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In November 2015, Pope Francis made a 24-hour visit to the Central African Republic 
(CAR), where a civil war has been raging since March 2013. Visiting a country where sexual 
violence has become endemic, he declared himself a “pilgrim of peace and an apostle of 
hope” (Pollitt 2015, para 1). The importance of the visit to the United Nations (UN) and the 
CAR government was highlighted by the number of armed UN peacekeepers accompanying 
him, UN tanks patrolling the streets, and CAR President Catherine Samba-Panza welcoming 
him by stating that she hoped his visit would lead to the country finally finding peace. The 
perceived power of the Catholic Pope was encapsulated by a young man from CAR: “Bandits 
don’t listen to politicians, but they will listen to him” (Sherwood and Benn 2015, para 15). 

While Pope Francis’s visit could not solve the violence in the CAR, it serves to 
illustrate the power and influence of faith leaders, even within arenas not normally associated 
with faith. The importance of religion or faith1 in development work is increasingly being 
recognised in the literature, as well as by funding agencies and governments, now indicating 
a greater willingness to partner with faith-based initiatives (see Deneulin and Rakodi 2011). 
For example, the United Kingdom (UK), Swedish, and Dutch governments have all allocated 
funds for the exploration of the role of religion in relation to development (James 2011). The 
UK Department for International Development (DFID), committed to a budgetary increase 
allocated specifically for faith based groups, from 10 percent in 2010 to 19 percent in 2015 
(Mitchell 2012; DFID 2009). 

One area that many faith entities, and specifically faith-based organisations (FBOs), 
have increasingly been focusing on is gender-based violence (GBV).2 A recent report 
mapping faith-based responses to violence against women and girls (VAWG) in the Asia-
Pacific Region, identified 58 FBOs responding to VAWG, and noted this represents only a 
small proportion of the FBOs addressing GBV in the region (Kaybryn and Nidadavolu 2012). 

In this scope of work, engagement with faith leaders is of critical importance as they 
are understood to be gate-keepers to local communities, with considerable influence on their 
communities’ beliefs and behaviours (Haddad 2002; Solarsh and Frankel 2004; Tomkins et 
al. 2015). Faith leaders are said to be embedded in, and respected and trusted by, the local 
community, with a thorough understanding of local dynamics that affect developmental 
concerns, and often have considerable leverage with state and non-state powers due to the 
size of their constituencies (Thomson 2014). In terms of GBV, faith leaders are widely 
understood to be key to recognising and promoting the rights of women (Tomkins et al 2015). 
However, the recognition of the importance of faith leaders to reducing GBV is also based on 
the understanding that faith traditions and, by extension, faith leaders can act as barriers to 
effective development and GBV responses. For example, faith communities and leaders can 
be apathetic, with little or no commitment to empowering women and promoting gender 
equality (Clarke and Jennings 2008); they can be undereducated or misinformed, and 
reinforce harmful myths or disinformation (Thomson 2014); and like anyone, as products of 



their particular culture and context, may perpetuate harmful cultural beliefs and practices 
(Thomson 2014).  

Faith sector engagement is therefore recognised to be a double-edged sword. In this 
case, on the one hand they have influence and potential for addressing GBV; on the other 
hand that influence may be perpetuating and condoning beliefs and practices that facilitate 
GBV. The capacity of the faith sector to (unwittingly) perpetuate GBV further underscores 
the importance of faith sector engagement—the necessity of which is increasingly recognised 
by key institutions. For example, the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) has 
created a targeted policy to facilitate successful engagement with faith leaders (UNDP 2014; 
Ngwa 2007). Similarly, the United States Agency for International Development (USAID) 
initiative calls for more engagement on GBV with faith leaders and FBOs (Herstadt 2009). 
However, as James argues, such engagement is inherently complex: 
 

To engage productively with FBOs requires a highly developed understanding of the 
complex world of faith. The more contentious faith elements cannot be artificially 
extracted from FBOs, a fact which makes engagement messy and complex. It is 
difficult to mitigate the risks and at the same time support the comparative advantages 
of FBOs. The way forward involves greater attention to faith and to understanding 
FBOs (2011, 116). 

