
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
Can Religion Contribute To Reducing Tension and 
Increasing Cooperation Across Borders?  

Since 11 September 2001, religion’s potential for 
causing conflict has received far more attention 
than its ability to contribute to cooperation and 
reconciliation. At the same time, however, there 
has been an increase in the number of initiatives to 
promote interreligious dialogue, both locally and 
between religious leaders at the global level.  The 
Middle East has been a major focus area of such 
efforts, with dialogue initiatives often aimed at re-
ducing tension between religious communities at 
the national level, as well as building trust and un-
derstanding internationally. Some European states 
have made interfaith dialogue an integral part of 
their foreign policies, with delegations of religious 
leaders being sent to visit each other, international 
conferences held, and local initiatives supported.  

This policy brief discusses the use of interreligious 
dialogue in two central Middle Eastern countries: 
Syria and Lebanon. It provides a general assessment 
of local, transnational and international attempts to 
engage religion for the purposes of building trust 
and reducing tension, and examines the sustainabil-
ity of existing cross-border religious networks be-
tween Syria and Lebanon in the wake of the assas-
sination of former Lebanese prime minister Rafiq al-
Hariri. Finally, the brief evaluates the international 
community’s engagement with Syrian and Lebanese 
religious leaders, before presenting a number of 
policy recommendations.  

The findings and recommendations contained in the 
brief are based on two case studies conducted by 
Frida Nome of the International Peace Research 

Institute, Oslo (PRIO), with funding from the Nor-
wegian Ministry of Foreign Affairs.1 

Religious Dialogue in Syria and Lebanon 

Interreligious Dialogue in Syria Focuses on International 
Dialogue Between Christians and Muslims 

Syria is a religiously diverse country, with a large 
Sunni Muslim majority and minorities made up of 
Christians, Alawis, Druze, Ismailis and others. In 
order to meet the challenges posed by this multi-
plicity of religious loyalties, the Syrian government – 
which is headed by an Alawi president – has opted 
to create a ‘suprareligion’ based on the idea that 
the Arab nation is a cultural unifier for Syria. The 
government aims to unite all Syrian citizens by fo-
cusing on their common Arab identity and down-
playing competing affiliations, such as tribe and re-
ligion. The official discourse concerning religious 
diversity in Syria is dominated by depictions of 
harmonious co-existence. This ‘language of har-
mony’ is reflected both in popular speech and in 
local interreligious dialogue initiatives.   

A number of different institutions and individuals 
work to promote interreligious dialogue in Syria. 
The most profiled of these involve leaders with high 
clerical status, who are able to initiate meetings 
between patriarchs, muftis, shaykhs and other high-
ranking religious leaders. Such initiatives are either 
supported or sanctioned by the government, and 
they largely focus on dialogue between Christian 
denominations and Sunni Islam. They are often 

                                            
1 Further details of the two research projects can be found in 
‘Strained Harmony: Religious Diversity in Syria’ (unpublished 
report, 2006) and ‘The Ties of God: How Aggravated Syrian–
Lebanese State Relations Have Affected the Transnational 
Networks of Co-Religionists’ (forthcoming article). 
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more concerned with international issues than with 
home affairs, and are clearly visible in the interna-
tional dialogue arena, with representatives and 
delegates regularly attending conferences abroad. 
The same limited number of clerics and institutions 
also constitute the ‘receiving’ end for dialogue ac-
tivities within Syria: it is they who welcome most of 
the international delegations of religious leaders 
that visit Syria.  

The Syrian government also supports the Iran-
based taqrib conference, which aims at rapproche-
ment between different Islamic formations – and 
particularly between Sunni and Shia Islam. In addi-
tion to this, there are a number of less visible dia-
logue initiatives within local communities, pro-
moted by enthusiastic resource persons within dif-
ferent religious formations. Some of these are 
opposed to the government’s approach to a na-
tional ‘suprareligion’, working instead to explore 
the differences and problems that exist between 
various religious groups, as well as their similarities 
and possibilities for harmonious co-existence.  

Religious Dialogue in Lebanon Focuses on Tackling 
Internal Sectarian Unrest 

Lebanon’s political system is organized along reli-
gious (so-called sectarian) lines, with these divisions 
dominating both official and popular discourse. Each 
of the country’s religious formations has affiliations 
with a range of interest groups, clerical orders, re-
ligio-political organizations and political parties.  

Lebanon has a long history of political unrest and 
civil war, with individuals’ sectarian affiliation often 
(but not always) indicating their political stance in 
the various conflicts. Religious leaders play an im-
portant role within the Lebanese system, and many 
have considerable influence both on parliamentari-
ans belonging to their own faith group and on the 
country’s political parties, as well as within their 
respective communities of believers. The higher-
ranking religious leaders within most of the officially 
recognized religious establishments are engaged 
from time to time in formal dialogue efforts aimed 
at reducing sectarian unrest within the country. As 
a general rule, interfaith work directly addresses 
the volatile relationships between Lebanon’s reli-
gious groups. It facilitates meetings to encourage 
and enable better understanding between Chris-
tians and Muslims; between Sunnis, Shias and 
Druze; and between a variety of Christian denomi-
nations.  

