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INTRODUCTION

“Education is the most powerful weapon 
which you can use to change the world”

– Nelson Mandela

Teaching for Change. The title of this collection of essays, which highlights the various ways 
in which we individually and collectively address discourses, traditions and practices that 
explore the intersection of gender and theology in our respective contexts, reveals our belief 
in the power of education as a tool of transformation. Many of the contributors to this 
volume work in theological higher education institutions in different parts of South Africa 
with one colleague coming all the way from the United States. One colleague at Stellenbosch 
University heads up the Unit for Historical Trauma and Transformation. Others work in 
the NGO and FBO sectors, while one contributor is the Head of a school. All of us are 
concerned about the ongoing instances of sexism, racism and homophobia that continue to 
plague our country and often erupt in various forms of abuse, discrimination and violence. 
And all of us are passionate about raising awareness, and changing the way people think 
and feel and act regarding the intersections of race, class, sexual orientation, health, and 
the various other signifiers that are responsible for ongoing forms of injustice and violation. 
Within this commitment to effect change, we in this volume have come together to reflect 
on the best pedagogical practices of how to teach on often complex issues of gender, sexual 
orientation, race, class and how they impact health in our classrooms, in our churches, in 
the communities where we live and work.

This ongoing project of contemplating the best ways to teach on Gender, Health and 
Theology in our (South) African context is closely associated with the work we have done 
at Stellenbosch University in terms of the MTh Gender and Health programme that was 
developed with generous support from the Church of Sweden in collaboration with the 
Swedish Government Development Agency (SIDA). The aim of the MTh Gender and 
Health was to identify students from various communities across South Africa and beyond 
its borders who are positioned in such a way as to be able to serve as “thought leaders” 
and “change agents”1 when it comes to the harmful effects of racism and sexism, the 
exclusivist practices of Bible interpretation, HIV and AIDS, gender-based violence, sexual 
reproductive health and rights, toxic constructions of masculinity, heteronormativity and 
sexual diversity. 
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Since 2013, the MTh Gender and Health has equipped these current and potential change 
agents with nuanced vocabulary and theoretical tools to enable them to function even 
more dynamically within their respective contexts after graduation. At Stellenbosch, the 
MTh Gender and Health drew a rich student population that included pastors, teachers, 
pastoral counsellors, church leaders, NGO practitioners, lawyers, youth group leaders and 
those committed to academic endeavours. Beyond engaging theoretically with these issues, 
however, the insistence within this MTh Gender and Health has constantly been to engage 
with embodied contextual realities; to sit with those most affected; to listen to those most 
vulnerable; and to begin all inquiry from this place.

Another exciting moment in this journey of exploring the intersection of Gender, Health 
and Theology was evident in the Cultivating Change Agents Conference held in March 
2017 at which occasion many of the contributors to this volume presented their work. This 
conference coincided with the official launch of the Gender Unit under the directorship of 
Prof. Juliana Claassens of the Theology Faculty. The aim of the Gender Unit is to build on 
the initial work and insights gained within the praxis of the MTh Gender and Health and 
to extend the reach of the programme by creating more comprehensive interdisciplinary 
spaces for theoretical reflections, enhance engagement and collaboration with local 
contextual partners and develop research and scholarship that continue to transform the 
African landscape at the intersection of Gender, Health and Theology. 

Within this collective, ongoing journey to find the best possible means of teaching on the 
intersection of Gender, Health and Theology in our respective contexts, the following 
three methodological points are worth mentioning that in some way or another inform 
the work of the various essays in this volume. First, many of the essays in Teaching for 
Change in some way are rooted in what has been described as intersectionality. In her 
article, “Intersectionality as Buzzword”, Kathy Davis considers why this particular 
manifestation of feminist theory has been so successful in shaping discourses in recent 
years. She writes: “[Intersectionality] encourages complexity, stimulates creativity, and 
avoids premature closure, tantalizing feminist scholars to raise new questions and explore 
uncharted territory.”2 

‘Intersectionality’ is a term coined by Kimberly Crenshaw in 1989 to capture the “interaction 
between gender, race, and other categories of difference in individual lives, social practices, 
institutional arrangements, and cultural ideologies”.3 Davis notes that even though 
Crenshaw’s notion of intersectionality addressed an age-old problem of moving beyond 
feminist concerns as only pertaining to white middle-class Western women, in order to 
take seriously women’s experience of race, class and social location what is important is 
that intersectionality did so “with a new twist”, bringing together critical feminist theory 
pertaining to race, class and gender, and the insights yielded by postmodern feminist theory.4
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Probably one of the most promising aspects of the notion of intersectionality is its ability 
to “think […] across categories”.5 It is the realisation that various factors such as gender, 
race, class, but also sexual orientation, age, health, religion, geographical location and 
education, shape individuals’ and communities’ lives in unique ways.6 Actually the question 
of which categories to include and “when to stop” serves as the source of creative energy.7 
Davis describes as follows the value of these “endless constellations of intersecting lines of 
difference to be explored”: 

With each new intersection, new connections emerge and previously hidden exclusions come to 
light. The feminist scholar merely needs to ‘ask (an)other question,’ and her research will take 
on a new and often surprising turn. She can begin to tease out the linkages between additional 
categories, explore the consequences for relations of power, and of course, decide when another 
‘question’ is needed or when it is time to stop and why.8

To a certain extent, this current collection of essays signifies a collective attempt at 
reflecting on the value of intersectionality for the study of Gender, Health and Theology. It 
is a moment of reflection on the values that inform our scholarly activity and their impact 
on our pedagogical praxis; a moment of evaluation regarding the embodied and contextual 
implications for communities most vulnerable in the intersection of Gender, Health and 
Theology that is central to our research activity and a moment to ask ourselves serious 
questions about the implications of our theory of change aimed at developing and nurturing 
change agents within a range of communities and contexts.9

Second, many of the contributions are rooted in the understanding of the important role of 
stories in the form of narrative texts (both biblical and secular) and films in order to create 
the space for moral reflection. In this regard, Martha Nussbaum has led the way in making 
a case for the role of literature and art to effect change, to cultivate emotions, to help bridge 
distance between individuals and groups. In this regard, she writes extensively in her book, 
Upheavals of Thought, about the ability of “works of art [to] promote compassion in their 
audience by inviting both empathy and the judgment of similar possibilities”.10

For instance, citing the example of the children’s book, Black Beauty, and the classic 
American novel, Uncle Tom’s Cabin, Nussbaum reflects on the role of literature in her own 
journey of growing in empathy for the way horses are treated, in addition to the shocking 
reality of slavery in the American South. She writes as follows about the ability of stories to, 
as she puts it, “embrace the lives of others”:11 

To promote empathy across specific social barriers, we need to turn to works of art that present 
these barriers and their meaning in a highly concrete way … In that way, it exercises the muscles of 
the imagination, making people capable of inhabiting for a time, the world of a different person, and 
seeing the meaning of events in that world from the outsider’s viewpoint.12 

Nussbaum points in particular to the values of the genre of tragedies, or tragic narratives 
that could help individuals and groups transcend the narrow circle of concern that is typical 
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to being human, using “resources of poetry, music, and dance to make the characters’ plight 
vivid and moving”. As she writes, “A person who has been ejected from the characters’ 
circle of concern is restored to it by the power of art.”13 

Third, important to many of the contributions in this collection of essays is the role of 
dialogue and encounter in effecting change. It is by entering the life world of those who 
are different from us that we are able to forge an empathetic connection. In the previous 
point, this encounter is said to occur in the form of narrative and film. However, probably 
even more significant are the encounters that take place in real time – in contextual bible 
studies; in classrooms; in churches; in communities. In all of these settings, dialogue, 
and more specifically, hearing the other’s voice are vital for effecting change. Nussbaum, 
for instance, reflects on the valuable role of book clubs in order to “promote a type of 
emotional experience and exchange that is cooler and more deliberative than the experience 
of watching a movie or visiting a memorial”.14 As she explains, “Critical conversation and 
emotional participation join hands in a valuable way.”15

This focus on dialogue and conversation is central to the theology done in context as 
evident in the work of the Ujamaa Centre, represented in this volume by the exciting new 
Contextual Bible Study on sexual diversity that Gerald West is developing. Dialogue is also 
central to the mission of one of our NGO partners, Inclusive and Affirming Ministries 
(IAM), as outlined by Michelle Boonzaaier together with Charlene van der Walt, specifically 
as it pertains to their involvement with the MDiv Programme at the Faculty of Theology 
at Stellenbosch University. And dialogue underlies also the work of the two members of 
the Unit for Religion and Development Research at Stellenbosch University when Selina 
Palm and Elisabet le Roux enter various communities and document community members’ 
experiences of difficult topics such as violence against women and girls, and teenagers’ 
views regarding sexual diversity. 

This collection of essays on pedagogy, gender and theology in Africa in Teaching for 
Change consists of three sections. In the first section, “Storytelling and Transformation”, 
Prof. Pumla Gobodo-Madikizela from the Unit for Historical Trauma and Transformation 
at Stellenbosch University, by means of three poignant stories, shows that the notion of 
“empathic repair” could be applied to capture the transformation and potential necessary 
to build healing communities in deeply divided societies that have emerged from violent 
conflict. Employing the power of biblical narratives to teach on gender-based violence, 
Juliana Claassens rereads the story of the Trafficked Princesses in Jeremiah 40-44 through 
a lens of trauma hermeneutics, showing how this ancient story draws our attention to 
the plight of the many migrant women in our local and global context today. Renate van 
der Westhuizen (with Juliana Claassens) also reads the story of the rape of the Levite’s 
concubine in Judges 19 in the light of the South African film, Karoo Moose, and argues 
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that such a reading could serve as a pedagogical tool in transforming the culture of rape 
in South African schools. And, in the last essay in that section, Funlola Olojede rereads 
the stories of migration in Genesis 12-50 from the perspective of a female immigrant to 
show that the effects of migration on women and children in the biblical narratives have 
contemporary and pedagogical relevance.

In the second section of Teaching for Change, “Sexual Diversity and Encounter”, Charlene 
van der Walt reflects on her experience of using the medium of film in the MTh Gender 
and Health at Stellenbosch University, thus contemplating the pedagogical practice of 
raising difficult conversations on sexual diversity by watching the quite challenging film, 
Skoonheid, together. Gerald West also initiates some difficult conversations of his own 
through a proposed Contextual Bible Study on Genesis 2, which he develops by means of 
the exegetical and hermeneutical tools afforded by Queer Biblical Interpretation. In their 
contribution, Michelle Boonzaaier and Charlene van der Walt reflect on the importance 
of encounter and dialogue in teaching seminary students how to initiate conversations on 
sexual diversity. And in her essay on “Reimagining Sin?” Selina Palm, based upon interviews 
with youth members of the Rondebosch United Church, Cape Town, proposes that “to 
creatively reimagin[e] sin may help local churches to cultivate change agents around 
contemporary intersectional oppressions including those around gender and sexuality”.

In the final section of Teaching for Change, “Towards Transformative Social Action”, Tanya 
van Wyk argues that the political theology of Dorothee Soelle and Denise Ackermann that 
respectively employs the genre of poetry and letters can be employed to push boundaries 
in order to foster transformative social action. Focusing on the topic of HIV/AIDS and 
the curriculum, Beverley Haddad seeks to document the strategies implemented within 
the School of Religion and Theology (now School of Religion, Philosophy and Classics) 
at the University of KwaZulu-Natal “to bring about a shift from moralistic rhetoric to 
transformative social action within the faith community”. Cheryl Anderson, who investigates 
the Christian response to the HIV/AIDS pandemic in both South Africa and her own 
context of the United States, proposes that given the fact that those who are affected are 
disproportionately black, “change does indeed have a colour and any prevention strategies 
should take the realities of black people into account”. And finally, Elisabet le Roux reports 
the findings of a study in which members of a local faith community in areas affected by 
armed conflict in the Democratic Republic of the Congo were trained to mobilise against 
gender-based violence in their communities.

This collection of essays in Teaching for Change reflects a significant moment in the life 
of the interpretative community gathered around a shared concern of how best to teach 
on the intersection of gender, health, and theology in our (South) African context. The 
last word on this topic is not spoken – it remains an ongoing, open-ended conversation. 
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However, as contributors, it has been a privilege to be part of this dialogue, and as editors, 
we have been deeply enriched by the passion, commitment, and knowledge expressed in 
this volume. Aluta continua !

L. Juliana Claassens
Faculty of Theology 
Stellenbosch University

Charlene van der Walt
School of Religion, Philosophy and Classics  
University of KwaZulu-Natal

Funlola O. Olojede
Faculty of Theology 
Stellenbosch University
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MORAL IMAGINATION
Stories that Inspire a Quest for Change 

Pumla Gobodo-Madikizela
Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences  

Stellenbosch University

Introduction
In her memoir, Good Morning, Mr Mandela, Nelson Mandela’s former private secretary 
Zelda La Grange1 recounts a scene that took place shortly after Nelson Mandela was 
inaugurated as South Africa’s first democratically elected president. La Grange was working 
in parliament as a typist and was unexpectedly moved to the presidency to help prepare 
Nelson Mandela’s schedules and related tasks. She approached her first encounter with 
Mandela with trepidation, not only because of being a nervous 23‑year‑old, but probably 
also because as a young Afrikaner she did not know how to relate to a man who in the 
collective consciousness of most Afrikaners – and perhaps most crucially in their collective 
unconscious – was still a “terrorist” who evoked fear and mistrust in them. Her fears and 
uncertainty were quickly replaced with tears when Mandela greeted her warmly and spoke 
to her in Afrikaans. Hearing him speak to her in her language, she broke down and cried. 
And as she wept – tears of shame, she tells readers in her memoir – Mandela comforted her. 
She left his office feeling calmer. La Grange writes about this encounter as a “turning point” 
moment that led her on a journey of self‑reflection on her fervent racism, which eventually 
brought her onto a path of change and transformation. La Grange later served as Mandela’s 
loyal and most trusted private secretary, from his years as president and throughout his 
retirement and illness for 19 years until his passing. 

Nelson Mandela was a master of the art of creating opportunities for reflection and change 
in those he encountered, particularly his encounters with former enemies both during his 
years in prison and after he came out of prison to lead South Africans towards the vision 
of freedom and democracy. “No one is born hating another person because of the colour 
of his skin, or his background, or his religion.” This is one of his many important lessons. 
“People must learn to hate,” he said, “and if they can learn to hate, they can be taught to love, 
for love comes more naturally to the human heart than its opposite.”2
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For Mandela, these were not just words – philosophical statements thrown around 
during moments of public appearances. He embodied this ethical consciousness. It was 
a principled commitment to an ethic of care based on values with foundations within a 
framework of relational responsibility – responsibility for the other. Such a framework 
requires commitment to a stance of moral imagination, to a certain intentional openness to 
the possibility of reaching out beyond the self and towards the other. 

Nelson Mandela’s name has become a symbol of the possibility of this ethical vision of the 
self‑transcendent position – a metaphor pointing to a more general horizon of an ethics of 
care and responsibility for the Other in the context of our “dealing with the past”. He has 
blazed the trail for a new kind of citizenship that calls on us to act in ways that might create 
relational experiences that can help heal historical ruptures. One of the enduring lessons 
of Madiba’s legacy is shining the light on the human capacity for moral imagination and 
understanding – the power of empathy, even empathy for one’s former enemies. 

The essence of empathy is the capacity to feel with and to participate in shared reflective 
engagement with the other’s inner life. Most scholars recognise that some form of 
identification with the other at a deeper internal level is central to the capacity for empathy. 
Merleau‑Ponty, for example, defines empathy as “the intertwining of our lives with those of 
others”.3 For David Black, empathy involves a process of imagination. It is “a sophisticated 
act of the imagination, a ‘trial identification’ done by someone who is consciously relating 
to another’s mental state”.4

An aspect of empathy that has received scant scholarly attention is care for the other 
that sometimes accompanies an empathic response. Caring goes beyond the “mirroring” 
described in neuroscientific understandings of empathy which present empathy as a 
feeling into the mental state of another person. The caring that I refer to here arises from 
the moment‑by‑moment negotiation of the intersubjective relationship between people, 
who are trying to forge links and to connect on a human level. It is an ongoing process 
of introspection and mutual reflection that allows one to show one’s vulnerabilities. This 
opens up the possibility of an awareness and appreciation of the vulnerabilities of people in 
dialogue with one another. In this state of openness, the empathic response may be imbued 
with a quality of wishing to care for the other in a way that affirms her/his identity as a 
member of a shared human community. 

Furthermore, this desire to care for the other constitutes the fundamental moment, a 
pivotal point in the intersubjective context in which connection with the other at a deeper 
level occurs. Caring for the other, I argue, evolves from being witnesses to each other’s pain 
– the “witnessing dance” that brings former adversaries into step with each other – into the 
spiral movement of a new intersubjective context that edges them towards the centre of 
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possibility and then upward towards the apex of transformation. The new intersubjective 
context that emerges allows acknowledgment and recognition of shared humanity with 
the other.

The “caring‑for” element in empathy is the result of a deeper level of imagination and 
understanding of the Other’s experience. This deeper level of imagination takes “feeling 
into” the mental state of the other to another level and asks the question, “What should I do 
about it?” Thus, rather than empathy considered simply as “resonance” or “mirroring”, the 
notion of “empathic repair”5 might usefully be applied to capture the transformation and 
potential that are necessary to build healing communities in deeply divided societies such 
as those that, like South Africa, are emerging from violent conflict.

Illustration through Three Stories
As has become evident, my discussion in this essay is inspired by Nelson Mandela’s vision of 
a South African society that is based on the values of human connection, a society that turns 
away from categories that tend to dehumanise others to those that inspire the recognition 
of the humanity of others. Mandela’s quest is one that continues to challenge not just South 
African citizens to be change agents. The relevance of Mandela’s lessons extends far beyond 
South Africa and his stance on engaging with others has been applied in service of a global 
public good. This essay then is an attempt to address the question: how can we create moral 
spaces that would allow the imagining of relationships that bestow a sense of worth on 
others in ways that were not possible when social relationships were defined by hate and 
destructive forms of engagement? How can we use stories that illustrate a vision of moral 
imagination to inspire a new generation of leaders to become change agents? 

I address these questions by exploring examples from my own work and from unique 
historical moments that have been illuminating examples of the kind of moral imagination 
that fosters dialogue outcomes that transcend violent and hateful pasts. These examples 
are less from the great philosophers and religious or political theorists than from ordinary 
people who themselves have suffered irreparably. The lessons from the examples I discuss 
below show that far from what the experts have said about what is (im)possible in human 
relationships in the aftermath of violent histories, the potentialities of the human spirit 
always present opportunities for the provocation of the sense of what I call reparative 
humanism.6 

My exploration begins with a story from Nelson Mandela’s era of leadership in South Africa. 
There are many examples I could share of the transformative possibilities engendered by 
Nelson Mandela’s leadership – moments in his private interpersonal encounters, as well as 
extraordinary moments in his public and political life that continue to compel our attention. 
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For South Africans, and indeed for citizens in the broader global context, Madiba’s cause 
was for all humanity – humanity without borders. In South Africa, he engaged in his quest 
to dismantle unjust laws with a deep commitment to fairness that was inspired by the moral 
and political necessity for sustainable peace for people of all racial, religious and ethnic 
backgrounds to live together. With pragmatic compassion, he was guided by the clarity of 
his moral vision and a consciousness about the complexity of the human condition. The 
legacy of his wisdom continues to appeal to the better angels of our nature as we wrestle 
with the question of how to face the traumatic pasts of our histories without being caught up 
in cycles of repetition that will make us hostage to the violence and hatred inspired by this 
past. The following example stands out as one of the most poignant teachable moments in 
Nelson Mandela’s leadership about how to reverse the tide of violence that almost gripped 
South Africa with its destructive chaos.

The Murder of Chris Hani: Mandela’s Interruption of Violence

In April 1993, Chris Hani was gunned down in the driveway of his home in Boksburg. One 
of Hani’s neighbours, a white woman, took the registration number of the assassin’s car as 
he fled from the scene of the crime. Her call to the police led to the swift arrest of Hani’s 
killer soon after the incident. But the arrest did little to quell the anger that was unleashed by 
Hani’s murder. For many black South Africans, Chris Hani epitomised the ultimate fighter 
for the struggle for freedom against the oppressive rule of the white apartheid government. 
If Nelson Mandela in prison was the embodiment of the vision for freedom, Chris Hani, as 
the commander of the military wing of the African National Congress (ANC) Umkhonto 
we Sizwe7 kept that vision alive with its concrete expression. 