 
The purpose of this article is to pay this “greater attention” to faith in relation to GBV. 

We will explore how faith communities can be enabled to engage in GBV prevention and 
response, particularly through engagement with faith leaders.   

Method 
The co-authors bring together primary data and findings from several unrelated 

studies conducted in six African countries and Myanmar, synthesizing different kinds of data 
on faith sector involvement in GBV prevention and response (see Table 1). This synthesis is 
mainly focused on specific mechanisms for partnership, and on faith leadership. In some 
cases, these studies are still underway, so primary and preliminary results have been drawn 
on. This article is therefore mainly a primary synthesis, not a review of existing literature. It 
should be noted that most of these studies have been commissioned or conducted jointly with 
FBO partners, and are in the form of evaluation or study reports. We seek to translate these 
practitioner reports into the academic space through this process of synthesis and research 
translation. Due to the location and focus of the studies being collated, there is an 
unavoidable focus (or bias) towards Christian faith communities and African contexts, which 
limits the generalizability of these findings. We have sought to balance this by drawing on 
secondary literature that focusses on other contexts and faiths as far as possible.



Table 1: Studies on faith and GBV from which evidence and results were synthesized for this paper 
 

Source: Author’s collection (authors are all variously engaged in these studies as researchers and research managers)

Location  Funder  Title Key findings  Study Approach References 
DRC UK AID 

via DFID3 
Engaging with faith groups to prevent 
violence against women and girls in 
conflict-affected communities 

[Study on-going] Religious institutions are held in high esteem, 
making them an important social referent; women experience 
discrimination in their communities but womens’ views also 
reinforced a gender divide; people rejected the notion that 
violence is a key part of masculine identity; intimate partner 
violence is a serious issue; couples conflict over crops and 
property; faith and community leaders are expected to counsel 
Partners: Tearfund and HEAL Africa   

Household survey (1200: 431 enumerator-
administrated interviews and 769 self-
administered questionnaires). Panel study with 
20 faith leaders and 15 gender champions. 
Interviews with community members. Baseline 
and endline interviews with survivors. 

Le Roux, 
2015b. 
Scott & 
Batchelor, 
2015b. 
 

Global UK 
Govern-
ment4 

A scoping study on the role of faith 
communities and organisations in 
prevention and response to sexual and 
gender-based violence: Implications for 
policy and practice 

Lack of studies on faith groups and leaders on GBV 
interventions; Need to recognise the importance of faith leaders 
as key stake holders; Importance of using multiple modalities 
in interventions, engaging multiple stake holders; Need for 
networking between faith and secular groups 
Partner: JLIF&LC 

Scoping study methodology  
Electronic expert survey (51 participants) and 
key informant interviews (20) 
 
 
 

Le Roux, 
2015a 

South 
Africa 

Tearfund Sexual violence in South Africa and the 
role of the church 

Drug and alcohol abuse, poor parenting, and poverty identified 
as main cause of sexual violence; Sexual violence seen as taboo 
topic within churches and community; churches are doing little, 
but are expected to play key role in addressing sexual violence 
and assisting survivors 

Multi-case case study: interviews (108), focus 
groups (10) and nominal groups (4)  

Le Roux, 
2013 

South 
Africa 

World 
Vision5  

Faith and gender in development project: 
Building an evidence base for the effective 
scale-up of Channels of Hope for Gender 

[Study on-going] Faith leader engagement has challenges, in 
particular when seeking to move past information-sharing to 
behaviour change; Successful implementation of GBV 
interventions with faith communities requires long term 
engagement in a broad spectrum of community system 
strengthening activities and trust-maintenance 

Evaluative case study including interviews (30-
40), observation, community workshops (4), 
and data synthesis 

Le Roux and 
Olivier, 2015 

Burundi Tearfund A view on the current situation regarding 
sexual violence in Burundi: 
The role of the church and possible avenues 
for intervention 

