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Introduction 

"I write nothing for publication, and last of all things should it be on the subject of religion. On 
the dogma of religion as distinguished from moral principles, all mankind, from the beginning of 
the world to this day, have been quarrelling, fighting, burning, and torturing one another, for 
abstractions unintelligible to themselves and to all others, and absolutely beyond the 
comprehension of the human mind. " 

-Thomas Jefferson 
Letter to Mathew Carey, 11 November 1816 

 
Jefferson's simultaneous bafflement at and repulsion from religion in the public sphere is 

characteristic of Western , educated thinking since the Enlightenment.  Disillusioned by violence 

among religious adherents, Jefferson and thinkers who agree with him have clung to rationality, 

liberal democracy, and above all secularism as antidotes to the seemingly relentless current of 

irrational and dogmatic religious violence.  In the contemporary and globalized world, violence 

in the name of religions appears to be more prevalent, taking a greater toll on human life than 

ever before. In the past century, sectarian wars have raged in Asia, Europe, and the Middle East, 

and actors citing their religious beliefs as motivation commit violence targeting unsuspecting 

civilians, terrorizing those even thousands of miles away. 

In the face of so many public acts of religious violence, many politician s and scholars 

(Avalos 2005) recoil at the thought of involving religious actors or religious traditions in efforts 

to resolve conflict and establish peace. How, they wonder, could the very cause of so much 

violence and hatred be part of the solution to the problems it is causing? 

This project, an interreligious workshop for high school students in Northern Virginia, 

explores one of the ways that religious actors, motivated by and using the resources of their 

traditions, can resolve conflict and build peace. Leveraging one tool of religious peacebuilding, 

Scriptural Reasoning, this project questions the assumptions and arguments of scholars such as 

Berger (1967) and Jurgensmeyer (2000) whose claims about religion s suggest that religion has 
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no public role to play in peacebuilding , and tests and applies the arguments of those few scholars 

who disagree. 
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