When Hani was killed, the political negotiations for a multiparty democracy were in 
progress and the killing was seen as a ploy by white South Africans with right‑wing political 
leanings to derail the negotiations process. Amidst fears that the country would erupt into 
waves of violence, Nelson Mandela appeared on prime time national television on the same 
day as Hani’s assassination and made the following call for calm: 

Tonight I am reaching out to every single South African, black and white, from the very depths of my 
being. A white man, full of prejudice and hate, came to our country and committed a deed so foul that 
our whole nation now teeters on the brink of disaster. A white woman, of Afrikaner origin, risked her 
life so that we may know, and bring to justice, this assassin […] This is a watershed moment for all 
of us. Our decisions and actions will determine whether we use our pain, our grief, and our outrage 
to move forward to what is the only lasting solution for our country.8 

In the end, Hani’s assassination became a historical turning point, because the negotiations, 
which had stalled, moved forward with greater resolve, leading to a decision to hold South 
Africa’s first all‑race elections in April of the following year. 
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Nelson Mandela was not yet president when he addressed South Africans to calm emotions 
that were threatening to explode. Yet, he was already setting the tone for the kind of 
leadership that the country needed at that moment and in the future. For Mandela, the 
critical moment of Hani’s death was at once a moment of grief and a siren call reminding 
the nation of the vision for peaceful freedom and of the opportunity for dialogue that the 
negotiations had opened up. South Africans heeded the call, although sometimes with 
difficulty, and moved forward to embrace the horizon of hope that was Mandela’s quest 
for the birth of a new country. The foundation for this quest was his vision that connection 
between former enemies was better than rekindling old hatreds. Throughout his journey to 
restore peace in South Africa, Mandela used moments of rupture as opportunities to break 
open the possibility for collective reflection, connection and restoration. He introduced a 
new language that transformed the narrative of violence in South Africa. It is no exaggeration 
to argue that in the years of Mandela’s entry into politics and the public sphere, a strong 
sense of social solidarity and national pride that united South Africans across racial lines 
began to emerge. 

Thus, the hope that Nelson Mandela inspired was grounded in the quest for South Africans 
to establish a richer sense of their identity as human beings, connected to others in the 
human community. He expanded the horizons of what is possible in human relationships 
by spearheading as part of the political negotiations a process of dialogue, fostering the 
capacity for connecting with others – including one’s adversaries – in order to confront and 
heal a past characterised by moral corruption and widespread violations of human rights. 

The need to build a world in which the Other matters is at the heart of Mandela’s ethics 
of care. The hatred and mistrust induced by the divisions of the past need not lead to 
transgenerational racial animosity whereby the younger and subsequent generations 
become carriers of hate and perpetrators of new forms of violence that play out in endless 
cycles of repetition. The pattern can be broken, the violence transformed and the intergroup 
hatred transcended. Nelson Mandela’s vision of care for the Other points us towards the 
“empathic repair” I referred to earlier in this essay, which is the language of mutuality that 
invites not only recognition of the other, but also the responsibility that calls each of us 
to participate in the rebuilding of our post‑conflict societies and to share in the vision of 
human solidarity. 

The significance of this need for connection in human relationships is captured by the 
notion of the “relational turn” in psychological research and psychoanalytic practice. 
Perhaps well‑known among these scholars of the relational turn is Judith Jordan and 
her colleagues at the Wellesley Stone Centre who concluded from their studies that the 
need and proclivity for “connection” is central to human development.9 They are correct 
in arguing for the primacy of interconnectedness, a concept of development of self in 
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interaction with others. In debunking the individualistic model of human development in 
which boundaries are created to establish a “separate self ” in human development, Jordan 
has argued that from a relational perspective a “boundary” could be conceived of as a place 
of meeting and exchange with the surrounding milieu rather than as a place of protection 
from it. She and her colleagues provide a crucial counter‑position for a problematical bias 
that has dominated psychology for too long. I would suggest that the re‑conception of 
“boundary” as “a place of meeting and exchange”, as they have argued, recognises certain 
ethical potentialities and perhaps draws attention to Martin Buber’s notion of the “vital 
reciprocity” of human relationships.10 Nelson Mandela, too, in developing the vision of 
dialogue for South Africa’s transition process, recognised the crucial significance of such 
reciprocity – that black South Africans in all their diversity of blackness (Coloured, Indian, 
African) and white South Africans had to face the past together in order to forge a shared 
future ahead. To invoke Mandela once again: 

It was during those long and lonely years that my hunger for the freedom of my own people became 
a hunger for the freedom of all people, White and Black. The oppressed and the oppressor alike are 
robbed of their humanity. I knew as well as I knew anything that the oppressor must be liberated 
just as surely as the oppressed.11

Simon Wiesenthal’s Encounter with a Dying Nazi SS Soldier

My second example is Simon Wiesenthal’s story chronicled in his book The Sunflower: 
On the Possibilities and Limits of Forgiveness. The story was about his encounter with a 
dying Nazi soldier and of his visit to the soldier’s mother after his (Wiesenthal’s) liberation 
from a Nazi concentration camp.12 Wiesenthal was a survivor of the Nazi death camps who 
dedicated his life to hunting down Nazi perpetrators and documenting the crimes they 
committed. His book The Sunflower recounts the story of his encounter when he was a camp 
inmate with a dying SS soldier who asked for his forgiveness. In the book, Wiesenthal also 
describes his search for the home of the SS soldier and meeting his mother. Wiesenthal’s 
book has paved the way for us to explore the question of what it means to be human in the 
aftermath of Nazi‑era crimes in a way that has not been possible before. He has passed on 
to our generation, the post‑Holocaust generation, the responsibility not simply to ponder 
the question of whether he was right or wrong not to forgive Karl the SS man, but rather 
to reflect on the question of what it means to be human in the wake of absolute evil. His 
book is unique in that his account reveals the potential for human connection in even 
the most unspeakably tragic circumstances. These extraordinarily human moments are 
captured in Wiesenthal’s narration of a conversation he had with Karl’s mother. At one 
point in his account of meeting the mother of the Nazi soldier, Wiesenthal tells readers 
that he could not shatter “this broken woman’s image of her son as a ‘good boy’. ”  “I took my 
leave,” Wiesenthal writes, “without diminishing in any way the poor woman’s last surviving 
consolation – faith in the goodness of her son.”13



Moral Imagination

7

In the aftermath of the words‑defying destruction and catastrophe in which Wiesenthal’s 
loved ones were murdered, he demonstrated a sense of caring for the feelings of the 
“Other” despite the deep chasm that separated their worlds. This, to me, seems to convey 
the empathy that the mother’s grief evoked in Wiesenthal. These moments in Wiesenthal’s 
encounter with Karl the mass killer allow us to explore new avenues of inquiry that bear 
relevance to the moral question that Wiesenthal articulates for us in The Sunflower. The 
profound example of Wiesenthal’s response to Karl’s mother compels us to consider the 
question of what dynamics might drive victims towards empathy and lead them to enter 
into a constructive encounter with an Other who is responsible for their pain and loss even 
when their internal moral compass points towards its inappropriateness and the Other 
seems morally undeserving.

Wiesenthal walked away from Karl’s deathbed without responding to the dying man’s plea. 
Yet, he continued to wrestle with his decision to keep his silence and to walk away long 
after the SS soldier’s death. The fact that his response – or lack thereof – led to a relentless 
reflection on the question of whether he did the right thing decades after his encounter with 
the young SS man suggests that the dying Karl’s words affected him. Wiesenthal informs 
readers that the dying Nazi soldier “challenged my heart and my mind”.14 This is what struck 
me the most about Wiesenthal’s story when I first read it. He did not respond with the kind 
of revulsion that might be expected after meeting a person who has committed “radical 
evil” in Hannah Arendt’s turn of phrase and dismiss the encounter with Karl as one that 
is unworthy of any further reflection. Rather, Wiesenthal continued to engage with it and 
to challenge us to put ourselves in his shoes and for each of us to ask the profound moral 
question: What would I have done? 

A question often raised by scholars and religious leaders, who have been invited to participate 
in the seminars organised around Wiesenthal’s dilemma, concerns whether Karl the SS man 
cared for Wiesenthal as an individual who had lost loved ones. The discussion of this issue 
has led some to conclude that Karl’s quest was a selfish one, because he seemed to see 
Wiesenthal as “anonymous other” – the Jew that he had asked the nurse to find. 

At the same time, however, one could argue that Karl recognised that Jewish people suffered 
the Nazi machinery of destruction collectively and that the crime he committed was a 
crime directed at Jews as a people. Therefore, it may be significant that Karl asked the nurse 
to call “a Jew”. It seems to me that if he wanted only forgiveness he could have asked God 
to forgive him. Seeking connection with a living human victim, however, seems to suggest 
a desire for something else that went beyond forgiveness. I suggest that this something else 
was a hopeless hope to “repair” the irreparable legacy of brokenness he was about to leave 
behind. Like remorse, his was an act of accountability, facing his guilt and recognising that 
his actions caused a rupture in the human community beyond repair. This does not mean 
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an absence of “self‑serving” intentions – I see remorse as both self‑ and other‑serving goals. 
It is positioning the perpetrator’s reflection on his role in the past in relation to the victim’s 
pain, seeking not to deny or erase that role, but rather to confront it to see the evidence of 
his deeds in the victim’s human face and to be affected by it. 

Yet, more than remorse, Karl the SS officer wanted confirmation of his human “being‑ness”. 
In other words, he needed a witness to guide him towards a state of being present among 
human beings. His last wish, I argue, was granted. More than seven decades after Karl asked 
Wiesenthal to forgive him, he continued to live in Wiesenthal’s memory not as one of the 
evil SS officers who died in German army hospitals, but as Karl who challenged a Jew’s heart 
and mind with his words of repentance for many decades to come. His story, chronicled 
by Wiesenthal as its only witness, is a poignant one – the message equally poignant – as 
it continues to pose the difficult questions about the limits of our imagination when it 
comes to forging relations with former enemies in the aftermath of violent histories, and 
how we might reclaim our sense of being human in the aftermath of unspeakable crimes 
against humanity. 

How could we deepen our understanding of the message of The Sunflower? While victim 
and perpetrator are separated by their historical pasts, their past at the same time also 
connects them, opening up a potential space for the emergence of unexpected human 
moments. The next example illustrates this point.

Forgiving Her Mother’s Killer 

The final example is from an encounter between a young woman and her mother’s killer 
during which she reaches out to him with forgiveness. Marcia Khoza was only five when 
her mother Portia Shabangu was killed in 1989 in Swaziland by Eugene de Kock and his 
men when De Kock was head of the apartheid government’s notorious “covert operations” 
security police unit. De Kock, who came to be known as the apartheid government’s “Chief 
Assassin,”15 appeared before the Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) to testify 
about his crimes. He was granted amnesty for some of the crimes, but was serving two 
life terms in prison for crimes for which he did not receive amnesty, when Khoza visited 
him. At the end of the visit, Khoza left De Kock a book on forgiveness in which she had 
written the words: “I have been hurt and had a rough childhood without my mother, since 
12 February 1989 … I freely and fully forgive you, and I am ready to help others to heal.” 

What does it mean to face the man who killed her mother and to ask him questions about 
the killing? What did forgiving De Kock do for her – and for De Kock? What does it mean 
to forgive a man who in the collective consciousness of South Africans is the embodiment 
of the evil of the apartheid system? Khoza shared her responses to these questions at a 
public conversation event I had co‑organised at the University of the Free State.16 
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“I had this deep void of emptiness,” Khoza said. “I carried so much anger to protect myself 
from falling into the abyss.” Empowered by knowing the story of her mother’s killing and 
finally finding “the missing puzzle in the jigsaw of my life”, as she described the experience, 
Khoza was able to mourn and to begin a new journey with her trauma. In recounting 
the story of her meeting with De Kock, she spoke about how the experience of hearing 
about her mother’s last moments and other details about her killing brought her close to 
her mother as if she were present at the site of the crime. Yet, at the same time, meeting 
De Kock made it possible for her to transcend – and not necessarily to forget – the pain 
that she always felt whenever she thought about her mother. She could empathise with him 
and his longing for his sons whom he told her he had not seen for more than twenty years. 

I asked her what was most memorable about the meeting with De Kock. She described a 
moment towards the end of the visit when she became conscious of her knees touching 
De Kock’s under the narrow table across which they sat from each other in the prison. She 
was drawing closer and closer to him with each response he gave to her many questions, 
listening to the words, yet also listening to his “inner voice”. At one point, she said, “I realised 
that our noses were almost touching, and that we were breathing the same air.”

“Breathing the same air” is an ordinary statement, yet the extraordinary meaning it conveys, 
transcends Marcia Khoza’s story and enters the realm of human affairs. The statement 
brings into focus the emergent possibilities that are at the heart of these dialogic processes 
of restorative justice. In societies emerging from violent conflict like South Africa where 
victims, perpetrators, bystanders and beneficiaries of oppressive regimes live in the same 
country and sometimes as neighbours, creating the space for such dialogue is an imperative. 

As a metaphor, the notion of “breathing the same air” challenges the very concept of 
forgiveness. In considering encounters between survivors and perpetrators of gross human 
rights violations, what is perhaps necessary is shifting the lens from a focus on forgiveness 
and reconciliation (concepts that imply a goal) to “experience” (complicated, enigmatic, 
muddy, elusive and unpredictable) because I think that much of what happens in these 
encounters remains implicit and the word “forgiveness” falls short of adequately capturing 
this complexity at the heart of human connection. 

Conclusion: Empathic Repair and the Spirit of Ubuntu
In this essay, I have tried to show how the three stories outlined above reveal to us a vision 
of moral imagination that may indeed inspire a new generation of leaders to become change 
agents by cultivating compassion for the other, even for one’s enemy. 

In this regard, I would like to argue that at the centre of this empathic human connection 
illustrated by these examples is “love” of humanity and that the concept and spirit of Ubuntu 
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encapsulates this expression of love. This is a deep sense of caring for the other that is 
understood to be deeply embedded in most traditional African societies. It is worth noting 
that the post‑amble of the South African Interim Constitution of 1993 which outlined the 
guidelines for the establishment of the TRC included a reference to “the need for Ubuntu”. 
This clearly conveyed a particular orientation for the work of the TRC, one that was specific 
to the South African social and cultural context. The concept of Ubuntu is an ethic based 
on the understanding that one’s subjectivity is inextricably intertwined with that of others 
in one’s community. From the perspective of Ubuntu, all people are valued as part of the 
human community and worthy of being so recognised. This entails not blind acceptance 
of others no matter what they do, but rather an orientation of openness to others and 
a reciprocal caring that fosters a sense of solidarity. Ubuntu is often associated with the 
concept of self, “I am because we are”, which stands in contrast to the Cartesian “I think, 
therefore I am.” While recognising the role of the individual, Ubuntu values a sense of 
solidarity with others – the individual always in relation – rather than individual autonomy. 

It seems to me, however, that the meaning of Ubuntu is best captured in the isiXhosa 
expression Umntu ngumntu ngabanye abantu. Literally translated, this means, “A person 
is a person through being witnessed by, and engaging in reciprocal witnessing of other 
persons,” or “A person becomes a human being through the multiplicity of relationships with 
others.” The meaning conveyed by the expression is twofold. First, subjectivity depends on 
being witnessed; the richness of subjectivity flows from interconnectedness with the wider 
community and from the reciprocal caring and complementarity of human relationships. 
Second, the phrase conveys the kind of reciprocity that calls on people to be ethical subjects. 
Mutual recognition is fundamental to being a fellow human being, a relational subject in the 
context of community. A person with Ubuntu “is open and available to others, is affirming 
to others … My humanity caught up, is inextricably bound up, in yours.”17

Only a few years after the passing of Nelson Mandela in December 2013, the need to return 
to his vision in South Africa remains clear. The killings of striking mineworkers by the 
South African police, the ongoing violence against girls and women, violent demonstrations 
against poor service delivery in black people’s residential areas across South Africa, the 
ever‑widening gap between rich and poor and the massive corruption at the highest level 
of government are all examples of the kind of “watershed moment” that Nelson Mandela 
referred to when he addressed South Africans after Chris Hani’s murder. South Africa 
is a troubled country. But South Africa is not alone in experiencing a troubled state of 
the nation. Recently, the United States has been confronted with statements made by its 
president which threaten to shatter America’s foundation of democracy and the very notion 
of global human rights. As some of us respond with outrage to the terrible things that 
happen in our countries, we may wish to remember Mandela’s call “to use our pain, our 
grief, and our outrage” to reconnect with our common humanity and instead of becoming 
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stuck in despair, “to move forward” and find meaning and inspiration in the richness of the 
lessons he left behind. His is a call to citizens of the world to march in step on the path that 
leads to hope – hope that our shared vision of compassion and empathy for the suffering of 
the other will lead us on the path of moral imagination – to care enough to do something 
about the structures that continue to fuel hate and violence in the various spaces we inhabit. 
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Introduction
The 2016 #EndRapeCulture campaign in Stellenbosch was marked by two striking 
occasions. One evening in April 2016, the fire alarms went off at 2.00 a.m. across campus 
in order to signal the message that the student community would no longer be silent about 
their fellow students being raped, as in the case of the student who was raped outside the 
Harmony residence that triggered this protest.1

And, at the Woordfees in March 2016, a group of young women drew even further 
attention to this matter by, in the spirit of the Ukraine group Femen, appearing topless 
at one of the events, clearly communicating that their bodies, even though naked, are not 
for trespassing.2

These two examples of public protest did well to spark public debate of the ongoing reality 
of sexual violence. However, as an educator who regularly teaches on topics pertaining to 
gender-based violence, also in biblical studies courses such as the Hebrew Bible Prophets, 
I am of the opinion that such public protest should be supplemented with sustained 
conversations in classrooms, churches and other places where people are gathered to learn 
about the rampant reality of sexual violence that truly is a global phenomenon. Over the 
years, I have found that stories that narrate the reality of sexual violence are a powerful 
pedagogical tool for raising awareness regarding the problem of rape that is indeed systemic 
in nature. Moreover, as evident in the public protest regarding #EndRapeCulture, some 
students are well aware of the reality of sexual violence that has sparked these protests; 
however, the classroom conversations generated by these rape narratives provide them 
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with  the opportunity to collectively grapple with the extent of the problem, as well as 
consider creative avenues for resistance and transformative change to occur. For the purpose 
of this essay, I want to do two things. In the first instance, I will give some attention to the 
question of why stories, both ancient and modern, are so helpful when teaching on sexual 
violence. In this regard, recent developments on trauma hermeneutics offer an important 
heuristic device in reading the biblical text in a way that does justice to contemporary 
concerns of pain and suffering. In the second instance, this essay will consider the potential 
of a biblical story that is not a typical “rape text”, the story of what Wilda Gafney creatively 
has called the “trafficked princesses”3 as narrated in Jeremiah 40-44 for teaching the subject 
of sexual violence. 

Read through the lens of feminist critical and postcolonial biblical interpretation, this quite 
minor story of the daughters of King Zedekiah who had been taken hostage by the renegade 
leader Ishmael and then passed along like pawns from one group of leaders to the next 
draws our attention to the myriad of ways in which women in particular are vulnerable, 
especially in the context of war and forced migration. This essay proposes that stories like 
the one of the “trafficked princesses” in Jeremiah 40-44 hold great promise in helping raise 
awareness about the reality of sexual violence in many communities around the world, 
and especially in the context of migration and the recent refugee crisis. I propose that 
stories – both ancient and modern – that reflect the trauma of sexual violence are vital in 
the broader task of teaching students about the reality of sexual violence and particularly 
the systemic nature thereof, as well as the creative possibilities of female agency within 
dignity-denying circumstances. 