Churches’ involvement is generally limited to basic preaching, 
teaching and advice on sexual violence; Many churches still 
avoid the subject, because of cultural taboo; 
Almost no addressing of the practical needs of SV survivors; 
No attempt by churches to the change members’ and the 
community’s opinion and treatment of SV survivors 

Case study 
Interviews (57) and focus groups (2)  

Le Roux and 
Niyonizigiye, 
2011  

DRC, 
Rwanda 
and Liberia 

Tearfund The role of African Christian churches in 
dealing with sexual violence against 
women: The case of the Democratic 
Republic of Congo, Rwanda and Liberia 

Churches have decided potential for addressing the 
consequences of GBV, but as patriarchal institutions are 
limited in their ability to address injustices such as gender 
inequality and GBV 

Multi-case case study. 
Interviews (178) and nominal groups (6)  

Le Roux, 
2014 

Myanmar Tearfund Preliminary findings from research with 
faith communities to heal the wounds of 
sexual violence in Myanmar 

Faith leaders profess a curiosity and willingness to learn more 
about issues around GBV; Many adult women experiencing 
GBV rarely receive any support from their faith leaders. 

Interviews (58) and focus groups (9) Loots, 2016 



The Role of Faith and Faith Communities in GBV Prevention and Response 
The UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) recognise the importance of 

addressing GBV. Within goal number 5, “Achieve gender equality and empower all women 
and girls”, addressing GBV is acknowledged as one of the main ways of ensuring sustainable 
development for society and the economy (United Nations 2016). Unfortunately, GBV is a 
complex phenomenon, a result of various factors operating at different levels (Crowell and 
Burgess 1996). The ecological model conceptualizes violence as a multifaceted phenomenon 
grounded in an interplay of personal, situational, and sociocultural factors, each influencing 
the likelihood of GBV within a specific setting (Heise 1998). One of the structural factors 
that affect this ecology, is religious institutions and ideology, with its resultant messaging, 
beliefs and norms (Heise 2011).  

Thus successful interventions on GBV require a multi-sectoral approach that 
promotes a working relationship between faith and secular role-players. Enabling the 
understanding and use of religious and non-religious resources allows a community to 
respond to GBV survivors in a proactive and appropriate way (Schmid et al. 1999).  

The ecological model highlights that faith actors should recognise that their faith 
orientation allows them to address the personal, situational and sociocultural factors 
contributing to GBV perpetration and response which other actors cannot address, at least not 
in the same way. A survey respondent on the DFID scoping study attempted to explain how 
the unique positioning of faith communities enables this: 

 
They have relationships and reputation already established in the community and are 
owned by the people. They also provide a more naturally participative platform, and build 
in a community from the inside out, versus bringing things from the outside into 
communities. The flexibility and freedom they have to choose their own agendas means 
there is space for members to be inspired toward action around SGBV [sexual and 
gender-based violence]. This facilitates movements that come ‘from us’ because ‘this is 
OUR issue and we took action!’—this type of ownership is the only source of true 
sustainable cultural change in a community (Le Roux 2015a, 53). 
 
It is not only external GBV activists that want faith communities to engage in GBV 

prevention and response. Research demonstrates that the members of faith communities want 
it too. For example, the Tearfund What Works project conducted a representative baseline 
household survey study in remote, rural communities within the Orientale Province of the 
Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC). From 1200 respondents, most supported faith 
community engagement in gender rights and GBV (Scott and Batchelor 2015b). In fact, 84 
percent said faith communities should play an active role in promoting gender equality; 83 
percent said that faith communities should be a safe space for those affected by GBV; and 86 
percent said that faith communities should counsel men and boys on harmful attitudes and 
practices. 

Other qualitative studies by Tearfund, conducted in the DRC, Rwanda, Liberia, Burundi 
and South Africa, confirm that people of faith want and expect their faith community and 
faith leaders to address GBV. In all of these five countries participants stated that their 
churches should be responding to and preventing sexual violence. In the words of a male 

 



community leader from Bredasdorp, South Africa, “the church must make sex their business” 
(Le Roux 2013, 10).  

