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Introduction

Eva Christina Nilsson and Heidi Moksnes

It is time to take religion seriously. Not because it is more important than 
anything else, but because religion is part of what influences people, their 
values, their worldview, and their behaviour. It is a factor as strong as 
economy and politics. Religion is a tool to relate to a wider reality than 
yourself, and for many it brings meaning, offers hope, and is a source of 
inspiration to change. In difficult situations people tend to turn to their 
religious leaders. If we want to make a difference through political work 
or development cooperation, we have to understand the contexts in which 
faith and religion are significant for people.

Religion is important not only at a personal level; societies and politics 
are influenced as well. Across the world, religious faith motivates people 
to mobilise around shared spiritual as well as political objectives, forming 
groups that sometimes are important social actors, whether within civil 
society or as political parties, directly engaging with state governance. 
Thus, by understanding the role of religion we can better understand 
political processes and societal developments.

Somebody said that “there is good religion, bad religion and very bad 
religion.” Taking religion seriously is not to say that there is only “good” 
religion. There are innumerable examples of how religion has been used 
to discriminate women, keep people obedient, promote and fuel conflicts, 
and to keep HIV/aids out of the agenda. The list goes on. However, 
this is not a reason to leave religion out of analyses, rather the opposite. 
Whether religion has consequences regarded as ‘good’ or ‘bad,’ it has to 
be understood – and the need to understand might be even bigger in 
situations where religion encourages or is used as a tool for discrimination. 
Thus, the many positive and good forces of religion are dimensions to 
build upon when striving for social development, while at the same time 
isolating negative and oppressive forces. 
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In Sweden and parts of Europe, religion has been placed in the private 
sphere, with very little relevance for public life, and in many people’s 
personal lives, religion has ceased to play an important role. This historic 
change – this secularisation – has acquired status as social model and norm: 
as societies develop and become modernised, religion is to become less 
and less important in public and political life. However, taking a global 
outlook, the highly secular societies of certain European countries stand 
out as rather atypical, as does the separation between religion and public 
life.

The notion and norm of secularisation has fostered a kind of religious 
illiteracy that is widespread today, and many have lost the language for 
talking about values, beliefs, and spiritual and religious issues. It might 
not have been the intention, but ignoring religion has in fact become a 
way of showing arrogance towards people for whom religion is important. 
We have to realise, again, that the normal situation for most people is to 
be part of a religion which influences their lives and actions.

So, what kind of steps need to be taken to understand and acknowledge 
the role religion has for many people? An increased level of knowledge 
about religious issues is key. This volume wants to contribute to such 
learning, and be of help in understanding the complexity of religion and 
the different roles it can play. The systematised knowledge of religion 
that exists must be applied and used by people engaged in work for 
social change and development. Everyone has some kind of relationship 
to religion, but we should not let our personal experience be the base of 
systematic analyses. Compare to the discussion on gender some thirty years 
ago, as pointed out by Petter Jacobsson in this volume, when discussions 
were based on one’s own experience of equal or unequal relationships. 
Such conditions are of course important. But today we have learnt to make 
gender analyses, and to use good check lists when preparing a project or 
programme. We know what to look for in order to see if a programme is 
promoting gender equality or rather making space for gender discrimina-
tion. That is the kind of journey that has to be made also in relation to 
religion. A person’s own experience always plays a role, but whether that 
experience is good or bad must not be made central. A more systematic 
approach and understanding of how and why people engage in and with 
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religion is a prerequisite if we want to play a role conducive to develop-
ment cooperation and international politics. Deeper knowledge and more 
informed analyses have to influence practical action.

It is equally important to enter into dialogue with people of different 
faiths, to learn what role religion plays in their particular lives. The former 
Lutheran Bishop of Stockholm, Krister Stendahl, offered three basic rules 
for religious dialogue:

•	 Do	not	compare	the	best	of	your	own	worldview	with	the	worst	
of the other person’s world view.

•	 Find	something	in	the	other	person’s	religion	that	you	can	envy.
•	 Let	each	religion	–	rather	than	its	opponents	–	present	itself.