Art/Trauma/Representation
Trauma hermeneutics has helped us understand the integral link between trauma and art 
as means of survival for individuals and communities who find themselves in situations of 
extreme duress. With regard to the biblical prophets, Louis Stulman writes that a book such 
as Jeremiah can be considered “meaning-making art” that serves the purpose of helping 
traumatised individuals and groups to make sense of their suffering.4 He describes how 
prophetic literature turned trauma survivors into artists of sorts, active meaning-makers 
who were in the process of mapping out meaning in contexts of radical suffering.5 

By means of poetry, throbbing with raw emotion and pain, as well as the few rather 
convoluted narratives reflecting multiple layers of trauma and suffering, the authors of the 
prophetic books sought to capture something of the violence the community had lived 
through.6 As Stulman writes, “This ancient artistic expression refuses to deny the atrocities 
of war; it protests and dissents.”7 This is “art for the sake of communal survival; art that 
defies, not denies, the wreckage of its times”.8 
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But beyond its important function to help trauma victims face what had happened to them, 
these examples of “textual art” represent and honour the victims of the terrifying violence 
that the community had lived through in a unique fashion.9 Indeed, as Stulman has well 
said, “Art steps forward on behalf of victims of unspeakable violence. Art steps forward to 
imagine a world in and through and beyond the traumatic violence.”10

This act of representing trauma in the form of art furthermore serves as a means by which 
we as readers can bridge the vast divide in space and time that exists between our own 
context and that of the biblical writers so many centuries ago. Daniel Smith-Christopher 
poignantly writes about this imaginary link between then and now that is fostered by means 
of a shared understanding of the reality and effects of trauma thus: “Or we can pause – and 
deal with our human temptation to reach across the centuries to the writer of a work like 
this and put our hand on their shoulder and simply ask, “Are you OK?”11 Smith-Christopher 
notes that the reason for this empathetic gesture is the suspicion “that many of the writers 
of the Bible are not ‘ok’, and part of our task is to think together about what this means”.12 

Indeed, by means of our encounter with textual art that seeks to represent the traumatic 
events of the past, we become, as Smith-Christopher has argued, “‘secondary witnesses’ to 
the suffering of others in both the ancient and modern world”.13

A good example of this blurring of time and space, which is described by Else Holt as an 
act of “making past time present”,14 is to be found in the story that tells of the reflections 
of a descendant of a Holocaust survivor as he visited Auschwitz with which she starts her 
article on “Trauma, Cultural Memory and Gender”. This young man reminisces as follow: 

Today we go to Auschwitz. By the time we enter, I have changed from being a ‘surviving grandson’ 
to being equal, arriving at the gates from the past in the past. Only now can I finally die with Josef, 
Dora, and my father Hans. Later as I walk back through the camp entrance at Birkenau, I am reborn, 
in my present life. As witness, not as survivor.15

Actually, this ability of art to forge a connection with viewers from other times and places in 
terms of the representation of trauma that evokes a measure of emphatic understanding is 
illuminated in a fascinating article on Art/Trauma/Representation by Pollock who considers 
“the performative process in artwork, that takes, and indexes, its own time and creates a 
new space of encounter”.16 This “virtual encounter” facilitated by the artistic expression of 
an individual or group from a long time ago and in a different corner of the world serves, 
according to Pollock, as a “transsubjective borderlinking with its own known and unknown 
others, its own and others’ histories, its own sensitivities to the world”.17 By means of the 
“aesthetic encounter”, the reader/viewer is transported “into other spaces and times in an 
equally affecting way which can only resonate in [the reader] because of the specificities” 
he/she brings to the artwork. Moreover, Pollock notes that a particular artistic expression 
may resonate on some unconscious level with the reader/viewer that might not have been 
evident before.18
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This “transsubjective borderlinking” is well illustrated in the story with which Holt ends 
her article. She writes how another Jewish youth, when he was looking at a display of shoes 
from some of the Holocaust victims in Majdanek, looked down at his own shoes and, upon 
seeing that the shoes on display did not look that much different from his own, concludes, 
“It seems as though every shoe here is my shoe.”19 

With regard to this ability of stories as expressions of textual art to both represent trauma 
and forge a connection across time and space in an aesthetic encounter that creates new 
levels of awareness and insight, in the following section, we will look at one particular story 
that narrativises the plight of a group of migrant women who are passed along from one 
renegade leader to another and the potential it holds to speak about the ongoing reality of 
sexual violation.

Trafficked Princesses
The story of the Trafficked Princesses – as Wilda Gafney so intriguingly calls these royal 
princesses in Jeremiah 40-44 – is embedded in a much larger story of violence and murder. 
In the first 39 chapters of the Book of Jeremiah, the reality and the effects of the Babylonian 
invasion and exile are captured in some of the most graphic and brutally honest poetic 
images as the traumatised prophet representing the traumatised people seeks to come to 
terms with the devastating calamity. In Jeremiah 40-43, an episodic narrative is told that 
outlines some greatly traumatic events that transpire in the aftermath of the Babylonian 
attacks. One reads in Jeremiah 40 of the shocking events of the assassination of the newly 
appointed Governor Gedaliah, who in Mizpah had sheltered some members of the royal 
household, including a number of Judean princesses. The assassination of the governor and 
his officials by the renegade leader Ishmael is followed by the so-called “Mizpah massacre” 
that saw the ruthless murder of eighty survivors from the towns of Shechem, Shiloh and 
Samaria who had arrived wounded and humiliated in Mizpah after the Babylonian invasion. 

These eighty men who were so brutally slain had travelled to Mizpah in order to bring 
grain offerings and incense to the temple of the Lord; hence, turning to God amidst their 
great anguish. Outside of the city, a seemingly concerned Ishmael came forth to greet them 
(cf. the reference to Ishmael weeping in Jer 41:6). After inviting the weary travellers into the 
city to “meet” Gedaliah (whom the reader knows has been murdered!), Ishmael proceeds to 
slaughter them, throwing their bodies into a deep cistern. 

It is at this point of the narrative, in a context of terrifying violence and mass killing, that 
we encounter the story of the Judean princesses. After the massacre at Mizpah, Ishmael 
continues his rule of terror by taking captive the survivors, including the king’s daughters, 
and sending them into exile to Ammon (Jer 41:10). 
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The plight of these royal princesses does not end here though. They are passed along to yet 
another military leader Johanan who, upon hearing about the terrible things Ishmael had 
done (Jer 41:11), together with his men goes to fight against Ishmael. This military offensive 
proves successful when Johanan manages to free all the people that Ishmael had taken 
into captivity. 

On the one hand, one could view Johanan as the great liberator who has led all the people – 
the soldiers, women, children and eunuchs who had been taken hostage by Ishmael – out 
of captivity. However, when viewed from the perspective of the trafficked princesses, we see 
that once again these women have no voice and no choice as they are being passed along 
from one male leader to the next. They inadvertently end up in Egypt – the place where the 
“liberator” Johanan leads all the men, women and children, including the Royal Princesses 
who survived the massacre at Mizpah (Jer 43:4-7). This reference to Egypt is rather ironic 
given that in the book of Exodus, Egypt was precisely the place of captivity from where the 
liberator Moses had led the people.20 In contrast to Jeremiah 40:4-6, when Jeremiah still 
had some measure of agency and was offered the choice as to where he would like to go, 
in Jeremiah 43:6, the prophet, together with Baruch, is taken along to Egypt clearly against 
his will (cf. Jeremiah’s fierce critique against the group going to Egypt in Jer 42:10-22). How 
much more is this lack of agency true in the case of the trafficked princesses who also find 
themselves as migrants in a foreign land? 

Now this very minor story of a group of women who, like the objects that their society 
deemed them to be, are passed along from one leader to the next could quite easily be 
missed. However, the hidden story of the plight of the trafficked princesses actually offers 
a great example of a text that, if read through a distinctive lens focusing on the trauma 
represented by the text, demonstrates the ability of stories to forge a common connection 
rooted in a shared sense of suffering. This story narrates not only the trauma of the ongoing 
reality of the damaging effects of empire and the power struggles that followed in its wake, 
but also the conceivable reality of sexual violation. In this regard, Gafney reads this story 
through the lens of the #BlackLivesMatter and #SayHerName campaigns connecting the 
pain many black women in the United States continue to experience by being overlooked 
or only regarded in terms of their sexual value with the plight of these unnamed/unnoticed 
princesses who have been passed along from one leader to another. She seeks to give back 
to each of these women some sense of dignity by “saying her name”.21

Also Christl Maier reads this story in the context of migration specifically in terms of the 
so-called refugee crisis in Germany. She argues that in light of the watershed events of 
3-4 September 2015 when Germany and Austria opened their borders, the great number of 
despondent refugees who entered Germany – the country of their hopes and dreams – in 
search of a place of safety and security for themselves and their families has much in 
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common with the group of refugees who after the Mizpah massacre sought a safe haven in 
Egypt. She writes: “Both stories narrate situations after or during war where some people 
flee to a foreign land out of fear for their life and because they see no future for themselves 
in their country of origin.”22

Both Maier’s focus on the plight of the refugees and Gafney’s emphasis on the “trafficked 
princesses” serve to show how narratives that come from a very different time and place are 
able to speak to individuals and communities – in Pollock’s words, an act of “transsubjective 
borderlinking”. I propose that such an interpretative act may help contemporary readers to 
ponder the reality and the effects of sexual violence. In the following section, four themes 
will be highlighted that might be conducive to a conversation on sexual violence today.

Transsubjective Borderlinking
In the first instance, we see how the hidden story of the trafficked princesses as told in 
Jeremiah  40-44 encourages us to “wit(h)ness” the trauma of those women to continue 
to experience violation and objectification. This story thus draws our attention to the 
vulnerable bodies of women who are objectified, sexualised and commoditised then, but 
sadly still, to this day, in all corners of the world. The fact that one has to look harder and 
deeper to notice this particular story of sexual violation hidden away in Jeremiah 40-44 
is a good exercise to also be intentional in looking for those stories of women’s violation 
that as a rule are overlooked and disregarded. To notice the hidden stories of women’s 
violation that often get lost in the wars of men in the biblical texts encourages us to be more 
conscious in finding stories of the violation experienced by female migrants that are not 
always brought to light. 

A good example in this regard are the stories that document the sexual violation of female 
migrants who similarly disappear among the deluge of stories outlining the plight of the 
so-called refugee crisis in Europe that in particular has hit Syrian refugees hard. In terms 
of what has been called the “feminisation of migration”, Laura Tennenhouse shows the 
myriad of ways in which women are especially vulnerable as migrants.23 In this regard, 
Tennenhouse cites the work of Katrin Bennhold who highlights the constant threat of 
abuse from male family members, sexual assault and rape experienced by female refugees. 
One refugee named Samar talks of the way in which women’s voices are drowned out, 
how “everyone knows that there are two ways of paying smugglers … with money or with 
your body”.24 Samar herself, after their family’s funds ran out, was sold by her husband and 
repeatedly raped in order to pay for her family’s safe passage to Europe.25 This reality of 
female migrants’ bodies serving as commodities often negotiated by male family members 
in order to ensure the survival of the family is eerily reminiscent of the plight of the trafficked 
princesses and the objectification they experienced during their journey to Egypt.
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Second, the story of the trafficked princesses as told in Jeremiah 40-44 draws our attention 
to the systemic nature of sexual violence. The story that narrates the denial of the women’s 
agency and voice and conceivably also of sexual violation by their captors is embedded 
in a larger multi-levelled story of systemic violence. This group that gathers at Mizpah 
has survived a most brutal display of imperial violence during the Babylonian invasion. 
At Mizpah, these victims/survivors are not safe, but are rather subjected to a further 
display of violence – this time at the hand of their own people. In some ways, the events 
narrated in Jeremiah 40-44, including the assassination of Gedaliah, the brutal murder of 
the survivors from the Babylonian invasion and the forced removal of the people of Mizpah 
to the Ammonites is a double blow, because the violation does not come from external 
imperial forces. It comes from fellow Judeans who are vying for power in the aftermath of 
the disaster. 

This situation is all the more troubling, because it seemed as if things were just starting 
to get better again, especially with the survivors taking the first steps to reconnect with 
life and to return home by engaging in such ordinary acts, as looking for food and eating 
together, that serve as an important part of the arduous process of recovering from trauma 
(Jer 40:10-12). Just when people thought the worst to be over, just when they had resumed 
religious activities such as going to the temple to worship God and conceivably give thanks 
to God for surviving the war (Jer 41:5), violence erupts once more with brutal force.

Things today are no different. Women continue to have to fend off threats not only from 
outside, but also from within. Tennenhouse shows, for instance, how for many migrant 
women, it is their own fathers and husbands who themselves had been the victims of 
violence who are responsible for the violation.26 And one does not have to look too far to 
see how this multi-levelled systemic nature of sexual violence extends throughout our own 
society from the home to the workplace, in townships and in affluent neighbourhoods – 
irrespective of colour or creed.

Third, the plight of the “trafficked princesses” and, in particular, their lack of agency and 
lack of voice, mirrors the utter inability of trauma victims in general to speak about what 
they have experienced. Kathleen O’Connor writes that “victims can rarely speak adequately 
about traumatic violence because memories of violence keep overwhelming them. 
Language fractures and breaks down so people are unable to express their experiences, 
leaving them bereft and isolated”.27 In this regard, a story like the one of the trafficked 
princesses in Jeremiah 40-44 may conceivably help victims of trauma both then and now 
to speak about the reality and the effects of violence. It is exactly through the medium of 
art that such representations may gently help to ease victims into speaking about their 
violation. O’Connor says this beautifully:

This early process of symbol-making is a delicate one because literal retellings of traumatic events 
can call forth recurring memories of the original violence and re-traumatize victims, who then remain 
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stuck in the recurring memories of the violence. To protect victims from being overwhelmed again 
by memories and to expose them gently, slowly, and partially to the violence they have endured, 
language has to be flexible, allusive, and evocative.28

Ironically, it is thus exactly the absence of the trafficked princesses’ voices coupled with a 
profound lack of agency quite similar to the plight of the prophet Jeremiah and his scribe 
Baruch that serves a symbolic function that represents the suffering of the people as a 
whole. As Elizabeth Boase notes with regard to the portrayal of Daughter Jerusalem in 
the book of Lamentations, it is “the body of the woman” that is “represent[ing] the body 
of those who suffer”.29 In the book of Lamentations, but also in this story of the trafficked 
princesses as told in the book of Jeremiah, one could thus say that embodied language is 
used in order to foster a sense of communal identity. Boase proposes that,

Naming suffering through the use of culturally familiar, embodied metaphors helps to bridge isolation 
… We experience the world in our bodies. Evoking bodies connects us to other bodies. The language 
and metaphors help re-member the body, to bring back together the communal body by the naming 
of shared experience.30

In this way, one finds that stories that narrate the sexual violation of a group of women 
serve as a means for the community as a whole to deal with their pain.31 This said, one 
should immediately point out the difficulties with this rhetorical strategy as it once again 
offers evidence of how women’s broken, violated bodies are used for a purpose beyond 
their own selves.32 And yet, from across the divide of time and space, the trauma of another 
implores us in an ethical moment to do something to prevent others from suffering a 
similar fate as well. 

Finally, even amidst this story that narrates the objectification of a group of women who are 
utterly silenced and almost erased, we do find some signs of resistance that speak of agency 
in spite of oppression. Both Gafney and Maier read the reference in Jeremiah 44:18-19 of 
the women worshiping the Queen of Heaven as a sign of religious independence. Gafney 
points out that this group of women, presumably the trafficked princesses of Jeremiah 41-43 
included, could be understood as an important sign of women reclaiming their agency by 
worshipping a deity that is more reflective of their experience.33

Actually, the fact that these migrants worshipped at all is a sign of recovery. O’Connor 
writes that victims of trauma quite often “lose faith and trust in institutions, traditions, 
and in God. After disaster, beliefs that once supported life break down in a vacuum devoid 
of meaning”.34 Hence, when the women in particular are singled out for re-engaging in 
religious activities, it is a sure sign that they are well enough to once more participate in 
sense-making activities in their new home. In this regard, Maier writes that, 

In their speech, the women positively link themselves, to the customs of their ancestors and the 
time before the fall of Jerusalem. They explain their current misfortune with the neglect of a female 
deity, the veneration of which involved the whole family as stated in Jer 7:18 … Children gather 
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wood, fathers kindle fire, women knead dough to make cakes for the Queen of Heaven. Thus they 
resort to a religious practice that they think is beneficial for their life.35 

This account of worshipping the Queen of Heaven in Jeremiah 44 is a compelling example 
of the difference between the official and popular religion that quite often also has been 
linked to a gender differentiation in the biblical text (Jer 7:18). But without drawing moral 
judgements on the merits of their religious expressions, it is important to recognise the 
clear signs of female agency that serve as a unique expression of women’s experience that 
often tends to be demonised. For instance, in this text as also earlier in Jeremiah, all the 
blame is placed on women who are scapegoated for all that went wrong (Jer 2-3). However, 
viewed from another perspective that is intentional about honouring the women’s religious 
activities as a sign of their agency and equality, the prophet and the book of Jeremiah’s 
overall goal to try and make sense of the senseless so as to bring order once more into a 
tumultuous world, the worship of the Queen of Heaven can be said to be an attempt by 
individuals to control their world, deeply believing that their failure to worship the Queen 
of Heaven is the cause for all of the suffering they had lived through (Jer 44:17-19). 

Conclusion
The case of the trafficked princesses that is hidden away in the book of Jeremiah tells us 
something that many of us know all too well in our bodies and psyches. Women’s ways in a 
man’s world are never simple and straightforward, but rather quite complex and sometimes 
even painful, to say the least. Even despite the gains we have made – and there are many 
– we are left at times without voice and with a limited or diminished sense of agency. 
However, the fact that we can connect with stories that represent in art the painful struggles 
of women, both real and imagined, both recent and from a long time ago, is testimony to 
the fact that we are able to put our experiences into words so as to share our stories with 
trusted confidants who offer a safe space. From this place, this “homeplace” in bell hooks’36 
words, we become whole again and strong again in order to, with courage and conviction, 
continue to work for a world where violence is no more. 

It is precisely this point of “transsubjective borderlinking” that offers a point of connection 
between our situation and the world reflected in the text that makes stories, both ancient 
and modern, such a helpful pedagogical tool when teaching on sexual violence. The biblical 
story of the suffering and violation the “trafficked princesses” in Jeremiah 40-44 experienced, 
in an indirect way may help students see the truth of their own situation, helping them to 
grow in insight regarding the reality of sexual violence in contexts near and far that quite 
often can be said to be systemic in nature. Moreover, as evident in the #EndRapeCulture 
protests, more and more individuals and groups turn to public protest, saying a loud and 
clear “No” to all instances of gender-based violence.
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Introduction
Africa’s girl children are suffering under the continual and relentless scourge of rape and 
sexual assault. Not only are young women being raped in alarmingly great numbers, but 
fear from being “raped” a second time by the criminal justice system is responsible for the 
fact that only an estimated one in 20 rape cases is reported with very few reported cases 
ending in conviction.2 One of the reasons for this pandemic that not only violates our young 
girls, but also keeps other women in a state of fear, is the prevalence of a long tradition of 
rape myths that have permeated the legal system as well as society. 

In this essay, I propose that education, particularly in a school setting, is vital to help 
stop the tide of gender-based violence. In conversation with insights from scholars like 
Catherine MacKinnon and in our South African context Louise du Toit, I argue that it is 
very important for high school children to come to understand rape as having the same 
devastating effects on a person as torture. A redefinition of rape as torture will make it 
possible to challenge misguided attitudes amongst our students that tend to view crimes 
committed against women as insignificant, petty and irrelevant. I show in this essay how 
biblical stories that narrate rape such as the one told of the gang rape and murder of the 
Levite’s concubine in Judges 19, as well as contemporary dramas like Karoo Moose that tells 
the story of the rape of a 15-year-old heroine, Thozama, may serve as important pedagogical 
tools, which on the one hand could help students realise the effect of rape on individual 
victims but also on communities as a whole, and on the other hand strengthen students’ 
ability to recognise and confront sexual violence. 
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The Problem of Rape in Schools
It is not easy to obtain exact statistics on incidents of gender-based violence, particularly in 
a school setting. The apathy and antagonism of the police and legal authorities particularly 
regarding black women during the apartheid era, still prevents some women from reporting 
these crimes. In addition, many women and girls fear reprisals, social stigma and ostracism 
from their families and communities if they dare to report an act of gender violence. 

In the title of her 2015 book on rape in the South African context, Pumla Dineo Gqola 
describes rape as “A South African Nightmare”.3 Indeed South Africa has been labelled 
as the rape capital of the world with one of the highest numbers of rape incidents per 
capita.4 Rape permeates every part of a women’s life and, although we condemn it, it is 
still evident. There is something entrenched in the fabric of our society that has not been 
addressed properly.