Participants from the various studies explained that faith communities have considerable 
influence in the community at large. A male youth Muslim leader in Ganta, Liberia, 
explained:  

 
Religious institutions have much influence in the community. So we should preach that 
sexual violence should not be kept quiet. For example, if the victim and man who did it is 
part of the same family, it should be disclosed. It shouldn’t be kept quiet. We must preach 
this. Because people listen to their religious institution (Le Roux, 2014, 155). 

 
Myanmar has endured nearly six decades of isolation and civil war, and now various 

groups are starting to address the cost of war and displacement on women and girls. In a 
recent study, almost all of the (eleven) community leaders interviewed attached great value to 
the idea of faith involvement in responding to the needs of survivors. The study showed that 
while faith leaders were not as educated on women’s rights issues as other community 
leaders, they showed a sincere curiosity and willingness to learn more about GBV issues 
(Loots 2016).  

Other research highlights the practical ways faith communities have engaged in GBV 
prevention and response. In the Tearfund What Works household survey, 20 percent of all 
1200 respondents who responded to the question, indicated that they have attended some 
form of counselling or teaching on GBV. Table 2 illustrates that faith communities are a 
major provider of these services, working alongside NGOs and health services.  
 
Table 2: Institution providing counselling/teaching on SGBV (% of respondents who 
attended) 
 Men Women 
Church / faith community 49% 59% 
NGO 44% 39% 
Health worker 48% 42% 
Other 17% 14% 
Source: Scott and Batchelor, 2015b 
 

The What Works baseline study did not gather any data on whether those doing the 
counselling had any formal training, nor on the quality of counselling provided. However, 
data from other Tearfund studies allows us to explore the role and impact of faith-based 
counselling. For example, the IMPACT programme in Nigeria,6 revolved around a network 
of trained community based volunteers, called Mother Buddies, who were recruited from 
local faith communities. The Household Survey Report showed that by the end of the 
programme, Mother Buddies had become an important source of counselling on unintended 
pregnancies, pregnancy, and parenting and child health, second only to nurses (Scott and 
Batchelor 2015a).  

However, faith communities are unfortunately also spaces where GBV can be 
condoned and even promoted. Religion and culture are intimately linked (see Durkheim 
1995; Berger 1969), so there are some challenges to separating out religion from culture. 
However, feminists such as Walby (1986) and Millett (1969) identify religion as a key 

 



structure through which patriarchy is perpetrated. Christianity and Islam can certainly be 
labelled patriarchal, although opinions on the inherency of the patriarchal nature of the 
religions, as well as whether and how it can be subverted, differ (see Alexander and Welzel 
2011; al-Hibri 1982; Lawless 2003). 

If religion and culture are inextricably linked, a faith leader might find it difficult to 
challenge the culture and society in which he/she is located, which can hamper his/her ability 
to address GBV. In particular, it is often difficult for faith leaders to perceive the patriarchal 
nature of their beliefs and practices (Le Roux 2014). During the DFID scoping study, the 
faith and GBV experts identified patriarchy as the biggest challenge to working with faith 
leaders on GBV (Le Roux 2015b). There are also examples from a grass-roots level of the 
patriarchy implicit within some faith traditions hampering GBV intervention. A male NGO 
leader from Goma explained: 
 

This is a big issue, how to balance the power. We succeed when those who are church 
leaders accept power sharing … It is like an inheritance culture of dominant 
masculinity … It is inheritance and a lack of knowledge… Those who are ruling some 
churches or those who are local authorities are not informed correctly about the 
human rights, especially the rights of women and men, and they are themselves in the 
frontline to oppress women (Le Roux 2014, 117). 

 
A key way in which GBV might be facilitated, is through particular interpretations of 

sacred texts. Sacred texts play a central role in almost all faith communities, and can be used 
to reinforce cultural norms and attitudes that justify and condone GBV (Le Roux, 2014). The 
Tearfund “What Works” baseline study asked two questions relating to the interpretation of 
sacred texts (Scott and Batchelor 2015b). The extent to which these beliefs are held by faith 
leaders and others (not involved in leadership) is compared in Table 3.  
 
