teaching to be more widely known and understood by Catholic leaders at all levels?

4. Build Dynamic Alliances — Intra-Church, Ecumenical,  
Inter-Religious and Societal  

The streams together make the river swell5

The case studies clearly illustrate the importance of building strategic alliances: intra-church, ecumenical, 
inter-religious and societal. Alliance building invariably involves working in-house at some point. The Togo 
case illustrated the importance of such “single identity” work, or more precisely intra-conference work. 
The fact that the Togolese bishops spoke with one voice distinguished them from some of their neighboring 
Episcopal conferences of Catholic bishops.

Where religion is involved in a conflict, or implicated through manipulation, ecumenical and inter-religious 
collaboration are automatically strategic. The same may be true when a vast majority of the population is 
deeply religious. Ecumenical and inter-religious collaboration can contribute to de-escalation and non-
violent problem solving, as was the case in northeast India, Uganda and Mindanao.

The Acholi Religious Leaders’ Peace Initiative suggests that people of given faith traditions do not need to 
be protagonists in a conflict for collaborative inter-religious peacebuilding initiatives to be strategic. Taken 
alone, Catholic structures, or those of any single church, are insufficient to affect the structural changes 
needed in most peacebuilding initiatives, as in northeast India. 

From outside, the JMPT probably appeared as a static organization — a constant. Yet the case study revealed 
its many incarnations and different configurations as it adapted to the needs on the ground and its own re-
sources. How much its own fluid, unstructured management contributed to its adaptability remains unknown. 

In addition to their shared commitment to a common purpose there appear to be at least two practices, below, 
that contributed to the effectiveness of the alliances and process-structures described in the case studies.

Lean and expansive		
In all three of the inter-religious or ecumenical cases the alliances had small teams that were able to inter-
vene in a timely way and larger memberships to exert influence. The JPMT missions, the ARLPI and the 
BUC executive corps were relatively lean when intervening in conflict and more expansive when engag-
ing in dialogue and advocacy. Larger forums and groupings came together under the wide umbrella of 
the JPMT and BUC to influence public opinion. In the case of the BUC, related annual forums served as a 
means of engaging large numbers of key people in dialogue and discussion. 

Accepting of asymmetry	
The case study on the BUC recognizes different internal capacities between faith traditions in terms of 
communications, constituent mobilization and reporting as well as the authority to represent others. For 

5  Anonymous
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example, the participating ulama did not speak for all the ulama of Mindanao. In northeast India, asymme-
try was used to strategic advantage. The relatively small presence of Catholics in certain areas seems to have 
contributed to the acceptance of Catholic priests as facilitators.

The case studies also reveal that collaborative relations among religious leaders alone are usually insuffi-
cient to leverage changes at the structural and cultural levels. The results sought in Togo and Colombia, two 
programs that invest heavily in building church capacity, were largely limited to the personal and relational 
levels. Even programs that seek large scale peace, such as that in Mindanao, or cultural change, are unlikely 
to produce these types of changes unilaterally or in isolation. 

5. Anticipate and Plan for Greater Scale  

Effective Irrigation Is Planned And Regular
While farmers may strive to plant larger amounts of land and wider ranges of crops through irrigation, 
peacebuilding programs frequently seek to reach increasingly greater numbers of people. This is particularly 
important where structural and/or cultural changes are sought. The projects in the case studies demonstrated 
two different means of achieving greater scale: hierarchical extension and programmatic replication. Hierar-
chical extension refers to constituent mobilization, as in the case of northeast India, and message dissemina-
tion through the church channels and structures as illustrated in the Togo and the Colombia cases.

Program replication was evident in numerous examples of planned multiplication and unplanned spin-offs 
reproducing or building on the successes of other inter-religious and ecumenical initiatives. They included 
unity clubs in Rwanda, Women’s Forums in Mindanao, local ecumenical councils in northeast India, new 
EPC schools in Colombia, and inter-religious groups in Uganda. These are important mechanisms for pro-
grams to extend their coverage or reach. Forming one’s own organization can be very empowering.

Unfortunately, too many programs can ignore women until they begin looking at how to achieve greater 
scale. By the same token scaling up can represent opportunities for women to influence peacebuilding pro-
grams that may have ignored them previously. Networks such as those described in the Albania and Bosnia-
Herzegovina case can help lower-level leadership get important issues on the agenda of national leaders by 
providing paradigms, comparisons and stories of others’ experiences and successes.

Replication is often considered an indicator of reach or scale rather than one of programmatic success, as 
proposed by two case studies. It is worth noting that there are many projects that fail, even though they 
achieved significant scale before their failure was fully understood.