Next to the family, the most important institution in a young child’s life is the school. 
On average a child spends seven hours a day at school. The school is meant to be a safe 
space for all, but the reality is that many South African girls encounter sexual violence and 
harassment at schools on a daily basis. A study conducted by Community Information, 
Education and Transparency Africa found that one in every three Johannesburg schoolgirls 
had experienced sexual violence at school. Of these, only 36% of the girls said they had 
reported the episode to someone.5

Despite the claim that gender-based violence is rife in South African schools, there are no 
national studies that have calculated the precise extent of the problem. Statistics on sexual 
violence against children are vague, yet there are indications that shed light on the problem. 
One such example is Childline6 that notes a 400% increase in the number of reported 
cases of child sexual abuse over the past ten years.7 Adding to this grim figure, the Crime 
Information Analysis Centre of the South African Police Service stated that the three most 
common crimes committed against children were rape, attempted rape and assault with 
the intent to do grievous harm.

Human Rights Watch reports that girls are being attacked in school toilets, in empty 
classrooms and hallways, in hostel rooms and on the playground. These findings suggest 
that the girls interviewed by the Human Rights Watch feel at risk to be attacked practically 
in any place on the school grounds and at any time. Some of these girls interviewed by the 
Human Rights Watch described being persistently harassed by boys in their schools. The 
harassment ranges from being touched inappropriately to actual rape and many of these 
cases are reported to take place in plain sight of the teacher.8 

From personal observations, I can confirm the claims made by these girls. Being the deputy 
principal at a local school, I am responsible for most of the discipline procedures in our 
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school. To mention only one of the many cases that I had to deal with: On one occasion, a 
teacher was assisting a 12-year-old boy with extra Mathematics. He suggested to the teacher 
that he would do all his work if she would show her breasts to him. The teacher explained 
why this is not appropriate and left the class to make a few copies at which time the boy 
started masturbating in class in front of a classmate. When this matter was discussed with 
the boy’s father, he casually noted that he had done the same to one of his cousins. 

Already in Primary School the alarm is being raised. Children as young as nine are playing a 
game called “Rape, rape,” in which schoolboys imitate rape with girls whom they chase and 
catch. During the game the girls are given a chance to run away from the boys, but when 
the girl is caught, the boy pins her down on the ground and simulates rape for up to twenty 
seconds. Games like these make rape seem normal and desensitise young children to the 
horror of rape.9 

In an article titled “Grade 2 boys gang rape girl (8)” in the The Daily Sun on Thursday 
20 August 2015, we see just how widespread the problem of sexual violence is in schools 
with even very young children being targeted. It was reported that Grade  2 students 
watched how a girl was “gang raped” by boys aged seven to ten at a primary school in 
Vosloorus. After the teacher left the classroom, a ten-year-old boy ordered the girl to lie 
down and then six of them raped her. The boys forced her to open her legs by stabbing her 
with pens and pencils. 

Schools ought to be an environment for safe learning, offering an education and an 
opportunity to instil respect for human rights. However, as Burton rightly points out, “there 
is increasing concern within South Africa that primary and secondary schools are the sites 
of widespread violence.” According to research done by the Human Rights Watch, one of 
the most fundamental challenges to learning for many learners is the risk of violence at 
school. These studies illustrate that teenage girls are predominantly susceptible to gender-
based violence in the school environment.10

The tolerance of gender-based violence in South African schools is a grave form of 
discrimination that compromises the educational opportunities, especially for girls. It is 
girls, in particular, who suffer from sexual violence and harassment in schools. School girls 
in South Africa on a regular basis are assaulted, sexually harassed, abused and even raped 
by their classmates and, in certain instances, also by their educators. 

Gender violence associated with school often results in absence from school as learners 
become too fearful to attend or students try to avoid going to school in an attempt to 
avoid the possibility of violence. This is predominantly important in a country where the 
completion rate for learners from Grade R through to Grade 12 is less than 50%. Related 
to this – and often precipitating school dropout – is that school violence often results in 
a decrease in educational performance as victims battle to focus on content and on their 
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school work in general.11 In addition to the emotional and physical consequences, sexual 
violence can also disrupt the education of students, because sexual violence often leads to 
absenteeism, underperformance and early dropout. Indeed, sexual violence in schools has 
definite social and economic consequences in South Africa as the victims of sexual violence 
have less opportunity to become economically independent.

The problem is that rape is not taken seriously enough in the context in which I teach, in 
the area where I live, in the circles which I move in, and in the society where we live. Recent 
theories of rape increasingly view rape in terms of torture and even though this topic has 
been discussed in academic circles, I am proposing that this way of speaking about rape has 
not yet trickled down to the rest of society and ought to become the norm when speaking 
about rape – also and especially in the school context in which I find myself. We must see 
rape as having the same effects on a person as torture. Rape as torture ought to become part 
of the vocabulary in our everyday discussion of rape.

Redefining Rape as Torture
Louise Du Toit12 argues that when one reads rape as torture, one will understand some 
of the elements of rape better. She, therefore, discusses four ways in which rape can be 
compared to torture. 

Fear

The first comparison between rape and torture can be seen in the way in which the instilling 
of fear or terror in a defined section of the population translates into power-political gain for 
another section of the population. The fact that women and children are scared of getting 
raped by men helps to create and maintain a gender hierarchy in South Africa. Women 
cannot be fully present in South Africa, because they walk around with the fear of possibly 
being a victim. They make choices on the basis of safety. A woman, for example, will not 
go jogging after dark, because she is too scared of becoming a victim of rape. There is little 
distinction regarding the category of women chosen for rape. No-one is safe. From a very 
young age, women are taught not to trust anyone. This influences the type of relationships 
a woman can form with other people. Women are usually hesitant, trusting of other people 
and also the goveranment. There are far too many horror stories of women being assaulted 
and raped by officers of the law. Ironically, it is the same law that is meant to protect you 
or come to your aid when you find yourself in an unsafe situation that is responsible for 
these women’s violation. As she argues, “the fact then that women are raped on a large 
and seemingly uncontrollable scale without the authorities taking a strong stand on all 
policy levels, translates for ordinary South African women into pervasive fear, systematic 
(contagious) humiliation, and incapacitation.”13
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Trauma

The second comparison between rape and torture is the fact that both rape and torture can 
be seen as a traumatic event. Du Toit argues that people are currently underplaying the 
trauma involved in a rape case, because people still see rape as something bad that happens 
to women. By doing this, people make rape a women’s issue. Rape victims – as with torture 
victims – testify that rape and torture tear apart the lived wholeness of their existence. Their 
sense of time and space is disrupted. They are aware of both a time and a space that existed 
before the rape, but view both that time and space as damaged and no longer believable. As 
argued by Du Toit: “Their self, their life story, and their bodily autonomy all become undone 
or unravelled by the rape and there is a destruction of the core attitudes necessary for 
psychological survival such as ‘basic trust’ and ‘primitive omnipotence’. ”14 Victims of rape 
and torture have to rebuild their lives. The trauma of these life-changing events captures 
the victim in an all-consuming fear and terror dictated by memories of the event. Victims 
of rape and torture typically show symptoms of post-traumatic stress disorder. The self 
of the victim is destroyed to such a point where she becomes dehumanised. The effects 
of rape and torture are not contained within the act. They distort what comes after the 
event as well. The victim of rape may believe that she was never really in control of her life 
to begin with. 

False Motive

The third comparison between rape and torture according to Du Toit is the fact that both 
acts hide behind a false motive. Findings paint the torturer as the vulnerable party with 
a need that only the victim can fulfil. In the same way, the rapist likes to see himself as 
vulnerable, because in him exists a need that was created by the woman and that only the 
woman can fulfil. “But ironically, the pretended vulnerability of both torturer and rapist 
serves also to cover up the real vulnerability or need – the actual motive for the torture 
and rape.”15 Whichever way one looks at it, the real motive for both torture and rape is 
power. The false motive for rape is ample – the legacy of apartheid, male aggression and 
militarisation of our male youth, the appearance and behaviour of women, or the violent 
culture in which we live. All of these motives have some truth hidden in them, but above 
all, men rape to feed their desire for power. 

Performance

Rape also shares with torture its sense of being a performance – with a stage, a theatre and 
a production room. Therefore, we see how the phenomenon of gang rape also relates to the 
theory of rape as torture and an act of performance. The rapist often finds it important to 
have a crowd and this idea fits in with the idea of rape as torture in which the rapist has to 
prove his manhood by inflicting pain on or humiliating his victim. If we compare rape to 
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theatre, the penis will play the role of the protagonist. Everything works together to create 
a spectacle of power. The woman’s body provides the stage and the props. Du Toit has 
rightly stated: 

If extreme bodily pain reduces the prisoner to raw bodily existence, and if his world is destroyed 
to the exact measure that his body enlarges to fill his universe, then in rape, something similar 
happens. In rape, the woman’s body comes to fill her universe and destroy her world, her body itself 
turning into her enemy and into the rapist’s weapon. Through societal prejudice about women’s 
complicity in rape, through being faced with death and complying with the rapist’s demands out of 
fear of death, and through extreme sexual humiliation, the woman or child is brought to a point of 
profound self-alienation and intense self-hatred. A rift is torn open between her will or desires, her 
deepest intentions and fears on the one hand, and her actions on the other. As in torture, the person 
being raped often loses control of her bodily functions. During and after rape and torture, victims 
experience an acute loss of control over their lives, their bodies, their voices. This loss is essentially 
a loss of world and of a prior, integrated sense of self.16

The above description by Louise du Toit is illustrated well by Alison Botha’s17 description of 
her horrific rape in her book I Have Life: 

When he finished he slithered up towards my breast and then he latched on to it like a leech. I stared 
down at him. It was an oddly disconnected moment. Here was this strange man at my breast. It 
was such a violation of my body, my personal space. I could see him doing it and it revolted me. 
He looked up, smiling at the purple ‘love-bite’ he had left behind. Then he moved up and kissed me. 
There was an over-whelming stench of nicotine. His breath was sour and he probed my mouth with 
his tongue. ‘You have the nicest fanny,’ he whispered. I was disgusted by the intimacy of his remark. 
Then he raped me. As it happened I realised that I was moist and I was horrified. I felt that my body 
had betrayed me completely.18 

Allison’s story made the headlines, because it was a brutal attack and she survived. One of 
the big issues about South Africa is that, because gender-based violence is so omnipresent, 
it usually does not make the news, unless it is exceptionally dramatic. The fact that we have 
normalised rape has caused the population to become desensitised to incidences of rape. 

Du Toit states that the fact that rape is so normal in South Africa testifies to one of the 
paradoxes at the heart of the political transition. She argues that “in a previous dispensation 
rape was justified to an extent by the legitimacy of the struggle, but now that a legitimate 
government is in place, the very same acts of rape must no longer be viewed as political 
actions”, because that would undermine the new dispensation’s claim to legitimacy and so 
they come to be treated as ‘purely personal’, criminal actions undertaken by symbolically 
marginalised individuals.19 During the apartheid struggle, a woman’s rape was justified in 
terms of the struggle. It was seen as a weapon of terror, an instrument of torture or a way in 
which one could reward a soldier, and it was done by both sides of the struggle. 

Rape is a form of torture. The rapist does not need the same tools as the torturer; he 
does not need a torture chamber and it does not even have to happen in a time of war. 
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Examinations20 of rape victims have shown that the trauma a victim of rape experiences is 
comparable to that of torture victims. Rape and torture have the same two targets: a people 
and its civilisation. Whenever a person is raped, wherever it happens and whatever form it 
takes, rape – like torture – is a crime against humanity. 

Torture becomes Terror
The word “terrorism” invokes images of religious extremists strapping a bomb to their 
chests and walking into a public place, killing numerous innocent civilians. It also invokes 
images of countries terrorising other countries, but there exists another type of terrorism, 
a terrorism that pervades our culture and that we have learned to live with as if it is the 
way it should be. Rape has come to be seen as something to be condemned, but never to be 
addressed in such a way that sees an end in sight.

Scholars like Catherine MacKinnon21 and Louise du Toit have helped us to understand that 
rape ought to be understood as a form of torture. In one respect, making the link between 
rape and torture is a conscious strategy that helps to raise the profile of a previously trivialised 
crime primarily affecting women and then to open access to remedies that were otherwise 
not available. By understanding and defining rape as torture, it is possible to counteract 
the gendered division that exists in society today. According to Claudia Card, “violence, or 
the threat of violence, against innocent civilians is the most obviously problematic feature 
generally associated with terrorism.”22 Rape, like terrorism, targets women and girls of all 
ages. The most prominent feature of these targets is their gender. When rape is a weapon, it 
is not merely a gigantic hate crime against women, but rather an act of terrorism. As we have 
seen earlier in this essay, rape controls women’s behaviour through fear. Torture, terrorism 
and rape tame their victims by relying on the debilitating effects of fear. Torture becomes 
terrorism when some are tortured to get an entire group to submit. The pervasiveness of 
rape and violence against women creates an environment of terror and the awareness that 
strangers, friends, even family members could be possible attackers. 

Teaching Rape in Schools?
How then does one address this growing problem of gender-based violence in our schools? 
In the course of this study, I have become convinced of the utmost necessity for schools 
to reach young students with specifically designed programmes that address sexual 
violence at an earlier stage before expectations and attitudes about gender relationships are 
well developed.

Nonetheless, in spite of this conviction that South African schools ought to transform 
society’s gendered standards and ideas, more often than not schools seem to mirror the 
very same gendered unequal ways of thinking and acting. 
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In addressing and attempting to eradicate gender violence in South African schools, a 
whole-school approach involving school management, teachers, pupils and the curriculum 
is necessary to guarantee that the messages are constant and reinforced by teachers and 
students as well. Teachers have the tools to be the key instruments of change. However, 
teachers are also gendered beings, and for teachers to be effective in teaching about 
sexuality, they need to understand and confront their own attitudes and experiences 
relating to gender violence. Considering that some teachers are perpetrators of abuse and 
other teachers may be victims of abuse, it is imperative that strategies to address gender 
violence in schools recognise and address experiences of teachers and pupils alike so that 
positive and joint relationships can be encouraged. 

As a religious studies educator currently working in a school context, I believe that 
literature, including biblical stories that portray the terrifying reality of rape, can serve as 
an important pedagogical tool that strengthens our ability to confront sexual violence. 

In the following section, I will show how educators can potentially use literature as a 
pedagogical tool to teach students about gender-based violence. Teachers understand all 
too well the power of fiction in order to effect change. By means of illustration, I will briefly 
introduce two examples from literature – one contemporary and one from the biblical 
witness – that may serve to create awareness among both female and male students of the 
terrorising reality of rape. Thus, we shall consider the play Karoo Moose that portrays the 
unspeakable rape of a young baby, as well as the equally horrific story told in Judges 19-21 of 
the brutal rape of the Levite’s concubine that continue into the violent abduction and rape 
of a multitude of young women. Both stories could serve as a conversation starter to help 
students see the reality of rape, to gain theoretical perspectives on rape and to empower 
students to resist rape and thereby transform a rape culture through education on gender-
based violence. Studying stories of violence against women can allow students to discuss 
probable causes and effects of violence against women.

Karoo Moose by Lara Foot Newton23

Prescribed works such as Karoo Moose can be employed by educators not only as a 
means to cover curriculum topics, but also as a way to create a platform in which the 
dialogue of gender violence can be openly discussed. The play Karoo Moose, which has been 
workshopped (a theatre-making process involving research, improvisation, discussion and 
collaborative text writing) and created by director Lara Foot Newton, tells the story of 
two families with the focus on the life of a young girl, Thozama. Thozama lives with her 
grandmother, Grace, and her two younger siblings in a remote town in the Karoo. Thozama’s 
father, Jonas Vilakazi, is an absentee father which introduces one of the underlying themes 
of the play, namely the absence of the father figure in Africa’s households. 
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The other family in the play is the Van Wyk household. Mrs Van Wyk lives with her son 
Brian. Mr Van Wyk is in an institution and we later learn that Brian’s sister committed 
suicide, because she could not overcome the fact that her father repeatedly raped her. Grace, 
the grandmother in the first family, works as a domestic worker in the Van Wyk household 
and so Foot Newton links the two households, making us aware of the prevalence of social 
problems in both families regardless of race or social class.

The father in the story, Jonas, is shown as drinking and smoking dagga with his friends. When 
he loses a bet on a soccer game, he does not have money and gives up his daughter Thozama 
as a settling prize. One of Jonas’ friends, Khola, then proceeds to rape Thozama. The response 
of the grandmother, Grace, is to wash her grandchild and tell her that she is a woman now. 

The story continues with Thozama falling pregnant with Khola’s baby and with Khola later 
also raping Thozama’s sister Quinnie. When Thozama subverts the traditional norm and 
humiliates Khola in front of the locals, Khola reacts in the most shocking way by raping 
Thozama’s baby – his own child. 

This disturbing play is one of the prescribed texts for the South African school system in 
Dramatic Arts. This play serves as the ideal platform to cultivate animated conversation 
on the reality of rape, gender roles, masculinity and the patriarchal system in establishing 
a rape culture in which violence against women is considered normal. When teaching 
this play, I have found that learners typically respond with outrage to this play, becoming 
furious with the character Jonas and the fact that Grace merely pretends that the acts of 
sexual violence in her house are not happening.

Students ask questions about the reason for rape, which thus create the ideal opportunity 
to re-teach students on the reality of rape in South Africa, utilising some of the theoretical 
perspectives included in this study. In particular, it is helpful to draw students’ attention to 
the way gender roles function in this play. For instance, Khola rapes Thozama’s baby only 
after she humiliates him in front of the villagers, thus reclaiming his power as the dominant 
party. The fact that the Van Wyk family never speak about what had happened in their 
household further demonstrates the issue of shame surrounding rape within the family 
context, which explains why so many victims are suffering without justice. 

Thozama asks her grandmother whether Mrs Van Wyk ever speaks about her daughter. 
Grace responds by saying, “No, we pretend it didn’t happen.” Thozama then utters the 
extremely important response, “But it did.”24

The power of Karoo Moose lies in the structure of the text. Learners will spontaneously 
start to question the values portrayed in the story, thus creating their own platform and 
ideal circumstances to educate the youth about these social issues within the context of the 
South African classroom.
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Rape as Torture in Judges 19‑21

Another story that also has great potential to help students understand the extent of 
violation women can suffer at the hands of men is the biblical story of the rape of the Levite’s 
concubine as told in Judges 19-21. A reading of Judges 19-21 through the theoretical lens 
of Rape as Torture recognises that patriarchy permeates the past and present. It draws the 
reader’s attention to the persecuted woman and it sees the concubine’s namelessness as 
related to all women who suffer sexual violence. 

When I recently taught Judges 19-21 in my Grade 10 class, I started the lesson by asking the 
students how they would define rape. The first boy responded by saying that “his girlfriend 
was gang raped by a troupe of mime artists. They performed unspeakable acts on her”, at 
which point the entire class burst out in laughter. I realised that they did not laugh because 
it is an uncomfortable topic; they laughed because they do not see rape as something 
horrible. I tolerated the laughter, and proceeded to discuss the rape stories in the Bible. The 
class was astonished to hear about the rape stories and they all agreed that they had never 
before heard any of them, which created an opportunity to discuss the reasons why they 
had never heard about them. This created the perfect platform to discuss patriarchy and 
the effects thereof. The discussion moved beyond simple gender discrimination to a lively 
discussion on the unfortunate reality of men earning more money than women for doing 
the same job. The discussion moved to a place where the students realised that patriarchy 
was created to keep women in a place of submission. 

After two weeks of discussing patriarchy and the role of women in biblical times, we started 
reading Judges 19.25 At this stage, the students were sensitive to the fact that not much 
attention was paid to women and, therefore, they immediately noticed that the narrator 
spends very little time on the rape narrative, and they also noticed the silence of the 
concubine. We spent another week comparing the rape of the concubine to newspaper 
stories of this year. Needless to say, we found rape narratives every single day. The students 
were shocked at the pervasiveness of rape, but they were even more shocked that they had 
never noticed just how common rape is.