Table 3: Beliefs relating to interpretation of sacred texts—comparing those involved in 
leadership and others (mean values) 

Variable 

 
Not faith 
leaders 
(mean) 

Involved in 
faith 
leadership 
(mean) 

M-W U-
test7 
p value 

N Range 1104 44  
When married, a woman has no right or control over her body 
according to scriptures (bible/quran) 

-2 to +2 
0.58 0.89 0.018 

The scriptures command a man to physically discipline his wife if 
she does something wrong 

-2 to +2 
0.08 0.43 0.028 

Source: Scott and Batchelor 2015b 
 
The data shows that while participants who are not faith leaders equally agreed or disagreed 
that their sacred texts state that physical punishment of a wife is acceptable (the mean value is 
roughly zero), the majority of participants who are faith leaders agreed with the statement 
(Scott & Batchelor, 2015b). In addition, while the majority of non-leaders believe that their 
sacred texts state that a married woman has no control over her own body, faith leaders 
almost universally adhered to this view. As faith leaders are the ones entrusted with 
interpreting and preaching sacred texts, it is worrying that, in this study at least, they are 
shown to have a greater tendency to interpret sacred texts in ways that might be conducive to 
GBV. The Tearfund “What Works” baseline study explored links between these biblical 

 



beliefs and recent violent behavior (among men). It confirmed that the belief that sacred texts 
command a man to discipline his wife was, in fact, related to perpetration of sexual violence 
(forced sex with a partner) (rs = 0.208, p = 0.001) (Scott and Batchelor 2015b). 

Such scriptural interpretations by faith leaders also limit the assistance offered to 
GBV survivors. For example, Brent-Goodley and Fowler’s (2006) study on the spirituality 
and abuse found that if abused women seek help from their faith leaders, their claims are 
often either rejected by the faith leaders, or they are told to stay in the relationship, based on 
interpretations of the sacred texts. 

The data from the What Works baseline study has also revealed that, when a 
behavioural belief is placed in the context of sacred texts, the belief tends to be more strongly 
held. This is of particular interest where the belief can be construed as conducive to violent 
behaviour. Two pairs of beliefs, one relating to physical violence, the other to sexual violence 
are explored in Table 3. For each pair, the non-parametric Wilcoxon signed-rank test has 
been used to test whether differences between the two variables are significant. The results 
confirm that the beliefs based on sacred texts are indeed held more strongly (at a 95 percent 
confidence level). 
 
Table 4: Whether a belief contextualized through sacred texts is held more strongly 
  Men Women Combined 

Physical violence 

The scriptures command a man to physically discipline 

his wife if she does something wrong 

Mean value (range -

2 to +2) 

0.13 0.08 0.10 

There are times when a woman deserves to be beaten Mean value (range -

2 to +2) 

-0.05 -0.08 -0.07 

Wilcoxon signed-rank test (p value)   0.002 0.008 0.000 

Sexual violence 

When married, a woman has no right or control over her 

body according to scriptures (bible/quran) 

Mean value (range -

2 to +2) 

0.65 0.55 0.60 

A man is entitled to sex from his partner/wife/girlfriend, 

even if she doesn't feel like it 

Mean value (range -

2 to +2) 

0.38 0.30 0.34 

Wilcoxon signed-rank test (p value)   0.000 0.000 0.000 

Source: Scott and Batchelor 2015b 
 

While the beliefs in each pairing are not perfectly aligned (for example, control over a 
body covers more than just access to sex), it does indicate that relating a belief to sacred texts 
may lead to the belief being held more strongly.  

Faith-based GBV prevention and response is thus important to GBV engagement. Not 
only do faith communities have unique ways of preventing and responding to GBV, their 
members want them to address it. Unfortunately, faith communities can also contribute to c 
GBV. It is therefore important that faith communities and faith leaders receive appropriate 
training and guidance. 

The Role of Faith Leaders in Mobilizing Faith Communities 
The majority of respondents in the synthesized studies argue that, despite the 

challenges, working with, and through, faith communities on GBV is an important and 
effective way of doing GBV prevention and response. However, these studies show that 

 



gaining access to faith communities and working with them effectively is often difficult. A 
critical way of ensuring effective partnership with faith communities is by working with faith 
leaders.  