Transnational Networks of Co-Religionists 

Aggravated Bilateral Relations Between Syria and 
Lebanon Have Affected Cross-Border Contact Between 
Co-Religionists 

Most religious communities in Syria and Lebanon 
have loyalties that extend beyond the borders of 
their own states, across which they form networks 
with members of their own faith in different coun-
tries. Consequently, transnational religion functions 
as an additional and alternative meaning system to 
the political entities of the states. Many religious 
leaders in Lebanon focus on the family and kinship 
ties that exist between Syrians and Lebanese in ex-
plaining the special relationship between these two 
countries in particular. They report of being en-
gaged in a variety of activities with co-religionists 
across the border, such as clerical cross-border 
visits, institutional meetings, educational collabora-
tion and pilgrimage. Some of these transnational 
religious networks are formally structured in terms 
of organizations and establishments – such as patri-
archates, educational institutions and annual con-
ventions – while others are spontaneous and based 
on personal relationships.  

The states of Syria and Lebanon also have a history 
of close collaboration – in matters of economics, 
security, and domestic and foreign policies. How-
ever, the assassination of former Lebanese prime 
minister Rafiq al-Hariri on 14 February 2005 repre-
sents a turning point in the relationship between 
the two states, as it caused a breakdown in the bi-
lateral symbiosis, along with the voicing of enmities 
between different population groups. The subse-
quent withdrawal from Lebanon of 14,000 Syrian 
troops was followed by the departure of thousands 
of Syrian workers and a drop in the flow of people 
and goods across the border between the two 
states. These developments clearly affected the 
everyday contact between the peoples of both 
states, as well as the long-established cross-border 
religious networks.  

Although formally structured transnational activities 
seem to have been more susceptible to the changes 
in bilateral relations between Syria and Lebanon 
than informal networks, they nevertheless have the 
greatest potential to secure continued cooperation 
across the state borders. Informal religious net-
works are largely maintained by individual actors, 
and thus defended solely by those individuals them-
selves. Formal networks of religious actors have 
more organized support, and also much more to 
lose if ties are broken. For this reason, they often 



 
 
 

 

have members who are dedicated to working to 
sustain cross-border contact.  

Religious Networks Provide Alternative Channels in 
Bilateral Conflicts  

Religion provides people with transcendent author-
ity – a capacity that gives religious leaders the abil-
ity to speak on behalf of something larger than the 
state. It also gives a moral strength that may be 
used, or misused, to transform potential conflict 
situations. In the context discussed above, efforts 
to prevent further animosity between Syrian and 
Lebanese citizens may be the most relevant contri-
bution for religious actors. Additionally, religious 
cross-border networks provide alternative meaning 
systems and contact channels that can be used 
when bilateral relations are unstable.  

Many religious leaders in Lebanon identify religious 
education as one of the most important ways of 
fostering good relations with co-religionists in 
neighbouring countries. Through studying in inter-
national environments, people get to meet fellow 
students, scholars and clerics from their own faith 
residing in the different countries of the region and 
become part of a knowledge-based transnational 
community. Professors and delegates travel across 
state borders to teach; students of theology ma-
triculate at seminaries abroad; younger students 
attend religious schools abroad; and some students 
learn directly from spiritual leaders. For Christian 
groups, it is primarily institutes of theological learn-
ing that bring students from different countries to-
gether. For Sunni and Shia Muslims, learning centres 
such as Islamic universities and faculties, as well as 
traditional Islamic seminaries, create comparable 
transnational environments for students of Islam.  

The International Community’s Engagement 
with Religion 

Engaging Religion Is More Than Fostering Interfaith 
Dialogue 

Religion is an important factor in the lives of most 
Syrians and Lebanese, as well as in the state politics 
of their respective countries. Therefore, actors in-
volved in policymaking towards or within these two 
states need to be clear about the possibilities of-
fered by engagement with different parts of the re-
ligious establishment. With whom to engage and 
what methods to use obviously depend on the ob-
jectives of the engagement. 

Diversify Dialogue Partners 

The international community’s engagement with 
religion in Syria and Lebanon largely focuses on 
contact and collaboration with a limited number of 
high-profile religious leaders. Clerics with high 
standing may have considerable outreach within 
their respective communities and may therefore be 
influential opinion-makers. Many of these leaders, 
however, have close ties to governmental institu-
tions and power-holders. This may indicate that 
their views represent particular political strands, or 
even the government itself. The close links to 
power enjoyed by prominent religious leaders may 
increase their influence when it comes to political 
decisionmaking, but may similarly reduce their in-
fluence on public opinion.  