In an article “Towards a Logic of Dignity: Educating Against Gender-Based Violence” in 
the International Handbook on Learning, Teaching and Leadership in Faith-Based Schools, 
Juliana Claassens suggests that educators enlighten students about gender violence by using 
a biblical text that narrates rape such as Judges 19-21, which includes strategies such as 
helping students – both boys and girls – to recognise the reality of sexual violence in their 
communities, that is, to see rape as rape. Claassens further shows that biblical narratives 
can be used to teach boys to embrace other forms of masculinity, as well as teach the young 
ones important skills such as critical thinking, empathy and compassion.26
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From the interpretation of Judges 19, it has become clear that men have control over a 
woman’s body and the woman actually belongs to a man. She is his property. In Judges 19-21, 
the reader can observe that even their sexuality was under the control of a virgin girl’s father 
and a wife’s husband. It is for this reason that the old man did not think twice to offer the 
two females – his daughter and his female guest – to the men of Gibeah. 

Claassens identifies several themes that emerge from Judges 19-21 that can be utilised as a 
pedagogical tool in schools. For instance, Claassens notes that the reading of the narrative 
has a definite shock value and the narrative has the ability to draw one in. The learners 
will be shocked by the woman’s plight and disgusted by the Levite’s treatment of his wife. 
Furthermore, the narrative has the ability to offer teachers and learners the opportunity to 
speak about many similar stories in South Africa and also their own. Lastly, she proposes 
that using Judges 19-21 in the classroom might be a helpful pedagogical tool for teaching 
learners empathy, thus drawing them into the narrative to identify with the numerous 
victims of violence.27

Conclusion
Pumla Gqola maintains that “the grip of violence is tightening around our collective necks” 
and if we do not break the grip, we will suffocate and suffer to death.28 I contend that the 
only way to loosen the grip rape has around our necks is to fully acknowledge the problem 
and expose the seriousness of rape by not tolerating sexist jokes or choosing to ignore the 
stories around us. But, even more importantly, we are called to take action. Rape is driven 
by power but, because of the silence of society, it has become an act of indulgence. The 
fact that rape happens often and that we are used to the news cannot and should no longer 
influence our ability to see rape for what it is – torture.

As educators we have the opportunity to raise awareness regarding the widespread nature of 
gender-based violence. In this regard, the story of the rape of Levite’s concubine in Judges 19 
as well as contemporary dramas like Karoo Moose may help students to understand the 
gravity of this South African nightmare. By means of these rape texts, high school children 
may come to understand the devastating effects of rape, not only for the victim but for the 
community as a whole, that have been described by feminist theorists as torture. However, 
beyond growing in understanding regarding the seriousness of this problem, students are 
also challenged and equipped by these lesson plans to find ways to turn their anger into 
action, so becoming agents of change themselves. 
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referred to court after investigation. But of the cases referred to court, 45, 6% were withdrawn in court 
and a further 4, 5% settled out of court. Of the 22,121 reported cases that went to court in 2016, only 
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Introduction
The Patriarchal Narratives in Genesis 12‑50 (including the Joseph story in this case) are said 
to deal with the elementary foundations of human society, especially family relationships 
and the importance of family in society.1 Compared to the book of Exodus, which is 
essentially a story of migration, the focus of the Patriarchal Narratives is on the patriarchs 
and their family relationships, but we can say that the backdrop for these stories is what 
Westermann calls “the patriarchs’ migratory way of life”.2 Unlike the book of Exodus, which 
relates the mass migration of a people out of Egypt on their way to the land of Canaan, the 
migrations in Genesis have to do with families or individuals and they seem to be informed 
primarily by the pastoral nomadic lifestyle of the patriarchs. In fact, Nahum Sarna refers 
to the migration of the patriarchs as a “pastoral migration”.3 The patriarchs Abraham, Isaac 
and Jacob were all pastoralists (Gen 13:2‑7; 26:14; 30; 47:3). Therefore, several itineraries 
are reported in the narratives, which confirm the migratory nature of their lifestyle.

Engaging with the stories of migration as narrated in Genesis 12‑50, I reflect in this essay 
on the effects of migration on women and children in the light of contemporary migrations 
in different parts of the globe, particularly from Africa to Europe and the Americas. When 
migrating from one place to another, men in the ancient world sometimes used women 
and children as a shield, thereby putting their lives in jeopardy. However, in another sense, 
these two groups, which were generally viewed as vulnerable, were also shielded by men 
from the hazards that accompanied migration in their time. It is argued that on a socio‑
psychological level, the plight of women and children in families that undergo either forced 
or voluntary migration from Africa should be reconsidered by society. Due to my social 
location as a West African female resident in South Africa myself, I readily identify with 
issues of migration in the biblical text. And I wish to demonstrate that a gender‑sensitive 
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reading of biblical narratives in a pedagogical setting helps to tease out latent issues in the 
text that tend to be overlooked by traditional readings. Retelling biblical narratives in a 
classroom setting as I have attempted in this essay is not only hermeneutically helpful, it 
also has contemporary relevance. 

In what follows, I will present a brief outline of the contemporary view of migration, tease 
out the instances of migration in the Patriarchal Narratives, relate the plight of women 
and children involved in those migrations, and probe the implications of the findings in 
a modern context. It is important to note at this point that the migrations in the text will 
be approached in respect of both the movement from one place to another, as well as the 
settlement of the migrants in a particular location. 

Migration – a Brief Note
The term ‘migration’ is used to refer to the movement of an individual or a group from 
one territory, locality, country or society to another and should be distinguished from 
travel for the purpose of visit, because it involves settlement, whether temporarily or 
permanently. Migration is an age‑old and universal phenomenon that is not unique to our 
time. All through history, people have engaged in mass or individual migrations even across 
vast distances,4 and over long periods of time. What is unique about modern migration 
is the ease of transportation and access to other geographical spaces besides one’s own. 
In contemporary migration studies, a distinction is made between voluntary and forced 
migrations,5 between urban and rural migrations, and between local and international 
migrations, among others.6 Central to all forms of migration, however, is movement.

It has been observed that various factors account for the migration of individuals and 
groups, some of which remain the same throughout the history of human migration. 
For example, economic, political, cultural, religious and ecological factors are often central 
to decisions to migrate. These factors are distinguished as push and pull factors. Whereas 
the push factors such as unemployment, political upheavals, religious persecution and 
natural disasters, including drought and tsunamis or earthquakes, cause people to leave 
their territory, the pull factors such as the prospect of better living conditions or safety draw 
them to a new destination.7 

Contemporary migration patterns have also been linked to the idea of globalisation. 
Not only is migration a global trend today, scholars also talk about the globalisation of 
migration.8 In other words, to a large extent, “forces of globalisation” in conjunction with 
other socio‑political factors influence migration today at the macro level.9 Thorsten sees 
current migration as an integral part of the globalisation process.10 Castles and Miller 
explain that “… migration and settlement are closely related to other economic, political 
and cultural linkages being formed between different countries in an accelerating process 
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of globalization.”11 Thus, on a global level, movement of people occurs every day from one 
country to another, from one society to another, from one region to another, and from one 
city to another.

However, what is central to our discussion is the place and plight of women in these 
migrations. According to Hashim and Thorsen, “… until recently women and children 
were typically imagined as merely tagging along behind the ‘primary’ male migrant … 
consequently, migrant women’s and children’s perspectives were rarely heard …”12 “Recent 
studies have shown that women are migrants in their own right …” It is reported that 
over half of migrants globally are women and girls,13 and some studies have challenged 
the stereotype that female migrants are mere dependants on male migrants who can be 
classified under what some countries refer to as family unification category. The studies 
show that women are found in all categories of migrants, including refugees, some asylum 
seekers, and economic migrants, and not just as men’s dependants or “tag‑alongs”.14 
Moreover, it has been recognised that women play a significant role in labour migration 
today. It is argued also that the fact that many women migrate as part of a family unit should 
not be used to downplay their role and agency in migration.15

Furthermore, studies on female migration show that problems faced by migrant women 
are compounded by the fact that they are migrants and they are women.16 For example, 
literature on labour migration reports that previous studies have overlooked the impact of 
long‑distance family migration on women. It shows that “the employment characteristics 
and quality of life of female partners often suffer as a result of long‑distance family migration”, 
which often involves some compromise and negotiations among family members, especially 
on issues in which there is a conflict of interests.17 In the case of children (and I do not 
mean to universalise the definition of childhood as a category), it has been established 
that parental migration sometimes has negative consequences on the health and education 
of the children who are compelled to move with their parent/s to a different territory.18 
Notable also is that in some cultures, some underage children venture out on their own 
without one or both parents, and migrate to other places. It can only be expected that such 
children would be prone to danger. 

Having shown that women and children migrate as part of family units, or independently of 
family; that female migrants face a double jeopardy because of their status as migrant and 
as female; and that women and children experience certain hazards due to migration, I will 
turn to the Patriarchal Narratives to consider its depiction of women and children, not 
only in the course of the various reported itineraries that can be classified as migration, but 
also as settlers in specific territories outside their original domain. Of course, this is not an 
attempt to imply that migrating or migrant men do not encounter problems; some do, but 
such problems do not constitute an immediate concern of this essay. A textual overview of 
Genesis 12‑50 will be carried out, using not the patriarchs but the matriarchs as the point 
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of departure, to evaluate the role of women in the migrations, as well as the impact of the 
movements and the settlement on the women and children. In view of recent trends of 
mass exodus of refugees and asylum seekers, and the upsurge in the number of migrant 
labourers to western Europe and North America, this essay seeks to make sense out of the 
many hazards that the women and children in such migration companies face in the light of 
the experiences of women and children in the migration episodes in Genesis 12‑50.

Genesis 12‑50 – Overview of the Migrations

Sarah and Abraham – Gen 11:27‑25:11

The records of movement in Genesis 12‑50 are preluded by the incident of migration in the 
genealogy of Terah, the father of Abram, Nahor and Haran in Genesis 11:27‑32. Terah and 
his family were from Ur of the Chaldees, but in the course of time he lost his son Haran. 
No mention is made of Terah’s wife or the mother of his sons. Perhaps, like Haran, she 
had also died. We are not told why Terah decided to emigrate, but one possibility could 
be that it was because of his bereavement. Terah set out for the land of Canaan with some 
members of his family, including his daughter‑in‑law Sarai and her husband Abram, but he 
did not make it. The group settled instead in Haran where Terah eventually died. 

The story of Sarah and Abraham’s movement seems to stem from that of Terah and is a 
continuation of Terah’s dream, which was unfulfilled. In Genesis  12:1‑9, in response to 
God’s instruction and promise, and in what seems to be a chance to fulfil his father’s dream, 
Abraham set out with the rest of the crew for the land of Canaan and settled for a while in 
Bethel, but continued to roam the rest of the territory. Westermann notes that the narratives 
in Genesis 12‑25 are framed by itineraries.19 However, we note that the family was soon to 
be pushed out of what was supposed to be a promised land, and a land of blessings. The 
cause was famine, and Abram decided to relocate his household to Egypt (Gen 12:10). At 
that point, he and his wife had no children. In a move that would be regarded today as 
a retro‑migration, the family later returned to the Negev, and specifically to the region 
of Bethel where they previously pitched their tent (Gen  13:1‑4). Disputes between the 
herdsmen of Lot and the herdsmen of Abram caused the group to split and Lot settled in 
the plains of Sodom and Gomorrah, while Abram remained in the Negev and eventually 
moved to settle in the region of Hebron by the oaks of Mamre (Gen 13:5‑18).

In the course of time, Abraham and Sarah moved their family around a bit, but the length 
of time they stayed in a particular place was unspecified in the narrative. For instance, 
they lived in the land of the Philistines, as temporary residents in Gerar and in Beersheba, 
eventually moving back to Hebron where Sarah later died (Gen 20:1, 21:32‑34; 22:19; 23:1). 
However, it appears that by the oaks of Mamre was where they settled for a long time, and 
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where they called home (cf. Gen 13:18; 14:13; 18:1, 33). Even then, they only had the status 
of the ger (resident alien) in all those places, as Abraham himself acknowledged (Gen 23:4). 
Only after the death of Sarah was he able to secure for the first time the title deed to a piece 
of land in a territory that he had dwelt in for several decades (Gen 23:3‑20). On that piece 
of land where Abraham laid Sarah to rest, he was himself buried at his death (Gen 25:9‑10). 
The sojourn, which had begun in the Ur of the Chaldees and which took a detour to several 
places, including the land of Egypt, ultimately came to a head in the cave of Machpelah near 
Mamre in the land that Terah, his father, only dreamt of living in.

So what was the lot of Sarah and the other women in the Abraham narratives through all 
these movements? At no time in the narratives of Genesis 12‑25 do we see Sarah voice any 
opinion about the decision to move from one place to another. It seems that the dominant 
voice in respect of the movements was Yahweh’s. It was at his prompting that Abraham 
moved the family from Haran to the land of Canaan (Gen 12:1‑3), but the final decision 
to move was Abraham’s and at times, he did not wait for the voice of Yahweh before they 
moved – for example, to Egypt (Gen  12:10). However, it is also possible that Abraham 
consulted with Sarah, or at least sought her consent, before making the decisions. Based 
on other incidents such as the decision to send Ishmael and Hagar away (Genesis 16), there 
are indications that Sarah was not exactly what one would call a passive wife. She had 
some sway in the family’s decision‑making processes. However, it appears that Abraham 
called the shots when it came to decisions to relocate (Gen 12:5). When they approached 
the border of Egypt, he asked Sarah to lie that she was his sister, and she did so. It is from 
this type of scene (cf. Genesis 20; 26) that the reader begins to notice the kind of threat 
and danger that awaited women, in particular beautiful women, on a migration journey. 
This family was trying to escape the threat of starvation due to the famine in Canaan, but 
unknown to its other members, other hazards besides the threat of death waited ahead. 
Only Abraham anticipated part of the danger that lay ahead,20 which is that the men of 
Egypt could try to kill him on account of his beautiful wife Sarah.

At the border of Egypt, Sarah had to lie to “the immigration officers” that she was Abraham’s 
sister in a way that is reminiscent of what often takes place at the borders of receiving 
nations where intending migrants tell various lies about their intention to pay a short visit 
to the country. Some migrants also use fake passports and identities that portray them 
to be what they are not.21 It was not Sarah’s idea to lie and she probably had to defy her 
conscience to obey her husband. She also seemed unaware that the lie would jeopardise her 
independence and honour, as she would soon be abducted by the king. Westermann writes 
in defence of Abraham’s action noting that: 

An insignificant man at the mercy of the powerful has only his wits for a weapon; this is true 
throughout the ancient world. The ruse Abraham intends to employ is based on experience with the 
mighty: by virtue of their power or wealth, they can get any beautiful woman they desire.22
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However, Abraham was only interested in saving his own skin,23 and had no qualms about 
throwing Sarah to the dogs. Again, this act reminds one of the hundreds of thousands of 
women and children from the developing world who end up being sexually exploited in 
their attempts to seek greener pastures abroad. 

It took Yahweh’s intervention for Sarah to escape from the palace of pharaoh and one would 
have thought that after the episode in Egypt, Father Abraham would learn his lesson and 
show some remorse. But the scene repeats itself in Genesis 20. This time, he did not ask 
Sarah to lie to the people of Gerar. He did it himself telling the people that she was his 
sister. Again, the king of Gerar Abimelech took interest in the beautiful Sarah and sent for 
her and took her like David did Bathsheba (2 Sam 11:4). Luckily, the divine hand restrained 
Abimelech from touching Sarah. But Abraham profited greatly from that incident, both 
materially and financially (Gen 20:14‑16). 

The two incidents show that Sarah was obviously at risk each time the family relocated to 
a new place. They had moved from Haran to a new country where they settled in different 
cities at different times and moved out once to Egypt and back. But they were exposed to 
threats again and again. It can be assumed that if Sarah who was the most important female 
member of the household was exposed to that level of danger and could not be protected 
by Abraham, the fate of the other females in the family such as maidservants and slaves 
was probably worse. Remarkably, Sarah herself who had experienced first‑hand the kind of 
hazards that women faced even in the company of men readily threw Hagar and her son 
Ishmael out to the wolves. Whereas other people relocated to cities and lands with better 
opportunities, Hagar and Ishmael emigrated to the desert. It was the best a woman without 
status and means could do, and in that wilderness of Paran, Ishmael would live out the best 
part of his youth (Gen 21:20‑21).

Rebekah and Isaac – Gen 24

When his father’s servant got a wife for him, Isaac was living in Beer Lahai Roi in the 
Negev and he was still there when his father died (Gen 24:62; 25:11). In Isaac’s household, 
Rebekah was the immigrant, for she had relocated from her natal family in Paddan Aram 
to marry Isaac (Gen 25:19). She was accompanied by her nurse Deborah, and from that 
young age it seems she no longer saw her brother, her father and the rest of the family. As 
in the days of Abraham, there was also a famine in the land and Isaac wanted to follow his 
father’s footsteps to emigrate to Egypt, but the Lord warned him not to go down to Egypt; 
therefore, he decided to settle in Gerar (Gen  26:6) where his parents also once resided 
(Gen  20:2). Clearly, one of the main reasons why people migrated in the ancient world was 
famine, as well as the effects of climatic changes.24 Wenham notes that, “Famine compelled 
all the patriarchs to leave Canaan at different times (Gen 26:1; 47:4; cf. Ruth 1:10).”25
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To escape the famine, Isaac and his family resided in Gerar for a long time (Gen 26:8). 
It appears that compared to his father Abraham or later his son Jacob, Isaac’s movements 
were more local in character besides the relocation to this neighbouring Philistine territory. 
But in Gerar, Rebekah also faced the kind of threat that Sarah was subjected to in Genesis 12 
and 20. She was beautiful and the men of Gerar would take an interest in her. Therefore, 
in this type scene, Isaac, who had learnt one or two lessons from his father about the art 
of lying which some call diplomacy or discretion, told the men of the city that Rebekah 
was his sister (Gen  26:7). Unlike the case of Sarah (Genesis  12;  20), Rebekah was not 
actually abducted, but Isaac had anticipated the possibility that it would happen. Eventually, 
Abimelech one day caught him fondling his wife and accused Isaac of lying and putting the 
men of the city at risk, because they could easily have lain with Rebekah (Gen 26:8‑10). 
It was now Abimelech and not the Deity who intervened and called for protection for 
Rebekah and Isaac. In this scene also, the voice of Rebekah is not heard; Isaac made all the 
decisions. From the cases of Rebekah and of Sarah, it is evident that migrating or migrant 
women faced threats of what we today would recognise as sexual harassment, as well as 
sexual assault. Their vulnerability was compounded by the fact that they were women and 
strangers at the same time.

Subsequently, when Isaac became too powerful in Gerar, the people demanded out of 
envy that he move his family elsewhere. He, therefore, removed his household to the valley 
of Gerar (Gen 26:14‑17). But there were perennial clashes with the local herdsmen over 
the wells of water and the family had to be on the move constantly, in search of a place 
to settle. At that time, Jacob and Esau were already born and were probably young men 
already, so the strain of moving constantly would not have affected them as severely as 
it would children. The family moved from Gerar to the valley of Gerar, and to Beersheba 
(Gen 26:17‑23, 32‑33). Later, in his twilight years, Isaac must have moved back at some 
point to his father’s home in Mamre where he eventually died and was buried (Gen 32:2).26

Rachel and Leah and Jacob – Gen 28‑35

After the incident in which Jacob usurped the blessing of his brother Esau, he was forced 
to leave his parents’ home in Beersheba and relocate eastward to his uncle Laban’s place 
in Paddan Aram (Gen 28:2, 5‑7) due to the hatred and threat by his brother Esau. There 
he sojourned for twenty years, married Laban’s two daughters, had children, and acquired 
much goods and livestock (Genesis  29‑31). He was a lone bachelor when he migrated 
eastward and was aware of the dangers that lurked ahead of him when he asked God to 
protect him on the way (Gen 28:20‑22). But on his retro‑migration twenty years later, he 
had had two wives and more than a dozen children. Jacob declared: “with my staff I crossed 
this Jordan, and now I have become two companies” (Gen  32:10). It is notable that in 
both of Jacob’s migrations to and from Paddan Aram, the main cause was family dispute. 
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He escaped from Esau for security reasons and escaped from Paddan Aram, because he 
also sought independence from Laban, his uncle and father‑in‑law. At this point, he was not 
pushed by famine like his father and grandfather were. 