Interviews (twenty) during the DFID scoping study, showed that engagement with 
faith communities without the buy-in of faith leadership is almost impossible. Furthermore, 
engaging faith leaders can have a tripling effect, as the faith community can then be engaged, 
which can in turn engage the broader community (Peacock and Levak 2004). 

Data from the Tearfund “What Works” baseline study in the DRC illustrates the 
influence of faith leaders. The survey explored perceptions of social pressures regarding 
violent behaviour. Social pressure can be exerted by a number of key social referents, such as 
a partner, friends, family members, community leaders, or faith leaders. The survey explored 
the normative beliefs around two hypothetical actions, and investigated the normative 
belief—how the respondent believes the referent would feel about the respondent executing 
the behaviour in question—and the motivation to comply with the referent—the degree to 
which the respondent feels inclined to comply with the wishes of the referent. 

The household survey considered two hypothetical actions, namely a man beating his 
wife/partner, and a man forcing his wife/partner to have sex when she does not want to. The 
study found that amongst a range of social referents, motivation to comply with religious 
leaders was strongest. This was consistent for both behaviours, and among both men and 
women (Scott and Batchelor, 2015b).  
 
Table 5: Motivation to comply with social referents (mean values*) 
 Male Female 
 Striking 

your 
partner 

Forcing your 
partner to 
have sex 

Being struck 
by your 
partner 

Being forced 
by your 
partner to 
have sex 

motivation to comply with partner -0.01 -0.02 -0.13 -0.13 
motivation to comply with friends 0.1 0.08 0.08 0.03 
motivation to comply with parents 0.05 -0.06 0.06 -0.03 
motivation to comply with other family members 0.02 -0.12 -0.02 -0.04 
motivation to comply with community leaders 0.14 0.05 0.1 0.06 
motivation to comply with religious / Church leaders 0.28 0.25 0.36 0.29 
Source: (Scott and Batchelor 2015b) 
* scores: -2 = strongly disagree; -1 = disagree; 0 = no opinion; 1 = agree; 2 = strongly agree. In 
response to question formatted ‘I want to do what [referent] thinks I should do regarding [behaviour]’. 
 

As might be expected, motivation to comply with religious leaders was weaker among 
people who are not part of a faith community. However, even among these people, faith 
leaders were the social referent with whom people expressed the strongest motivation to 
comply (Scott and Batchelor, 2015b). This suggests that faith leaders wield influence beyond 
their specific faith community. 

A remaining question is whether this influence can be used to reduce violent 
behaviour? Nevertheless, faith leaders were the only social referent for which the subjective 
norm was shown to be potentially influential (Scott and Batchelor 2015b). 

It is also worth noting that, despite being perceived as key influencers, the study 
showed that people do not recommend that GBV survivors turn to faith leaders for assistance. 

 



Faith leaders were not perceived to be actively engaged in matters of GBV. Few people 
suggested a woman should turn to faith leaders if harmed, and few survivors said that faith 
leaders have tried to help them (Scott and Batchelor 2015b).  

Similarly, in Myanmar, the (mainly male) faith leaders appear to perceive GBV as a 
“women’s issue” for which women should take responsibility—seeing their primary role as 
one of praying for survivors. In the cases where survivors are deemed to be “true victims” 
(for example a child that experienced sexual violence), they might receive more support and 
encouragement—but most adult women experiencing GBV would not receive any direct 
support from their faith leaders even if they knew about it (Loots 2016). 

All of the studies synthesized here confirm that faith leaders are key social referents 
and influencers. However, as shown above, they rarely leverage this influence to mobilize 
faith communities for GBV prevention and response. This highlights the importance of 
finding better mechanisms for faith leader engagement. 