The international community’s focus on engage-
ment with such a limited group of religious leaders 
entails a lack of diversity. Many of the religious 
leaders involved in international dialogue confer-
ences are already members of national dialogue 
initiatives, some of which are initiated or funded by 
the states concerned. The same individuals are in-
volved repeatedly in different activities, and few 
new faces are added to the international dialogue 
arena over time. This lack of diversity excludes a 
great number of potential dialogue and cooperation 
partners. As it, in effect, basically supports initia-
tives sanctioned by governments, it may concur-
rently undermine the work being carried out within 
local communities by religious leaders with lower 
ranking within religious hierarchies. The interna-
tional community’s strong focus on a limited num-
ber of religious leaders has furthermore led to the 
neglect of other influential segments of the religious 
environment. Much could be gained, for instance, 
from engaging the theological institutions where 
future religious leaders are educated.  

Recommendations 

 Engage in dialogue with lower-ranking religious 
leaders in addition to the top segment of clerics. 
Reaching out to preachers, prayer leaders and 
shaykhs of local religious communities would in-
crease the ‘contact surface’ and enable wider 
outreach. Many lower-ranking religious leaders 
and preachers are highly influential within their 
communities. 

 Include religious leaders who are not fully ‘quali-
fied’ in terms of religious dialogue discourse. 
Some of the religious leaders who regularly par-
ticipate in dialogue conferences seem almost too 
well versed in dialogue, and often talk in a pre
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 scribed dialogue discourse, such as the ‘language 
of harmony’.  

 Include theologians who educate future religious 
leaders of the region, as well as their students.  

Finding Alternative Dialogue Partners at Both Ends 

Contact and cooperation with religious actors in 
the Middle East is often ‘delegated’ to clerical dele-
gations. Religion plays an important role in many 
sectors of society, and religious institutions engage 
large numbers of people with a variety of ap-
proaches to their own religion. Religious establish-
ments offer a number of different activities for their 
members – such as women’s groups, scouts, stu-
dents groups and other special-interest groups. 
Sectors outside the religious establishment of the 
West, therefore, could also be encouraged to en-
gage in a broader dialogue arena through these 
channels.  

Recommendations 

 Allow/encourage special-interest groups and 
other civil society organizations in the West to 
engage in dialogue and cooperation with similar 
groups within the religious establishments of 
Middle Eastern countries.  

Promote Academic Dialogue and Cooperation 

Many theological institutions in the Middle East 
publish their work in Arabic, while most Western 
institutions publish in English. There are few meet-
ing points between the two language groups within 
the written academic discourse. Further, few aca-
demic conferences manage to bring together schol-
ars from Western and Middle Eastern countries. 
This has a negative impact well beyond the aca-
demic environment, as scholars are often instru-
mental in informing public debates, both locally and 
internationally. Supporting the participation of Mid-
dle Eastern scholars in international conferences 
and funding translation of academic work into Eng-
lish to encourage publication in international aca-
demic journals should be considered in this con-
text. Western scholars could similarly be encour-
aged to publish in Arabic-language journals.  

Recommendations 

 In Syria and Lebanon, religious education is most 
often seen as the responsibility of individual reli-
gious formations. In order to get closer to the 
religious establishments, as well as to avoid a 
one-sided focus on secular academic learning, 
theological institutions could be considered as 
cooperation partners. Student exchange with 
such institutes should be encouraged.  

 External actors should engage with formal reli-
gious institutions, as well as influential individu-
als. Formal religious networks operating in the 
transnational realm have greater outreach and 
may be more stable than informal networks in 
times of conflict. These may be engaged in ef-
forts to reduce tension between citizens of dif-
ferent states. 

Conclusion 

There are many ways to engage with religion in 
Syria and Lebanon, as in the Middle East in general. 
The choice of methods to use and what actors to 
cooperate with largely depend on the objectives of 
the engagement. Interfaith dialogue between reli-
gious leaders of high clerical status has its own 
value. It has a potential to strengthen networks and 
increase understanding between individual partici-
pants, as well as between their religious or national 
communities. The international community’s en-
gagement in interreligious dialogue within the two 
countries, however, is often one-dimensional. The 
focus is almost exclusively on high-level leaders, and 
many of these have strong ties to governments or 
parliamentary leaders. A diversification of dialogue 
partners, with a stronger focus on lower-ranking 
leaders, would enhance the potential for reaching 
out to a wider audience. Practical initiatives and 
exchange agreements with religious special-interest 
groups and educational institutions, such as theo-
logical learning centres, would be similarly reward-
ing both for Western and Syrian/Lebanese partners, 
because, among other things, it would strengthen 
the contact points for the next generation of reli-
gious leaders. 