The first threat that the family encountered was the pursuit by Laban who actually had in 
mind to harm them. Jacob was able to reconcile with Laban and the family continued its 
journey. With Laban’s issue behind them, they were confronted by the prospect of meeting 
Esau who had waited twenty years to settle scores with his brother Jacob. Jacob prayed 
earnestly for the Lord to deliver him from the hand of Esau (Gen 32:9‑12), then sent gifts 
to appease his brother. He realised the real danger that loomed ahead of his family, and 
devised a plan to send the herd first and his family next, arranging the mothers and their 
children according to his preference with Rachel and her children at the back. There was 
no doubt that his wives and children were in grave danger of being harmed or destroyed 
by Esau’s troop.

However, another hazard that women and children faced when migrating in the ancient 
world had to do with the strain of the journey itself as shown in Jacob’s statement to Esau 
when the latter invited him to come along to Mt Seir:

But Jacob said to him, ‘My lord knows that the children are young, and that I have to look after the 
sheep and cattle that are nursing their young. If they are driven too hard for even a single day, all the 
animals will die.’  (Gen 33:13)

We can infer that the movements were often in difficult terrains and in harsh climatic 
conditions that took a toll, particularly on children and their mothers who were at the risk 
of dying in the desert. Therefore, Jacob told Esau, “Let my lord go on ahead of his servant. 
I will travel more slowly, at the pace of the herds and the children, until I come to my lord 
at Seir” (Gen 33:14). Of course, he had no intention of going to Seir; it was one of those 
classic Jacob lies. 

From the ford of Jabokk where he had that encounter with Esau, Jacob moved his family to 
Succoth where they settled temporarily before finally heading for Shechem (Gen 33:17‑20). 
In Shechem, the family actually settled down as Jacob acquired land. But a grievous incident 
occurred in Shechem that points to the kind of peril that young girls face, especially in 
foreign territory. Dinah, the daughter of Leah and Jacob, was raped by the son of the ruler 
of Shechem. It was a horrendous incident that threatened to split the family after Simeon 
and Levi took revenge on the men of Shechem (Genesis 34). Not only does the narrative 
show Dinah in a vulnerable position in a foreign environment that was completely different 
from the secure environment where she grew up at her grandfather’s place in Paddan 
Aram. There is also an interesting twist to the story as the foreigners – Jacob and his family 
– who were prone to xenophobic attacks and treatment had turned into the aggressor. 
Xenophobic attacks on immigrants and foreign settlers were not uncommon and, although 
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travellers in the ancient world generally encountered dangers and hostility from some 
communities when in transit as the stories of Lot’s guests (Genesis 19) and the man of 
Ephraim and his concubine in Judges 19 illustrate, the point is that women were especially 
more susceptible to such dangers. That the patriarchs’ wives experienced the threat of or 
abduction by powerful men underscores not only their powerlessness, but the shaky nature 
of the security that their own husbands offered.

The Shechem incident, however, demonstrates that migrants are in certain instances the 
aggressor, and when this happens, it is the women and the children who still receive the 
short end of the stick. When the sons of Jacob decided to attack the men of Shechem for 
the dishonour brought on their sister and the family, “They captured as plunder all their 
wealth, all their little ones, and their wives, including everything in the houses” (Gen 34:29). 
The children and the women of Shechem were at the receiving end. Indeed, men are also 
in danger, but when two elephants fight, we know that it is grass that suffers. The fact that 
Jacob’s sons were the aggressors remind us that migrants themselves sometimes engage in 
criminal and shameful acts in foreign land. For example, in a later episode in Genesis 38, 
we read that Judah married a Canaanite, which he probably would not have done if he was 
in their country of origin. Then he went in to a woman who he presumed was a harlot and 
handed her the emblems of his power and masculinity. Among his brethren, Judah would 
have found it difficult to patronise a harlot, but when in a foreign land, often anything goes. 
An African (Yorùbá) adage says, “Orúkọ tó bá wu ni là njẹ lẹhìn odi ” (literally, you can choose 
whatever name you wish to be called when in a foreign land). In other words, because they 
are far from their homeland, foreigners can put on a mask and engage in things that they 
would not naturally do in their homeland because of family honour and reputation. Such 
behaviours, as can be expected, could have negative outcomes for their families, as the 
incident in Shechem and the Judah example show.

Subsequent to the massacre of the men of Shechem, Jacob and his family again took to 
flight. Jacob complained that his sons had made the whole family vulnerable to attack by the 
people of the land (Gen 34:30‑31). The reason for the migration was politically motivated 
and bothered on safety. In Gen 35:1‑2, the Lord therefore instructed Jacob to move his 
family to Bethel. Only Jacob heard from the Lord. He simply relayed the instruction to his 
wives and children. But we see that the journey was fraught with danger, as the one who 
could have been the oldest member of Jacob’s caravan – Deborah Rebekah’s nurse – died 
on the way (Gen 34:8). Shortly after, another vulnerable member of the group, the heavily 
pregnant Rachel went into labour, and also died on the way. Although Jacob followed the 
divine command to move his family from Shechem, putting his family – especially the 
aged Deborah and his pregnant wife – at risk was inexcusable. The same Jacob had earlier 
expressed concern for the women and children in his encounter with his brother Esau. 
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But this time, he was not mindful of their health and other personal needs. The movement 
was accomplished at great cost to the whole family. 

Jacob and his family arrived in Bethel (Gen  35:6) and pitched their tents on the way 
(near Migdal) before arriving finally in Mamre in time to meet Isaac before his death 
(Gen 35:21, 27). From that point, Jacob and his family remained in Canaan (Gen 37:1) until 
a famine again erupted in the land. Joseph had been forced into exile by his brothers who 
sold him into slavery. Like his father Jacob, Joseph also migrated – forcefully though – 
into Egypt as a bachelor and a young man. After his brothers came from Canaan to buy 
grain in Egypt, they returned with the entire household and their father Jacob to settle in 
the land. What was to be a visit turned out to be permanent residence. The interjecting 
story of Judah shows that migrants are often exploited by locals. However, Wenham points 
out that “The danger of immigrants being exploited is frequently harped on in the law, 
e.g. Exodus 22:20  (21); 23:19.”27 It is interesting though that the law does not warn people to 
guard against being exploited by immigrants. The migration of Jacob and his family to Egypt 
serves as the final migration episode in Genesis 12‑50. The family moved from Beersheba 
at the instruction of the Lord and went down into Egypt as a people. By this time, Jacob 
was already an old man, and the concern for his health and that of the wives and children 
was demonstrated by the gesture of putting them in the wagon that Jacob sent to transport 
them into Egypt (Gen 46:5). They settled in Goshen in Egypt and flourished in the land.

Concluding Reflections on Genesis 12‑50 and the Effects of Migration  
on Women and Children 
Above, I have presented a reading of the various reports of migration in Genesis 12‑50 
and the effects of such movements on the women and children in the migrating groups, 
not only in the course of the journey but at the stage of settlement. It is shown that the 
push factors in such migrations included famine, family crisis, political disputes with the 
inhabitants of the land, and divine instruction, among other things. Besides the common 
hazards that migrants faced, including exploitation by the locals and attacks on the way, 
we see that women and children were particularly prone to sexual exploitation and assault, 
health hazards and death.

Glimpses into the migration experiences of the matriarchs and their families in Genesis 12‑50 
throw some light on the contemporary immigrant crisis and on the plight of migrant 
women and children today. Hundreds of thousands of migrants attempt to enter Western 
Europe and North America from Syria, different parts of Africa, from eastern Europe, 
Latin  America, and other parts of the developing world. The push factors vary from 
economic, political, religious to ecological, while they are drawn to the receiving nations 
because of the prospect of employment, security, and so forth. News reports show that 



Through an Immigrant’s Eyes

49

daily many migrants die at sea trying to get into Europe through Spain or Italy and while 
crossing the desert to get into Europe from North Africa. Many of these refugees, asylum 
seekers and so‑called illegal immigrants are women and children, who sometimes encounter 
untold hardships not only in the course of moving from one country to another, but also 
in their effort to settle down in foreign spaces, particularly in refugee camps. The strain of 
the journeys in modern movements is also comparable to the hazards that are noticeable in 
the ancient migrations. Many die on the way, like Deborah and Rebekah; many are sexually 
harassed, exploited and assaulted like Sarah, Rebekah and Dinah; while many are displaced, 
hungry and thirsty and deprived like Hagar and Ishmael.

Indeed, the reality that many women today migrate successfully independent of men or 
other family members could imply that the talk of women’s vulnerability is a mere myth. 
However, the real incidents of death, sexual violations and various other challenges that 
seem to be peculiar to women and children show that such vulnerability should be taken 
seriously when making or revising immigration policies and decisions that affect women 
and children. 

It is also important to scrutinise the emotional impact of long‑distance migration on 
women and children more closely, not only in the Hebrew Bible but also in contemporary 
migration studies. It is conceivable that the many women in Genesis 12‑50 as well as in the 
Hebrew Bible as a whole who experienced forced or voluntary migration must have gone 
through great emotional traumas and upheavals due to displacement and the long distance 
from the place they used to call home. One could think of Rebekah and her nurse Deborah, 
Leah, Rachel and Dinah, Hagar and Ishmael, Lot’s two daughters, Ruth and Naomi, as well 
as the countless nameless women who moved out of Egypt in the exodus migration and in 
the exile to Assyria and to Babylon, among others. Today, many women and children are 
being uprooted from war‑torn territories and from countries with severe ecological and 
economic problems with not much thought for their emotional well‑being. As in the case 
of Abraham and Sarah or Isaac and Rebekah, the lack of consideration for the feelings, 
personal dignity and honour of these women on the part of their men in some instances 
remains worrisome. Many such women and children are also visible in teaching and 
learning contexts where they continue to struggle with the effects of the health and safety 
hazards they encountered in the course of migration and settling down. Rereading biblical 
stories on migration and women could help them to find resonance with the experiences of 
their ancient counterparts whilst helping others also to connect with them at a deeper and 
empathic level of dialogue.

Migration has become a global phenomenon and the attendant problems have also 
become a global crisis as the ongoing situations in Europe and America confirm. Borders of 
nations are no longer as porous as in the ancient world, making migration more hazardous 
as people from less endowed nations take some desperate risks to cross these borders. 
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The  insight from the biblical narratives above confirms that the hazards that migrant 
women and children encounter do require more urgent intervention. The silence of 
the women and children in decisions to migrate, which ultimately affect their overall 
well‑being, prosperity and safety, also needs to be addressed in more practical ways. 
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Introduction
In his book A Question of Truth: Christianity and Homosexuality, Gareth Moore deals 
not only with what he calls “The Bible against homosexuality?” but also “The Bible for 
heterosexuality?” The question marks in each case are instructive for Moore interrogates 
both the well-worn allegedly “anti-homosexual” biblical texts and the reasonably familiar 
allegedly “pro-heterosexual” biblical texts. In dealing with Genesis  2, the focus of my 
essay, Moore counters the “standard view” by pointing out his difficulties with this view.1 
As in most of his analysis of biblical texts associated with discussions on homosexuality, 
Moore begins by offering some “literary” analysis (though not in a systematic analytical 
manner), attempting to give the text as text a presence. However, his primary method for 
destabilising the “standard view” is to situate a biblical text within its socio-historical context 
of production. Here again he does not do this in the detailed systematic analytical manner 
that biblical scholars are familiar with. What he offers is a general socio-historical context 
focusing specifically on “the sexually hierarchical nature of Israelite society”.2 His primary 
point is stated as follows: “Yet these obvious features [of the socio-historical setting] of the 
text [Genesis 2] are often overlooked by Christian writers in an attempt to ground here 
[in Genesis 2] a Christian view of marriage.”3

Moore’s emphasis is theological and therefore he is overt about engaging with “a Christian 
view of marriage”. He is wise to include the indefinite article for he goes on to argue that 
though “equality of man and woman is part of modern Christian doctrine, and happily so”, 
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“the text of Genesis  2 does not express modern Christian doctrine; it expresses a view 
which is, in this respect, antithetical to modern Christian doctrine. It thus,” he concludes, 
“hardly recommends itself as a text on which to base Christian teaching on the nature 
of marriage, on the relationship between the sexes and on sexual relationships.”4 Moore’s 
argument is clear, but many African (post?-)modern Christians would disagree, arguing 
that the hierarchical orientation of Genesis  2 is a vital component of “modern” African 
Christian marriage.5

Fortunately for us and particularly for my essay, Moore does not stop here. Immediately 
as he begins a new section within the sub-heading “An alternative view,” he goes on to say:

Nevertheless, one cannot abandon a text of Scripture because it has its origin in and reflects values 
which are very different from our own. The reason why we call Scripture the word of God is because 
we believe that we have something to learn through it, that God has something to teach us through 
it. Texts of Scripture, even difficult ones, are precious gifts which must not be thrown away.6

While I would not use Moore’s language, I share his commitments. As an African biblical 
scholar, I dare not abandon the Bible. Letting go of it means letting the dominant and 
dominating theologies have it to themselves. In my work and the community-based work of 
the Ujamaa Centre for Community Development and Research, the Bible is a site of struggle 
both inherently and in terms of its interpretations. We contend for “a/the word” that brings 
life rather than death.7 And this is precisely what Moore attempts to do – reading against 
the hetero-patriarchal grain of Genesis 2.

In this essay, I will follow Moore but deepen his analysis of both the literary and socio-
historical detail of Genesis 2. I will then use this (indecent) detail to construct a Contextual 
Bible Study resource for the work of the Ujamaa Centre.

An Indecent Question
“What, then,” asks Moore, “can we legitimately get out of the plain meaning of this text” 
for the purposes of an “appropriate Christian attitude towards homosexual relationships”?8 
While I am wary of claims to “the plain meaning” of a text, what Moore means by this 
is a fairly careful analysis of the text as narrative. Moore is not a biblical scholar and is 
unaware, for example, of the pioneering narrative work of Phyllis Trible on Genesis 2 and 
the array of biblical scholarship that has clustered around Trible’s readings.9 However, he is 
a reasonably careful follower of the narrative (in English translation).

Moore begins by going back “to the situation which leads to the creation of Eve”.10 God’s 
acknowledgement that “Adam” is alone and that this is “not good” draws a “reaction” from 
God “resolving to create a help for him”. “From the story so far,” Moore argues, “given 



Deploying Indecent Literary and Socio-historical Detail for Change

59

that Adam had been put in the garden to tend it, we might imagine that what God wants 
to create is a help who is fit also to tend the garden.”11 “But no,” continues Moore, God 
“wants to create a help fit for the man, a partner, as we might say.”12 In Moore’s reading of 
the narrative, the emphasis is on a partner who is “a help in a deeper sense than a mere 
assistant, one to lighten the workload,” for as Moore notes, “by the end of the story, it will 
have become clear that the help is to be a life-partner, and a sexual partner.”13 

With this end in view, Moore then pays particular attention to how the narrative develops. 
The transition from verse 18 to 19 is somewhat odd given the “end of the story”. For, as 
Moore recognises, 

It is in an attempt to make this help that God sets about creating the animals. It is they whom he 
makes first as project partners for the man, not the woman; the woman is created only when all the 
animals have been tried and have failed.14

What we have here, Moore argues, is “the picture of God improvising: he tries one thing, 
then another, the camel then the snake, trying to find the appropriate partner for the man; 
but he does not succeed.15 Moore then asks a key question: 

This raises the question: what counts as success, and what is the sign of success … Why does not 
God effectively say to him: ‘Here is the help I have made for you; now get on with it’? God has after all 
in one sense succeeded: he has made what he wanted to make … and he has made it for the purpose 
of being a help to the man, in the sense of a companion, because it is not good for him to be alone.16

The discourse modality of Genesis 2 is quite different, Moore notes, from Genesis  1: “If we 
were still in chapter 1, there would be no question of divine failure. God would simply have 
said, ‘Let it be so’, and it would have been so.”17 Here, in Genesis 2, “the atmosphere is very 
different. Here God can fail and does.”18 That God does not insist on any of the animals 
as an appropriate partner for “the man” leads Moore to two conclusions in terms of the 
final form of the narrative that we have: “First, in making the animals one after the other 
and bringing them to Adam, God is imposing nothing on Adam. Rather, he is trying them 
out, suggesting. If one thing doesn’t work, he is willing to try another.” Secondly and more 
importantly, “we get the distinct impression that the criterion of its working is Adam’s 
reaction to the animal God presents him with. Success does not depend on God’s reaction.” 
This is Moore’s major argument namely: 

When God brings the newly created animals to Adam to see what he will call them [and in the 
process discern whether any of them are an appropriate fit], he [God] submits them for his [‘Adam’s’] 
judgement. It is because Adam does not react to each one positively as a prospective life partner 
that God goes off and makes the next one.19

As Moore goes on to admit, “This point is for the moment only an impression,” but, “it is 
strikingly confirmed in what follows, when God makes Eve for Adam.” “This time,” Moore 
continues, “God is successful. But he [God] is not the judge of his success; Adam is.”20 
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As before with the animals, God grants “Adam” the right to form a judgement about the 
appropriateness of what God has made: 

It is quite explicitly Adam’s reaction that signals the success of the attempt. It is because he 
reacts positively to Eve, because he receives her with joy, that we know the quest for a partner has 
reached a successful conclusion.21

Biblical scholars will find Moore’s acceptance of the language of typical English translations 
problematic, but I have retained Moore’s formulations precisely because they demonstrate 
that even if we work with the lack of precision of this kind of English translation, we are 
still confronted with the clarity of the narrative logic Moore identifies. As Moore goes on to 
argue, following the narrative logic to its end, “it is at this point that God ceases looking for a 
partner for Adam. He [God] quite simply accepts Adam’s judgement, never even expressing 
his own.”22 Pushing on to his own appropriation of this narrative logic, Moore argues: 

Or perhaps as far as God is concerned it is not up to him [God] to judge in this area of human life. 
The fitting partner for the man, then, is the one that he, the man, receives with joy, the one whom 
he himself recognises as a partner fit for him.23 

“In this story,” Moore concludes,
God imposes nothing; he is the servant of the man’s need, and submits his attempts to the man’s 
judgement. He recognizes that it is not good that the man live in solitude, and that this solitude can 
be alleviated only by a ‘help’ that gladdens the man’s heart, by one he actually wants. Any partner 
whom God imposed regardless of the man’s reaction or, worse, despite the man’s negative reaction, 
would thereby fail to be the kind of partner the man needs.24

Following the narrative shape into his contemporary context, Moore claims, 
That it is Adam himself who decides on the companion he will have should be no surprise, for that 
is just the sort of thing a companion is. A companion, in the sense of companionship which is in 
view in this text, is somebody you actually want to be with and to share your life with. An imposed 
companion would be no companion at all.25 

For Moore, this is the significance of the shape that the narrative as we have it holds. The 
narrative reveals something about human companionship and about God:

That is why God can only propose, suggest, and wait upon the man’s reaction, for it is only in this 
way that God can succeed in doing what he [God] wants: to give Adam a companion that Adam 
wants to be with. If he [God] imposed his own will by imposing a partner of his [God’s] choice rather 
than Adam’s choice, God would frustrate his own project. In creating Adam as one for whom it is 
not good to be alone, God creates him as one whose heart needs to be gladdened by another, one 
who needs to delight in another, and he puts himself at the service of that need, seeking again and 
again one who will indeed make glad his heart, for it is thus and only thus that God fulfills his own 
project too.26

“All depends on Adam’s reaction.”27 This, argues Moore, is what the narrative signifies for 
this is “the way the story is told”.28 And Moore then follows the narrative shape, not only for 
“Adam” but also for “us” – all of us. Moore argues:  
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If we abstract from the unchristian sexism which is also expressed in this story, and which makes 
the woman find her reason for existing only in satisfying the man’s need, then Adam becomes the 
representative human being, and we can say that God is at the service of our delight, of the delight 
of all of us, men and women … [gay and straight].29