Engaging with Faith Leaders and Communities 
Given that faith communities are important partners in a holistic, multi-sectoral 

response to GBV, and faith leaders are key influencers, how does one practically engage?  
During the DFID scoping study, GBV and faith experts commented on the importance 

of engaging effectively with the different levels of leadership within faith communities (Le 
Roux 2015, 8). One clearly needs the top leadership tier as it provides the appropriate 
infrastructure and access. At the same time one must have grassroots-level buy-in, as it is 
usually local faith leaders who will be driving the actual activities (Beasly et al 2010). Lack 
of appropriate engagement at either level runs the risk of that group stone-walling a GBV 
intervention (Kamanga 2014).  

A key way of enabling faith leaders to recognise and counter GBV-conducive beliefs 
and practices is engagement with their sacred texts. It is important that any intervention 
working with faith leaders correctly identifies potentially harmful beliefs and finds a way of 
addressing them. When such a belief is based on an interpretation of a sacred text, it will take 
detailed and knowledgeable theological engagement to construct a persuasive argument to 
counter such harmful beliefs. Sacred texts can equally be utilized as a resource to combat 
GBV in faith communities. Nason-Clark (2009) found that when faith leaders and pastoral 
counsellors are well-trained in interpreting sacred texts and equally in “secular” counselling 
practice and language, religious ideology can be harnessed for the good.  

An example of such engagement is World Vision’s programme Channels of Hope 
Gender (CoHG).8 World Vision uses CoHG as a tool to help explore gender biblically while 
still remaining sensitive to local context. Exegesis of gender-relevant biblical texts are done 
in order to guide a dialogue and interpretation of the sacred text that recognises the equal 
value and worth of women (Le Roux and Olivier 2015). 

In interviewing faith leaders who have attended CoHG workshops, it is clear that the 
use of biblical texts to explain and argue for gender equality is what convinces faith leaders 
of the validity of the programme, and of gender equality more broadly. One male faith leader, 
who initially demonstrated very conservative ideas about the role of women, said: “It gives 
you new insight, the ability to look at the Bible in a new way and at gender issues in new 
ways. I even now look at Bible stories about men in new ways. I look at the Bible totally 
differently” (Le Roux and Olivier 2015, 18). 

 



However, it is also shown that such engagement with faith leaders has to be a 
reiterative process. To be effective, faith leaders need to be mentored and supported over an 
extended period of time, in order to ensure that there is personal transformation, and not just 
assimilation of new information (Kamanga 2014). Various authors have shown that this does 
not happen often, and that there is inadequate training and support for proper faith leader 
engagement in GBV (Solarsh and Frankel 2004; Haddad 2002; Wanjiru and Chitando 2013; 
Wolff et al. 2001; Petersen 2009). 

Not all faith leaders will be frontrunners in ending GBV and promoting gender 
equality. Some will only be willing to engage on specific aspects of GBV; others will refuse 
to address gender inequality. A survey respondent during the DFID scoping study explained: 
 

One of the key challenges we've faced is in finding leaders who are willing to take a 
more progressive stance on issues related to violence. It has been easier to find leaders 
who are keen to talk about how rape and child sexual assault are wrong and not 
aligned with their teachings. However, on issues of intimate partner violence and 
mediation for these cases, the challenges are significant barriers to progress. For IPV, 
there is still a veil of silence, marked by a belief that this is a ‘private family matter’, 
the idea that beating one's wife is promoted in scripture, and the idea that families 
must remain intact regardless of any ‘internal problems’ (Le Roux 2015a, 54). 
 
The challenge is to identify faith leaders who are willing to be trained and mentored, 

who are willing to adjust their thinking and interpretation of sacred texts and culture, and who 
are willing to be counter-cultural voices within their communities (Le Roux 2015a). But faith 
leaders should not be viewed as some kind of silver bullet, with potential to single-handedly 
deal with GBV. As do all individuals involved in GBV prevention and response, they too 
face challenges and discouragement, and they too lack training and support (Bruns et al. 
2005). Faith leaders are often particularly challenged by what they experience as a clash 
between their personal views of GBV and appropriate prevention and response, and what 
their particular faith ideology teaches in terms of GBV and GBV prevention and response 
(Nason-Clarke 2009; Petersen 2009).  