Replication presents additional challenges in program design and management. The case studies revealed 
issues of quality control, support and technical assistance, resourcing, linkages to the parent initiative, and 
demands on key people serving at multiple levels. Replication also offers opportunities for empowerment, 
innovation and learning. In the Rwanda case at one site the students themselves decided how scholarships 
would be awarded and to whom; and at another site the young people, in consultations with their commu-
nities, decided who could attend the solidarity camps.

6. Strive for Synergies Between Service and Advocacy Roles  

The most convincing experts on waves constantly swim in the surf
Steele identifies four specific social roles for actors engaged in faith-based peacebuilding: observation/
witness, education and formation, advocacy, and conciliation/mediation. Taxonomies such as this, while 
quite useful, can also blind a reader to the synergies and interaction between different roles. The case stud-
ies illustrate the interaction between different roles, particularly between advocacy on issues or processes 
relating to public policy and governance and the other three, which are more typically thought of as conflict 
transformation interventions or more broadly as services and interventions. Lederach highlights similar 
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connections between these roles when identifying their corresponding levels of change.6 Whereas some of 
the roles specified by Steele may most likely result in personal or relational change, other roles such as advo-
cacy can result in structural change. For issues such as gender-based violence which require changes at the 
individual, relational, structural and cultural levels, advocacy may be a strategic starting point, but alone 
will probably not leverage all the changes needed.   

The programs in Albania and Bosnia-Herzegovina fall into what has been called the institutional develop-
ment theory of change which maintains that “peace is ensured through stable and reliable social institu-
tions that guarantee democracy and human rights.”7 These types of programs draw on advocacy theories of 
change, or in Steele’s schema, an advocacy role in society. Consider the theories of change for the Albania 
and Bosnia-Herzegovina case.

Increased awareness leads to improved enforcement and the reduction in trafficking of persons • 
Information influences the formalization of standards and commitments • 
State instruments and policy facilitate civil society and church involvement in counter-trafficking • 

Here we see the opportunity for synergy between intervention and advocacy, where the need for inter-
vention/service reflects a failing policy or a need for policy reform. Improved policy reduces the need for 
intervention and/or legitimizes intervention/service. Put another way, experience makes the advocate cred-
ible and advocacy makes the service provider more effective. Only in providing social services to women 
who had been trafficked, did religious orders come to comprehend structural violence and become credible 
spokespeople for church action on trafficking.

In their recent book Forces for Good, Leslie R. Crutchfield and Heather McLeod Grant identify six practices 
of high-impact nonprofits. At the top of the list is “serve and advocate.” Each of the organizations they stud-
ied had developed the capacity to directly engage in their field of endeavor and advocate for policy change. 
“The more they advocate and serve, the greater the levels of impact they achieve.”8 

There are several examples of “serve and advocate” in the case studies. The North East India study referred to 
a role for JMPT in cease-fire monitoring. The Togo case referred to the local church’s involvement in the over-
sight of governance processes, such as elections. The JMPT was deliberating taking on the issue of corruption. 

Effective process structures need to include strategic advocacy in their portfolios along with another service 
or services (roles). This is not to say that process-structures need to do everything for everybody; they need 
to remain strategic. The outcomes sought through advocacy need not always be policy-related. The case 
studies on Colombia, North East India and Mindanao each raised some reluctance of local religious actors 
to address political conflict directly, though the rationales behind the choices to avoid such conflicts were 
not analyzed or explained.

CONCLUSIONS

The case studies illustrate that although faith traditions may be better prepared for certain peacebuilding 
roles, peacebuilding by definition requires an integral approach. This represents an enormous challenge. 
In these studies effectiveness involved bringing different constituencies and different dynamics together: 
multiple spiritual and secular perspectives, civil society and governmental bodies, leaders and leadership, 
peacebuilding competency and strategy, and services/interventions and advocacy.

Ecumenical and inter-religious collaboration offer valuable insights into the workings of process-structures, 
which are key to sustained peacebuilding. They illustrate a flexibility and fluidity uncommon in formal 

6    See among other sources chapter five in Reflective Peacebuilding: A Planning, Monitoring and Learning Toolkit  written by John Paul 
Lederach, Reina Neufeldt and Hal Cuthbertson, CRS and the Kroc Institute, 2007.

7    Developed by Peter Woodrow. Source: The Evaluation of Conflict Resolution Interventions, Part II Emerging Practice and Theory, 
Church and Shouldice, INCORE, 2003.

8    Crutchfield, Leslie R. and Heather McLeod Grant, Forces for Good, the six practices of high-impact nonprofits. Jossey-Bass, San 
Francisco, 2008.
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institutions, including the institutional church, or narrowly conceived ministries for peace and reconcilia-
tion or social justice. The BUC makes an impressive case for the long-term engagement that is so absent in 
short-term NGO projects and donor assistance. 