Moore accepts that the narrative follows hetero-patriarchal norms in that Adam “ends up 
with a woman as his partner” but not, he insists,

because God imposes a woman on him. Adam has a woman, not because that is how God wants 
it, but because that is how Adam wants it, and God is at the service of Adam’s delight. Adam is 
delighted by Eve, a woman. That is apparently how most men are; it is with a woman that they 
enjoy or wish to enjoy an intimate partnership. And most women apparently enjoy or seek to enjoy 
an intimate partnership with a man. But there are exceptions. Apart from those who do not enjoy or 
particularly seek an intimate partnership with anybody, there are men who delight in another man, 
and there are women whose heart is gladdened by another woman. Because God is at the service of 
the delight of Adam, the representative human being, we must suppose that he is also at the service 
of the delight of men whose heart is gladdened by a man and of women who delight in a woman. 
Just as God is shown here taking seriously the need of Adam for a fit partner, a partner whom he 
will receive with joy, so, we must suppose, he takes seriously the need of lesbians and gay men for 
a partner whom they will receive with joy.30

Moore then makes a bold theological move, recognising that some might foreground 
the narrative outcome rather than the narrative shape. “Adam does after all,” Moore 
acknowledges, “welcome a woman as his partner, not a man. Is this not a model for us? Are 
we not presented here with a [heterosexual] model of humanity such as God wills it, and are 
we not therefore obliged to follow it?”31 Instead of arguing – as I will do more fully later – 
that narrative shape is itself a distinctive contribution of this particular text, Moore shifts to 
the theological terrain. “No,” he insists, we do not need to follow this particular outcome: 

We are not disciples of Adam, but of the second Adam, Jesus Christ. What is essential for us here is 
not the will of Adam but the will of God. And the will of God shows itself here as the will to serve, just 
as Jesus Christ came to serve. Here he [God] is shown serving the needs of those he has created 
needing to delight in and to enjoy intimate companionship with another. Adam is left free to accept 
or refuse, and his acceptance follows not from obligation but from delight. We respect the role of 
God in this story if we say that, like Adam, we too are left free, that we too are to accept the partner 
in whom we delight.32

While I admire Moore’s “doing of theology” here, I want to remain with the detail of 
Genesis 2. Moore has identified the narrative shape of Genesis 2 which I will elaborate in the 
next section. But before doing this, it is worth noting Moore’s engagement with the socio-
historical detail of Genesis 2. In addressing the question “Why a woman?” Moore reflects 
on how we might ‘appreciate’ “the fact that God does after all create for Adam a woman as 
his partner, and that Adam accepts her” without having “to resort to making a heterosexist 
theology of sexuality”.33 Moore turns his attention to the ancient world that produced the 
text, introducing what he considers to be distinctive features of that world. First, “Adam, as 
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the representative man, is also the typical man. Typically, men do want a woman for their 
partner, not another man”, which “was as true in the ancient Israel that gave birth to this 
story as it is in most places today. It is therefore quite natural that the story should be told 
in those terms.”34 However, Moore does not leave it there, insisting, “But a story framed in 
terms of the typical does not of course morally exclude the atypical.”35 Second, the story “is 
also supposed to be the story of the first man, the founder of the human race, from whom 
we are all descended” and of the “first couple”.36 It follows therefore that the “aetiological 
aspect of the story” requires, says Moore, “a mixed-sex couple, for, as a matter of fact, 
that is how the human race propagates.”37 Third, argues Moore, “the status of Adam as the 
representative man – the man – excludes a second representative man and also calls for 
somebody to fulfil the role of the woman”38 given the ancient Near Eastern context. Fourth, 
“if this story is of the beginning of the human race, it is also of the origin of marriage, the 
institution which binds a man and woman together. This is made clear,” says Moore, again 
echoing most English translations “by the narrator in verse 24. For it to be this, it must be 
the story of a man and a woman; Adam must delight in a woman.”39 And fifth, as it is true 
“that ancient Israelite society was patriarchal and sexist, and undervalued women”, so also it 
is true that “it was also a society which disapproved in the strongest possible way of sexual 
relations between men”.40

Moore nuances his fifth claim elsewhere in his book by explaining more fully what precisely 
was being disapproved of in sexual relations between men;41 but this is not why I have 
summarised his socio-historical account of Genesis 2. My interest is in the indecent detail 
he does not detect in his fourth claim. Genesis 2:24 is not primarily about marriage – it is 
about sex, indecent sex.

An Indecent Narrative Shape
We will return to this indecent socio-historical detail, but before we do, I will provide a 
more detailed account of the indecent narrative shape of Genesis 2 in its final form as we 
have it. I say “as we have it” because I am not now making claims about the text’s production 
(which will come later), only about the shape of the text in its final form. This is the text that 
our churches have before them. As I said earlier, part of my reason for using Moore’s work 
is that he works with this final form in contemporary English translation. There is nothing, 
in other words, in Moore’s interpretation of the narrative shape that is beyond an ordinary 
reader of Genesis 2. Why then has the (indecent) narrative shape of Genesis 2 not been 
noted more regularly? 

My use of the adjective “indecent” follows the work of Marcella Althaus-Reid, signalling 
both the recognition of a particularly neglected theological domain (sexuality) and a way of 
doing theology (method). For Althaus-Reid, being indecent is an interpretive attitude, for 
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indecent theology ‘questions’ “the traditional … field of decency and order as it permeates 
and supports the multiple … structures of life …”42 The various forms of liberation theology 
demonstrate, she argues, 

that in theology it is not stability but a sense of discontinuity which is most valuable. The 
continuousness of the hermeneutical circle of suspicion and the permanent questioning of the 
explanatory narratives of reality implies, precisely, a process of theological discontinuity.43

“As part of this process,” she continues, pushing liberation theology beyond its decent 
boundaries, 

the location of areas of exclusion in theology is one of crucial importance; for instance, poverty and 
sensuality as a whole (and not as separate units) has been marginalised in theology. A theology 
from the poor needs also to be a sexual theology, a theology of economics and desires that have 
been excluded from our way of ‘doing theology’ as a second act.44

Like Moore, Althaus-Reid is interested in the atypical person, the “unusual” person. Her 
focus is on poor urban Christian women. “Not only does their economic struggle test them 
every day but there is a mixture of poverty and sexuality which makes of these women 
sometimes unusual poor women, and unusual Christian believers too.” This “unusualness”, 
she argues, “is the condition of their indecency, that is, of the subversion of sexual and 
gender codes in their lives as a result of their struggle for life and dignity.”45 In this sense, 
“the project of Indecent Theology represents both a continuation of Liberation Theology 
and a disruption of it.”46 The disruption she calls for is radical, destabilising “the sexual 
foundations of economic and political theologies”.47 Methodologically, indecent theology 
must ‘disrespect’ “the interpellative, normative forces of patriarchal theology” and 
patriarchal biblical text.48 Indecent interpretation calls for an “unmasking and unclothing” 
of the sexual assumptions built into both biblical text and theology,49 intersecting the sexual 
with liberation theology’s recognition of the political and economic. 

While I accept that in many cases we do require a “disrespecting”, an “unmasking” and an 
“unclothing” in order to do an indecent interpretation, there are cases such as in Genesis 2 
where there is readily apparent indecent detail that should be respected. Moore’s “plain 
meaning” is present in the biblical text. The narrative shape of Genesis 2 is indecent perhaps 
even more so than Moore recognised.

The narrative shape of Genesis 2, in broad terms following Aristotle and others,50 includes 
an exposition in which God “made” earth and the heavens (but incompletely, as the 
complications that follow indicate), a series of intersecting complications, and a series of 
intersecting resolutions to those complications.

My focus is on a particular narrative emphasis, the complication that the creature God has 
made in verse 7 (as a resolution to the complication of v. 5) is acknowledged by God, using 
direct speech, to be “alone” and that this is “not good”. It is as if the resolution of the creation 
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of a creature – made from the ground (v. 7) to care for the ground (v. 15) along with the 
provision of God for this creature (vv. 8-9) which would enable this creature to live a long 
life (vv. 9 and 16) but with the possibility of death as another complication (v. 17) – prompts 
a complication concerning the (incomplete) identity of the creature. 

So far, the narrator has told the implied reader relatively little about this character. Ha‑adam 
is a creature made from a combination of “dust of the ground (ha‑adama)” and “the breath 
of life”. God is the subject of both verbs, making and breathing ha‑adam into being as “a 
living nephesh”.51 No more is said about the identity of this creature. What we are told next 
is about the tasks of this creature – “to till it and to keep it” (v. 15) – here referring to the 
garden (vv. 8 and 15) specifically but also “to serve ha‑adama” more generally (v. 5). An 
earth creature is made by God to serve the earth and to keep and till it. The text summons 
an ecological reading but that is not my focus.

In the narrative form we have, including the interpolated geo-political eco-economic 
section from verses 10-14, there is a digressive pause between the narrator’s invocation 
of “the tree of the knowledge of good and evil” (v. 9) and God’s specific prohibition against 
eating from this tree (v. 17). This temporal pause in the narrative enhances the narrative 
tension implicit in this complication, signifying that it is an important complication, one 
the implied reader would do well to note. However, no sooner in narrative time has the 
implied reader begun to concentrate on this complication than another complication is 
introduced in verse 18. 

This complication too is voiced in direct speech. The God who warns ha‑adam directly in 
verse 17 is the God who speaks directly in verse 18. But this time God speaks directly to 
the implied reader. Ha‑adam may eavesdrop on the direct speech but God’s speaking is 
not addressed to ha‑adam. God may be speaking to God’s-self, but in narrative terms the 
omniscient narrator is speaking directly via God to the implied reader. We hear God speaking. 
The narrative signs are clear; we are being prepared for a significant development in the 
narrative. What prompts this (further) complication in a story of numerous complications 
is not clear. As I have indicated above, it may be the possibility of death  (v. 17). Indeed, 
we expect a fuller account of this ultimate complication! And the word order of verse 18 
is instructive, for yet again, there is temporal tension created by the syntax, “And Yahweh 
God said, ‘It is not good for ha‑adam …’” What might the implied reader expect having 
read verse 17? What might be “not good for ha‑adam”? The implied reader might expect 
some anxiety on the part of the deity about ha‑adam’s capacity to resist the prohibition but 
whatever the implied reader’s narrative expectations, the narrative takes a different tack.

The narrative moves from the complication of possible death in the midst of the potential 
for abundant life to the complication of “aloneness”. Ha‑adam is alone or perhaps “a part” or 
“apart” (bad). The creature which God has made is part ground and part breath. However, 
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we understand ha‑adam’s aloneness, a-partness, incompleteness, God recognises it and in 
committing to resolve it reveals something more about ha‑adam’s character. The “aloneness” 
of ha‑adam requires a resolution in which God makes “for it a companion corresponding 
to it”.52 The narrative so far has made it clear that “the creature’s relationship to the rest 
of creation is ambiguous: a part of and yet apart from [verse 7]; of common ground but 
with power over [verse 15]; joined yet separated [verses 16-17]”.53 Since ha‑adam is both 
of the earth and other to the earth, God resolves to “make a companion corresponding to 
it (kenegdo)”.54

For Trible and many others who come to the text with a feminist ideo-theological 
orientation, “what the earth creature needs is a companion, one who is neither subordinate 
nor superior; one who alleviates isolation through identity”.55 Trible’s emphasis, like that 
of Moore, keeps a clear focus on human sexuality, but her analysis of the narrative does 
not exclude and perhaps even invites an eco(logical/nomic)-feminist reading with the 
anticipation of a companion who would be both a co-worker in tilling and keeping the 
ground and the garden, and a partner resolving ha‑adam’s sexual aloneness. Trible does 
not elaborate on her ecological (or economic) recognitions but I mention the potential in 
her analysis in order to respond to Moore’s assertion that what the narrative imagines is 
more than “a mere assistant, one to lighten the workload”. I think the narrative could bear 
the weight of an eco(logical/nomic)-feminist-queer reading in which different aspects of 
human life are intersected. Indeed, an African queer orientation requires intersectional 
awareness and analysis, refusing “western” individualised notions of sexual identity and 
recognising how sexual identity intersects with, for example, economics. As Althaus-Reid 
reminds us, indecency is located in intersectionality.

For now however, we will follow Moore’s indecent question and Trible’s narrative exegesis. 
Trible does not discern Moore’s indecent question in the narrative contours of the text. 
Instead, she interprets the making of the animals as an interlude, a narrative pause that 
indicates “the deity’s use of delay to build suspense”.56 She notes in verses 19-20 that the 
same verb is used as in the prelude, “make” (‘sh), where the verb “described God’s creation 
of the earth and the heavens (2:4b)”. She immediately goes on to argue that this repetition 
prepares the implied reader for a satisfactory outcome: “Since making is a familiar activity 
for God, this first-person pledge would seem to assure a happy ending” for ha‑adam.57 
“Furthermore,” she continues, “since life has unfolded thus far without delay, hesitation, or 
experimentation, we expect Yahweh to accomplish this goal immediately.”58 It is left to the 
narrator to report, “but as for ’adam, it did not find a companion corresponding to itself ”.59

Trible’s translation does not evade the grammar of ha‑adam as the subject of the verb, as so 
many English translation do, preferring to translate the sentence in the passive (as does the 
NRSV, “but for the man there was not found a helper as his partner”). Trible’s translation 
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opens the way for Moore’s indecent question, but she does not follow this narrative 
direction despite recognising that this “oblique” report by the narrator “does not attribute 
the negative result directly to God” or indeed that “for the first time, Yahweh does not appear 
in the conclusion of a pericope”.60 The agency of ha‑adam is clear in Trible’s translation 
making it clear that ha‑adam is the one who recognises that among the animals, each of 
whom ha‑adam has named (v. 19) and therefore interacted with, there is not an appropriate 
(sexual) partner. 

As Trible recognises, 
With the sole omission of the word dust (aphar), the line that reports the creation of the animals 
(2:19) is identical to the line that reported the creation of the earth creature (2:7): ‘and Yahweh 
God formed … from the earth’. The exact parallels of subject, verb, and material in the two accounts 
strongly suggest that the deity is making a creature corresponding to ha‑adam.61

“And yet,” continues Trible, “the repetition of this identical process produces a different 
object: ‘every beast of the field and every bird of the heavens’. Although they are not fitting 
companions, the earth creature and the animals unite in the grammar and vocabulary of 
Yahweh’s creative act. In fact,” Trible notes, “the verb form (yatsar) is used exclusively for 
these two creations, resulting in an identity unparalleled thus far in the story.”62 There is 
no narrative reason therefore why what God has now made should not be considered by 
ha‑adam as an option for a partner for ha‑adam.

Trible goes on to argue that, “Though the presentation of the animals began by stressing 
their similarities to the earth creature, it ends by focusing on their differences.”63 Her 
narrative exegesis follows the text in its detailing of the differences (again offering fertile 
grounds for ecological readings). My focus following Moore’s indecent question is on the 
agency of ha‑adam. It is clear from the narrative that God’s agency ceases after God has 
brought “[each] to ha‑adam to see what it would call each one”.64 Trible too recognises the 
shift in agency here: 

Marking the beginning of human activity, the phrase ‘to see what it would call each one’ also signals 
a cessation of divine activity, and in fact, Yahweh God does recede from the episode at this point. 
What the story says, it does.65

Indeed, as Trible goes on to note, “This divine fading is unparalleled in the preceding 
episodes [of the narrative], where God determined the action from beginning to end.”66 
Trible reads the narrative emphasis here as indicating something about the character of 
God: “Accordingly, it shows this deity now not as the authoritarian controller of events 
but as the generous delegator of power who even forfeits the right to reverse human 
decisions.”67 But  I  would argue, following Moore’s indecent question, that what God 
delegates to ha‑adam is the choice to decide whether each of the creatures God brings to 
ha‑adam is an appropriate sexual partner. If Trible is correct to argue, and I think she is, 
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that “the narrative does not suggest failure, mistake, or fault on the part of God,”68 then this 
episode – verses 19-20 – is about recognition and choice. Ha‑adam is given the right by 
God to decide on what is an appropriate companion and sexual partner.

In recognising the narrative shift towards the agency of ha‑adam, Trible identifies the 
decisive action of ha‑adam as determining the names of the animals: “whatever ha‑adam 
called each living nephesh, that was the name (2:19c).”69 She locates the narrative emphasis 
on the action of naming. I locate the narrative emphasis on the action of the discerning of 
and the deciding on an appropriate sexual partner. Other than this difference, we follow a 
similar feel for the narrative shape:

Without qualification, God relinquishes dominion to the earth creature. As a result, episode three 
[in Trible’s structuring of the narrative] splits in the middle. Actions of divine world shape the first 
half (2:18‑19b); actions of the human world the last (2:19b‑20). But this split is more decisive for 
God than for the earth creature. Although the creature appears throughout the episode, first as 
object and then as subject, God is not mentioned at all in the second half.70

Trible goes on to elaborate on the agency of ha‑adam though we differ on what ha‑adam 
does with its agency. For Trible, the agency is restricted to naming; for Moore and I, the 
agency includes “finding” (matsa) an appropriate sexual partner. Though Trible recognises 
that “[f ]rom total passivity the earth creature has moved to active responsibility,” she goes 
on to state, “Yet through it all this creature has not found a fitting companion.”71 This is the 
narrative point, Moore and I would argue. For Trible, “episode three tantalises. Yahweh 
announces one agenda to precede immediately to another without explanation or apology. 
Then God disappears, and it is left to the narrator to conclude that the divine promise 
remains unfulfilled.”72 But, I would argue, the narrative shape has made its point, namely 
that it is up to ha‑adam to discern and decide whether what God has made is an appropriate 
sexual partner.

With this narrative point having been made, the implied reader is given another opportunity 
to bear witness to ha‑adam’s agency. God now does something different, working with the 
“flesh” (basar) of ha‑adam itself. Trible finds a similar “circular design” in verses 21-24, with 
the word “flesh” delineating “the boundaries”, occurring “once at the beginning, once at the 
end, twice in the middle, and nowhere else in the entire story”.73 The repetition of basar 
and its framing of the literary sub-unit confirms a second act in the story of ha‑adam’s 
recognition and choice. 

The focus remains firmly fixed on ha‑adam’s decision for God once again “brought” (bo) 
(vv. 19 and 22) what God had “fashioned” (New American Standard Version) or “built” 
(banah) to ha‑adam. I would argue that because the reader has read through the complication 
of verses 19-20, there is narrative tension as we wait to see what ha‑adam will decide. 
Will there be a resolution? Will ha‑adam find a companion and partner? The resolution 
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lies not – given the narrative shift from the voice of the narrator in verse 22 to the voice of 
ha‑adam who speaks for the first time – in what God fashions, a woman (ishshah), nor in 
God’s action, that God brings ishshah to ha‑adam, but that ha‑adam makes it clear that it 
has “finally” found a companion and partner.

I emphasise, following Moore, the matter of recognition and choice. I accept that what 
ha‑adam chooses is “a woman”. But the narrative is clear that the poetic resonance between 
ish (man) and ishshah (woman) (v. 23) is subsequent in narrative time to the narrator’s signal 
of ha‑adam’s decisive speech (“and ha‑adam said”). That ha‑adam speaks decisively is a 
feature of the narrative. The shift from narrated prose to direct poetic speech emphasises 
what are two moments in the narrative movement. First, ha‑adam speaks decisively, 
articulating a recognition and making a choice: “And ha‑adam said” (v. 23a). The second 
moment is itself in two parts. First, when we hear ha‑adam’s first sentence, we note that it 
is not about the specificity of what God has fashioned, but that what God has fashioned is 
“finally, bone of my bone/and flesh of my flesh” (v. 23b). The first part of the second moment 
is a recognition of “fleshly” resonance. It is only in the second part of the second moment that 
a particular instance of fleshly resonance is poetically articulated: “This shall be called woman 
(ishshah)/ because from man (ish) was taken this” (v. 23c). This time there is a resolution to 
the aloneness of ha‑adam. And who gets to decide that ha‑adam is no longer alone? Not 
God, not the narrator, but ha‑adam, using direct speech and speaking for itself.

The pronoun “itself ” is instructive. At this point in the narrative as the narrative reaches its 
climax in resolving the complication of ha‑adam’s aloneness, it is ha‑adam who speaks. As 
yet ha‑adam is undifferentiated in terms of gender and sexual identity. So ha‑adam speaks 
for all the possibilities that will emerge from this formative human creature God has made. 
And when ha‑adam recognises, finally, a fleshly resonance (v. 23b), the implied reader 
(both ancient and modern) might imagine the full array of gender and sexual diversity – for 
a moment. This is a significant moment, creating a space, a narratively constructed space, 
in which the implied reader may pause and reflect on a host of possible fleshly recognitions.