Conclusions 
Faith is increasingly being recognised as important in developmental work in general, 

and specifically in addressing GBV. However, this recognition does not mean that the 
potential of the faith sector for preventing and responding to GBV is effectively being 
harnessed. This article has explored the potential of faith leaders and communities for 
addressing GBV, as well as the barriers to them realising this potential.  

We have attempted to contribute to a better understanding of how to work with faith 
leaders and faith communities on GBV. Faith communities and leaders are best understood as 
part of a holistic, multi-sectoral approach to GBV prevention and response. This synthesized 
research shows that faith community members largely want their faith communities to 
actively and effectively address GBV, especially through counselling. However, many faith 
leaders are unable or unwilling to prevent or respond to GBV, and might sometimes even be 
complicit in promulgating beliefs and practices that facilitate and/or condone GBV. For all of 
these reasons, faith leaders—who are influential within and outside of their communities—
are of critical importance. The studies integrated here suggest that attempts to mobilise faith 

 



communities for GBV prevention and response should normally work through, and with, 
faith leaders, although in some cases there are reasons to target other parts of the faith 
community after gaining the faith leader’s “blessing”. 

As stated in the introduction, partnering with faith leaders and communities on GBV 
will be “messy and complex” (James 2011, 110). This article argues that “getting dirty” is 
needed and can be worthwhile. Not only is partnering with faith leaders and communities a 
key way of mobilising a large and influential sector of society for GBV prevention and 
response, it offers a unique and potentially impactful way of influencing the cultural norms, 
beliefs and values that underlie GBV perpetration. 
 

1 In this article we use the general terms “faith” and “faith communities”, in order to include varied 
and various forms of belief. “Faith” refers is the human belief or trust in some form of transcendent 
reality. Religion is identified as the institutionalised system of beliefs and practices that a person holds 
regarding the supernatural realm (Lunn 2009). The term “religion” will only be used when referring 
specifically to an institutionalised system of faith. “Faith communities” are understood to refer to a 
single group of regular congregants focused around a meeting place, a religious denomination, or a 
collective term for people who profess widely varying beliefs and practices but are linked by a 
common identification as believers (Karam et al. 2015). Thus, a church or a mosque, or any other type 
of institution often labelled “religious”, will be referred to under this term. The term “faith-based 
organisation” (FBO) is used only in those instances where the faith-based institution under discussion 
operates more formally. Ferris (2005: 311) defines FBOs as having one or more of the following: 
“affiliation with a religious body; a mission statement with explicit reference to religious values; 
financial support from religious sources; and/or a governance structure where selection of board 
members or staff is based on religious beliefs or affiliation and/or decision-making processes based on 
religious values.” 
2 We use the term ‘gender-based violence”, rather than “sexual and gender-based violence” (SGBV) 
so as to ensure that no false hierarchies in the types of violence are proposed. We emphasise, 
however, that sexual violence is included as a form of violence in the general term “gender-based 
violence”. 
3This project was funded with UK aid from the UK government, via the What Works to Prevent 
Violence Against Women and Girls Global Programme (www.whatworks.co.za). 
4 This study was funded by UK aid from the UK government; however the views expressed do not 
necessarily reflect the UK government’s official policies. 
5 The “Building an evidence base for the effective scale-up of Channels of Hope for Gender” research 
was commissioned and funded by World Vision International’s Faith Partnerships for Development 
unit. The data is used here with World Vision International’s permission and with recognition that 
they are funding the research project. The views presented in this article, though, are solely those of 
the authors. 
6 The IMPACT programme (IMproving Parent And Child ouTcomes) is a comprehensive approach to 
reducing vertical transmission of HIV and maternal and infant mortality. It works through local FBOs 
engaged in community development and HIV work, who mobilise churches and communities. Mother 
Buddies targeted vulnerable women in local communities at greatest risk of maternal and infant 
mortality. Mother Buddies followed a prescribed schedule of eight visits, and were supported by a 
mobile phone system that provided information, an appointment reminder service, and data collection 
facilities.   
7 Mann Whitney U-test 
8 Note that WV’s COH program emerges from a model developed by CABSA. 
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