Certainly there is more to creating effective process-structures for peace than can be found in these few case 
studies. The cases highlight some of the challenges facing the Catholic Church, particularly at the diocesan 
and Episcopal conference levels. A task for CRS is to contribute to building consensus among partners 
around more profound research or learning; and then facilitating further experience, documentation, 
inquiry and reflection. With more rigorous methods and more clearly defined learning questions, ongoing 
efforts such as these case studies will contribute over time to enhanced learning and improved performance 
in the pursuit of just peace.
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List of Abbreviations

ACEID	 Archdiocesan Center for Ecumenical and Interreligious Dialogue
APG	 Global Political Agreement
ARLPI	 Acholi Religious Leaders’ Peace Initiative
ASDC	 Autonomous State Demand Committee
ASEAN	 Association of Southeast Asian Nations
BELC	 Bodo Evangelical Lutheran Church 
BiH	 Bosnia-Herzegovina
BUC	 Bishops-Ulama Conference
CAR	 Committee of Action for Renewal
CASA	 Church Auxiliary for Social Action 
CBCNEI	 Council of Baptist Church of North East India 
CDPA	D emocratic Convention of the African People
CE	 Caritas Europa
CI	 Caritas Internationalis
CINEP	 Center for Research and Popular Education 
CLNEI	 Church Leaders of North East India 
COATNET	 Network of Christian Organizations Against Trafficking in Women
CODHES	 Consultancy on Human Rights and Displacement 
CRCAT (I & II)	 Catholic Religious Congregations Against Trafficking 
CRD	 Community Resilience and Dialogue Program 
CTM	 Counter-Trafficking Module
CUT	 Committee of Togolese Unity 
DRLPT	D istrict Religious Leaders Peace Team
ECCI	 Evangelical Churches Council of India 
EFICOR	 Evangelical Fellowship of India Commission on Relief 
EPC	 School for Peace and Coexistence
FDC	 Forum for Democratic Change 
GF2D	 Women’s Group for Development and Democracy
GoU	 Government of Uganda
GPT	 Guwahati Peace Team 
GRP	 Government of the Republic of the Philippines
ICPC	 Inter-Church Peace Committee 
IDP	 Internally Displaced Persons
IOM	 International Organization on Migration
IP	 Indigenous People(s)
IRCU	 Inter-Religious Council of Uganda 
IRD	 Inter-Religious Dialogue
JPIC	 Joint Commission on Justice, Peace and the Integrity of Creation
JPMT	 Joint Peace Mission Team 
KLNLF	K arbi Longri National Liberation Front
KNV	K arbi National Volunteers
KPF	K arbi People’s Front
LRA	 Lord’s Resistance Army
MILF	 Moro Islamic Liberation Front
MIR	 International Movement for Reconciliation
MNLF	 Moro National Liberation Front
NCCP	 National Council of Churches of the Philippines
NEDSF	 North East Diocesan Social Forum 
NEICC	 North Eastern India Council of Churches 
NEICORD	 North East India Committee for Relief and Development 
NEPT	 North Eastern Peace Team 
NGO	 Non-Governmental Organization
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Abbreviations

NRM	 National Resistance Movement 
PACEM	 Program to Assist Christians in Education about Muslims
PCI	 Presbyterian Church of India
PDRCIU	 Umutara Community Resource and Infrastructure Development Project 
SCCs	 Small Christian Communities 
PTP	 Togolese Progress Party 
RIM	 Inter-Diocese Microfinance Network
RPF	 Rwandan Patriotic Front 
RPT	 Rally of the Togolese People
RSS	 Rastriya Swayam Sevak 
SCRLPC	 Sub-County Religious Leaders Peace Committees 
SEPAS	 Social Ministry Secretariat
SPCPD	 Southern Philippines Council for Peace and Development
TIP	 Trafficking in Persons
UCF	 United Christian Forum 
UFC	 Union of Forces of Change
UJCC	 Uganda Joint Christian Council 
ULP	 Ulama League of the Philippines
UPDF	 Uganda People’s Defense Force
UPDS	 United Peoples Democratic Solidarity
UPPIF	 Ustadz-Imams-Priests-Pastors-Forum
USG/UISG	 Commission of the Unions of Superiors General
USMI	 Italian Union of Major Superiors 
VAW	 Elimination of Violence Against Women 
WANEP	 West Africa Network for Peacebuilding





228 W. Lexington Street 
Baltimore, MD 21201-3413 USA
Tel: 410.625.2220 • www.crs.org

© 2008 Catholic Relief Services. All rights reserved.  
Any ‘fair use’ under U.S. copyright law should contain appropriate citation and attribution to Catholic Relief Services.