Entering into dialogue with such perspectives may deepen the respect for 
each other and increase one’s knowledge. There are many examples where 
dialogue and cooperation between religions have contributed to conflict 
resolution and good co-existence. In this volume, Clement Joseph and 
Jeremy Milgrom discuss experiences of interreligious dialogue on Haiti 
– between Christians, Muslims and Voodoo practitioners – and between 
Israelis and Palestinians, respectively, and describe the difficulties, gains 
and hopes these dialogues entail.

The theme for this volume is how religious faith can be a political 
driving force. This driving force can take very different forms of expres-
sion, from counter-hegemonic movements for radical social change, to 
fundamentalist projects striving to establish or strengthen conservative 
social orders. How can we understand these diverse faith-inspired actors, 
who not always fit neatly within liberal notions of civil society? When 
are they promoters of social change, democratisation, and development 
– the thematic focus of the volume – and how do the adherents envision 
such changes? And how do their religious faiths inform their social and 
political actions? Bringing in analyses of cases from all continents, and 
addressing all major religions, the volume offers a multitude of experiences 
and perspectives in answer to these questions.

In her article, Gerrie ter Haar discusses how the institutional separa-
tion of religion and politics in Europe became exported to other parts 
of the world, especially during colonialism, regardless of local forms of 
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societal organisation. Focusing on the region of sub-Saharan Africa, she 
discusses how this model has clashed with the spirit orientation common 
in African religious belief. Here, religion and politics do not constitute 
separate spheres; rather, religion constitutes an alternative source of power. 
Outsiders have commonly regarded peoples’ concern with the spiritual 
world as an escape from‘real problems,’ such as corruption or human rights 
violations. However, ter Haar argues that the notion of transformational 
social change, much emphasised by Western development agencies, has 
strong resonance in new as well as traditional religious thought in many 
regions in Africa. 

Azza Karam, too, in her article on the Middle East and North Africa, 
discusses the intrinsic intersection of religion and politics in this region, 
as well as the position of women as social and political actors. Addressing 
especially political Islam and the Arab revolutions, she discusses how both 
women and youth have changed their earlier social positions and political 
visions in ways that are religiously inspired and will have long-lasting 
effects on their societies.

Gender and religion in the Arab spring is in focus in one of the thematic 
sessions of the volume as well, discussed by its four contributors. The 
other three thematic sessions address liberation theology, socially engaged 
Buddhism, and religion and grass-roots politics in Africa. Through their 
articles, the contributors bring us a multitude of perspectives on how 
religion, social action and political visions are integrated by people across 
continents, where their different faiths form the basis for the values they 
strive to enact. 

The last decades, the notion of secularisation as a predestined global 
development has become questioned within development cooperation. 
Gerard Clarke describes how this change was initiated in the late 1990s, 
when policy-makers started to discuss the relation between faith and devel-
opment, and how to mitigate the conflict they frequently encountered 
between secular and religious values, and between norms set up among 
global institutions and different religious and cultural value systems. 

The United Nations, especially through the United Nations Popula-
tion Fund, is today actively promoting cooperation with faith-based 
organisations, a work which Azza Karam describes in her second article 
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in the volume. However, similarly to Clarke, she points out a problem-
atic tendency of treating religious leaders instrumentally, as a means to 
reach objectives set primarily by secular partners, who commonly also 
are the financial donors. As Clarke notes, the work needs to be based on 
mutual respect and a commitment to dialogue in spite of these unequal 
partnership positions. 

The tension – and sometimes conflict – between different values and 
objectives is especially salient when it comes to sexual and reproductive 
rights, a topic addressed by Gunilla Hallonsten. In her article, she depicts 
how adherents and leaders of different religions have strived to find 
ways to accommodate as well as challenge norms and values within their 
religious traditions, opening for the recognition of for example universal 
human rights. 

Vinu Aram, on her part, describes development oriented work in India 
that is part of the Gandhian movement, successfully combining Hindu 
concepts concerning the integration of spiritual development and social 
action, with notions of economic and social development. Through a 
critical but respectful conversation between religious and secular actors, she 
concludes, we can accomplish more together, and understand how “faith 
within civil society is transforming religious actors as drivers of change.”

It is, truly, time to take religion seriously.
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