The narrative shape gives emphasis to ha‑adam’s decisive recognition. Only then does 
the narrative continue into hetero-normative territory. Just as the narrative resists but 
remains constrained by patriarchy, so too the narrative resists but remains constrained by 
heterosexuality. In terms of Moore’s indecent question, verse 23ab is the narrative climax. 
Verse 23c and verse 24 then accommodate the narrative more overtly to the dominant 
hetero-patriarchal environment. Verse 23c does this by echoing ha‑adam’s “calling” (qara) 
of the animals (v. 19), naming them, perhaps suggesting ‘power over’ and ha‑adam’s “calling” 
(qara) of ishshah, naming her. Trible resists this however, arguing instead that because 
the verb qara is used on its own and not together with the nominal “name”, “in calling 
the woman, the man is not establishing power over her but rejoicing in their mutuality”.74 
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Whether we recognise with Trible that verse 24 is part of her fourth episode, or whether 
we argue that this verse is an interpolation,75 the verses include indecent detail, but of a 
different kind. The “advent” of ishshah, Trible argues, “has transformed the earth creature 
into a sexual being”.76 And this is what verse 24 is about:

The man’s movement toward union with the woman involves its opposite: separation from the parents 
… The result of this convergence of opposites is a consummation of union: ‘and they become one 
flesh’. No procreative purpose characterizes this sexual union; children are not mentioned. Hence, 
the man does not leave one family to start another; rather, he abandons (azab) familial identity for 
the one flesh of sexuality.77 

Trible follows the narrative logic of verse 23c – the celebration of  female and male sexuality – 
into verse 24. Her overall narrative summary, however, is worth reiterating: “The creation 
of humanity, sexually undifferentiated in episode one [2:7-8], finds its fulfilment in the 
creation of sexuality in episode four [2:21-24].”78 Moore and I would concur that there is 
enough indecent detail to indicate that the text can be read as “about” human sexuality in 
general rather than heterosexuality in particular. And if we make a methodological shift we 
might see this more clearly with respect to verse 24.

Indecent Socio-historical Detail
The ancient implied reader of Genesis 2:24 would have been struck by its indecency. On 
what grounds would a man abandon his father and his mother (in that order) for a woman?

The long interpretive tradition, whether Jewish or Christian, of Genesis 2:24 shares, Megan 
Warner argues, 

an underlying conviction that Gen 2:24 offers a normative definition (i.e. what must happen) as 
opposed to a description (i.e. what does happen) of marriage. They proceed from an understanding 
that the account of God’s creation of the first couple in Genesis can be seen, in the light of Gen 2:24, 
to offer a blueprint for marriage that is applicable today.79

As Warner demonstrates, many biblical scholars have followed a similar line of argument 
that Genesis 2:24 is “etiological on a juridical (or normative) level”, specifying what one 
must do.80 A minority position however has argued that Genesis 2:24, 

is not a normative statement about the institution of marriage. Instead, they argue, Gen 2:24 
presents an explanation of a phenomenon of nature, namely, ‘the extremely powerful drive of the 
sexes to each other’. This ‘powerful drive’ is the result of the manner in which men and women were 
created and, in particular, of the fact that women and men were once a single entity, which was 
divided and which seeks unification.81

Claus Westermann, cited by Warner, comments on this text from the perspective “of the 
important role taken by parents in the arrangement of marriages for their children, which is 
evident ‘from the patriarchal stories right up to the book of Tobit’. ” Given this socio-historical 
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reality, he and Warner argue, “The significance of the verse lies in this, that in contrast to 
the established institutions and partly in opposition to them, it points to the basic power 
of love between man and woman.”82 Such scholarship discerns the improperness, perhaps 
even the indecency, of Genesis 2:24, recognising that this (interpolated) text,

does not set up a normative standard but rather explains the extraordinary strong force that causes 
those who marry or who otherwise embark in relationship to do so regardless of the normative 
standards that parents and society typically aim to enforce. This is a very different understanding of 
Gen 2:24 from that held by those who read Gen 2:24 as a normative definition of marriage. Far from 
being a ‘conservative’ prescription of how things must be (normative), Gen 2:24 becomes a radically 
honest appraisal of how things actually are (descriptive). The radical element of the appraisal lies in 
the fact that opposition to parental or societal authority is attributed to God’s action in creation.83

Warner continues immediately to state that, “The drive for the genders to be united, even 
if inconvenient, is the direct result of the creative activity of God.”84 I would go further, 
following Moore’s suggestive analysis, to state that the drive for sexual companionship 
and partnership both across and within genders, even if improper or even indecent, is the 
direct result of the creative activity of God. Warner herself follows a similar trajectory 
arguing that, 

Far from setting out to regulate and restrict the institution of marriage, Gen 2:24 acknowledges, 
without narratorial censure of any kind, the propensity of men to pursue ‘inappropriate’ marriages 
that defy the wishes and schemes of their parents and, by implication, society and religious 
institutions.85 

“Our study suggests,” she continues, summarising the careful arguments of her article, “that 
the particular brand of inappropriate relationship that the authors of Gen 2:24 had in mind 
was intermarriage.”86 “In our day,” says Warner, moving from biblical text to contemporary 
context, “the presenting issue might be homosexual marriage, but the implication is the 
same – the cause of this propensity is to be located in God’s solution to the problem of the 
aloneness of the adam.”87

As with my literary analysis, my focus here is on socio-historical “shape”. The shape of 
Genesis  2:24 is clear, even though different contexts may identify different “contents” 
within this shape. Genesis 2:18-23 and Genesis 2:24 share a similar shape. The aloneness of 
ha‑adam recognises an appropriate, even if socially improper or indecent, sexual partner.

Indecent Resources for Community Bible Study
God, according to Genesis  2, recognised the aloneness of ha‑adam and so created 
sexuality, granting the sexual creature God had created the right to recognise and choose 
its appropriate sexual companion and partner. Furthermore, Genesis 2 recognises that such 
sexual attraction does not always conform to familial and societal norms.
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Both literary and socio-historical analysis discern indecent detail in Genesis 2, but such 
detail is difficult to assemble for “ordinary” readers of Scripture. Among the tasks of the 
socially engaged biblical scholars working with poor and marginalised sectors is to find 
ways of offering this kind of detail in the form of questions that facilitate a slower and more 
careful re-reading of a particular scriptural text.88 What follows moves through the three 
intersecting sets of Contextual Bible Study’s methodological processes. See-Judge-Act is 
the overarching framing movement – moving from (See) an analysis of social reality (in this 
case sexuality), to evaluating whether this reality conforms to a liberatory understanding of 
God’s project (Judge), to forms of action (Act) that will change reality. 

Within this frame, a second movement moves the Bible study from community 
consciousness to critical consciousness to community consciousness, embedding the Bible 
study in a particular local community. Closely associated with this second movement is a 
third movement, in which the critical resources of biblical scholarship offer resources to 
read the biblical text thematically, then to re-read the text more carefully, using literary 
resources, then (if appropriate) to re-read the text from a socio-historical perspective, and 
then finally to further re-read the themes that might be appropriated by the community 
from the detail of the carefully re-read text.

A Contextual Bible Study that is in the process of being constructed using the indecent 
detail of Genesis 2 has taken the following preliminary form:

1. Listen to Genesis 2:18‑23. What is this text about?

2.  Re‑read Genesis 2:7 in as many different translations as you have in your 
small groups. 

• How do your different translations translate this verse? Focus on the words  
used for the Hebrew ha‑adam (‘the man’, ‘the human’, ‘the earth creature’,  
‘Adam’ etc.)?

In Genesis 2:7 there is a play on words in the Hebrew: God creates an earth/
ground creature (ha‑adam) from the earth/ground (ha‑adamah). So a good 
translation might be “earth‑creature” or “ground‑creature”:

7   And Yahweh God formed ha‑adam (the earth-creature) of dust  
from ha‑adamah (the earth)  
and breathed into its nostrils the breath of life  
and ha‑adam became a living being.

• Do you think this translation is useful for your church and community?

3.  Re‑read Genesis 2:18‑20 in your small groups using this translation:

And Yahweh God said, 
18   “It is not good for ha-adam to be alone; 
I will make for it a companion corresponding to it.”
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19   And Yahweh God formed from ha-adamah 
every beast of the field and every bird of the heavens 
and brought each to ha-adam to see what it would call each one.
20   And whatever ha-adam called each living being, 
that was the name. 
And ha-adam called the names of all domestic animals 
and the birds of the heavens and the beasts of the field. 
But as for ha-adam, it did not find a companion corresponding to itself.

• What is the relationship between verse 18 and verse 19?

• Who decides what the animals’ names are?

• Who also decides whether there is any among the animals that might be 
an appropriate partner? 

4.  Re‑read Genesis 2:21‑23 in your small groups using this translation:
21   And Yahweh God caused a deep sleep to fall upon ha‑adam 
and, while it slept, took one of its ribs 
and closed up flesh at that spot.
22   And Yahweh God built the rib 
which Yahweh God took from ha-adam into woman (ishshah) 
and brought her to ha‑adam.
23 And ha‑adam said: 
This, finally, is bone of my bone 
and flesh of my flesh. 
This shall be called woman (ishshah) 
because from man (ish) was taken this.

• Having tried the animals, what does God do next to find a partner for the 
earth‑creature? 

• Who decides that this new creature made from the body of the earth‑
creature is now the appropriate partner?

5. Re‑read the whole text of Genesis 2:18‑23 again. 

There are two emphases in this story. First, there is an emphasis on the human 
“finding” or recognising its appropriate partner. It is the human creature who 
recognises its partner, using poetry to say, “This at last is bone of my bones, 
and flesh of my flesh.” Second, there is an emphasis on the gender and 
sexual identity of the two creatures made from the one creature (ha‑adam): 
a man (ish) and a woman (ishshah). 

• Why have our churches made the second emphasis (the product) the main 
emphasis of the church’s theology on sexuality?

• What would change if our churches placed an emphasis on the first emphasis 
(the process), recognising that God gives us as humans the right to identity 
an appropriate sexual partner?



Deploying Indecent Literary and Socio-historical Detail for Change

73

6. Read Genesis 2:24 using this translation.
24   Therefore, a man (ish) leaves his father and this mother 
and cleaves to his woman (ishshah) 
and they become one flesh.

Verse 24, which we have not yet read, suggests that the story has a third 
emphasis, an emphasis on sex. In biblical cultures, it is the woman who would 
leave her family and move to the man’s family in marriage. But here it is the 
man who leaves his family! Therefore, the story is not about marriage but 
about the power of love, sexuality and sex. Such is the power of love, sexuality 
and sex; the story seems to be saying, that a man might even leave his family in 
order to be with his chosen partner.

• How can we help our churches to take sexuality and sex seriously?

• How can we help our churches to understand that sexuality and sex are a 
God‑given gift?

• How can we help our churches to recognise that God grants us the right to 
identify our sexual partner?

This form of Contextual Bible Study (CBS) raises a number of distinctive challenges. First, 
this CBS requires the use of translations not already present in local communities and 
churches. This English re-translation and any similar local language re-translations would 
need to be accepted by the participants as working translations for the purposes of this 
CBS. Second, the CBS uses more ‘input’ than a typical CBS, given the provision of critical 
detail (both literary and socio-historical) not ordinarily available in local communities and 
churches. Participants would need to trust this input and accept it as part of the resources 
of the CBS. Third, the CBS ventures into taboo terrain, asking participants to tread where 
churches do not take them. In my experience, these challenges are in a descending order of 
difficulty. I do not think delving into the indecent is a significant problem provided the Bible 
leads the way, which I have argued the Bible does.

Conclusion
This essay has taken up Gareth Moore’s recognition of a potentially indecent deconstructive 
reading of Genesis 2, in which the human creature that God has made articulates a decisive 
recognition and makes a decisive choice about its sexual partner. The significance of 
Moore’s indecent recognition is that it is readily available to any careful reader of almost 
any translation of Genesis 2. It is readily apparent in the narrative shape of the story in 
its final form. This essay honours Moore’s recognition and argument by elaborating upon 
them using literary and socio-historical resources. 
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As our guide in the literary analysis of Genesis 2, we followed the pioneering gender-critical 
work of Phyllis Trible, honouring her too for her activist-biblical orientation, even when 
we discern a different indecent narrative within the literary detail she so carefully analyses. 
As  our guide behind the text into the socio-historical world that produced our biblical 
texts, we followed Meg Warner, appropriating both her socio-historical detail and her 
socially engaged contemporary reflections on homosexual marriage. 

I reserve the final word of acknowledgement for Marcella Althaus-Reid, whose indecent 
challenge to Latin American liberation theology has challenged all forms of liberation 
theology and liberation hermeneutics. This essay has not delved deeply enough into sexuality’s 
intersections, but our text, Genesis 2, does offer potential sites of intersectionality, including 
sites of economic and ecological intersectionality. And if we were to go on to read further, 
following our story into Genesis 3 and 4, we would be confronted more forcefully with the 
economic, as our colleagues Gunther Wittenberg and Itumeleng Mosala have made clear.89 
The indecent intersection between gender, sexuality, and economics is incipient in what we 
have read, and because these intersections shape the lives of our communities and churches, 
we have to engage with them – no matter how difficult and indecent the challenges.
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HAVING DIFFICULT 
CONVERSATIONS

Engaging Film as a Reflective Surface  
to Encourage Dynamic Intersectional  

Encounters1

Charlene van der Walt
School of Religion, Philosophy and Classics  

University of KwaZulu-Natal

Creating Space for Difficult Conversations
Having the opportunity to take a step back, to view the well-known overfamiliar realities 
and landscapes that we are embedded in from a new vantage point or from a different 
perspective, is not a luxury we are often afforded or a risk that we are frequently willing 
to take. Yet, the gift of the opportunity to write this essay and to have these precious 
moments of reflection invites me to take the risk of stepping out of the continuous forward 
motion of doing scholarship, of being engaged with the teaching and implementation of 
transformative pedagogies and of asking questions such as: How did we get here? What are 
we busy with? What is the change we want to see? Does our process reflect the theoretical 
underpinnings and values that inform our scholarship? By trying to answer these questions, 
this essay serves as a critical pedagogical reflection on praxis. I am simultaneously thankful 
for the crazy immersed-ness and the collective becoming that this pedagogical journey has 
been and for this rare moment to take a step back and to reflect critically on some of the 
insights gained in this process of becoming and of co-constructing.2

The journey started in 2012 when the Faculty of Theology at Stellenbosch University, 
South Africa in conjunction with other African academic partners was approached by 
representatives of the Church of Sweden to start a new research focus in their existing 
MTh  programme that would explore the intersection of Gender, Health and Theology 
within our local context.3 The impetus for this initial request was the eagerness on the part 
of the Church of Sweden in collaboration with the Swedish Government Development 
Agency (SIDA) to find ways of addressing two of the United Nations’ Millennium Goals, 
namely the reduction of child mortality and the improvement of maternal health.4
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The request and accompanying Concept Note for the initial Pilot Program Gender and 
Health dynamically informed the development of the special-focus Master’s programme 
and the pedagogical exploration that it implied.5 Two key imperatives played an important 
role in the conceptual pedagogical development of the Master’s programme. First, the 
contextual gendered nature of the central concern, namely maternal health and child 
mortality, that had to be addressed by the programme aligned well with the imperative of a 
Feminist Theory of Praxis as proposed by amongst others Denise Ackermann. The theory 
insists that theological reflection should be primarily informed by the embodied lived 
realities of those most vulnerable in society.6 The resolve to link African academic partners 
with local contextual community partners and Faith-Based Organizations implied not only 
that the “most vulnerable” did not simply remain a vague conceptual abstraction, but that 
concepts or ideas have names and faces – became embodied. The programme would thus 
be informed primarily by the realities of those most affected by the complex intersection of 
Gender, Health and Theology.

Second, maternal health and child mortality are not issues that can be discussed in 
isolation, but require methodological approaches and theoretical frames that can engage 
with the complex constellation of factors that bring these realities about.7 The concept 
of intersectionality has been paramount in the sense that it maintains that in order 
to comprehensively deal with embodied experiences of oppression, domination and 
marginalisation, one has to take into consideration how multiple social forces such as race, 
class, gender, sexual orientation, religion and culture converge in order to bring into being a 
certain phenomenon, position or situatedness.8 The initial discussion pertaining to maternal 
health and child mortality in Africa as an example of contextual issues situated within the 
intersection of Gender, Health and Theology soon became a much more complicated and 
dynamic conversation involving race, gender, class, sexual orientation, socio-economic 
status, history, culture and religion. 

Needless to say, and linking to the intersectional nature of the programme, no single 
discipline or theoretical vantage point could contain the complexity of the discussion 
and it soon became clear that we would have to reflect on these issues by employing 
discipline-specific tools in a dynamic interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary manner.9 
The fact that the programme had to slot into our existing Master’s programme frame at 
Stellenbosch University resulted in a vibrant, albeit sometimes painfully complex dynamic 
where gender issues got increasingly mainstreamed and where creative interdisciplinary 
and transdisciplinary conversations were made possible between students and staff from 
various disciplines. 

Instrumental to the establishment of the programme was the development and 
implementation of the Core Module Gender and Health that has been taught to a group 
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of gender and culturally diverse students each year since its inception in 2013. Having 
the opportunity to develop and implement the Core Module Gender and Health was like 
receiving the gift of a blank canvas, and it was from its inception strongly informed by the 
vision that guided the programme.10 The vision has become increasingly more nuanced in 
its expression, and can probably be best summarised by employing the title of the initial 
conference and of this current and subsequent publication, namely “cultivating change 
agents”, and by tracing how it is unpacked within the promotional material pertaining 
to the MTh Gender and Health at Stellenbosch University, which states that: The aim is 
to cultivate change agents who in their respective communities will help bring about a 
change in attitudes and actions with regard to the complex intersection of Gender, Health 
and Theology. 

Since 2013, I have had the remarkable and humbling privilege to encounter annually a 
group of students who are intuitively drawn to the complexity of issues situated within the 
intersection Gender, Health and Theology. As existing or potential community leaders, they 
express upon arrival an instinctive and embodied knowledge that something is horribly 
wrong in a world where a virus becomes a moral issue, where women and girls are valued 
less, where black lesbians in South African townships need to be “corrected” through rape 
because they do not fit the heteronormative ideal, or where people are excluded from the 
community of faith because of who they love and of where they find community. Although 
our students might know these things in a deeply existential way, they often lack the 
vocabulary or words to express the issues and in the light of the overwhelming life-denying 
realities that manifest at the intersection, they are often too breathless to speak. While they 
are keen to impact this landscape, they frequently voice their inability to find appropriate 
vocabulary to name their lived experiences or to engage with the unquestionable norms 
that predominately govern hetero-patriarchal societies and faith communities. 

Informed by insight from feminist theory, the pedagogical process aims to honour and 
acknowledge this initial intuitive insight and to respect the pre-existing embodied 
knowledge represented by the lived experiences of each of the students present in the class. 
Students are invited to become part of a communal process of exploration and discovery 
whilst being aware of their unique vantage point and the particularity of their position. 

In terms of content, the module aims to enhance, extend and deepen the vocabulary and 
theoretical insight of students pertaining to gender and sexuality, to empower students with 
a variety of theoretical tools to engage complex issues at the intersection of Gender, Health 
and Theology and to insist on engaging with these issues in a complex fashion. Informed 
by insight from Queer scholarship, students are encouraged to trouble and destabilise the 
often-unquestionable norm and to move beyond simple binary or dualistic constructions 
or judgements. The module insists on constant reflection on power dynamics and in the 
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process encourages scholarship that functions in a way that troubles, destabilises, questions, 
pushes back and in the process deliberately challenges dominant ways of speaking, writing 
and being. All of these processes develop and grow within a diverse community of voices 
represented by those present in the class and by the richness of the theoretical voices 
introduced through reading and other content sharing methods. 

The content and theoretical insight explored above informs the movement that can 
be traced in the Core Module. The initial focus on the development of vocabulary and 
theoretical engagement tools gives way to the construction of complex conversations 
relating to specific issues embodied within the intersection Gender, Health and Theology, 
namely HIV and AIDS, Gender-Based Violence, Disability, Queer-lived realities and, since 
2014, complex and contextually informed construction of Masculinities. 

The inclusion of masculinity construction as one of the complex contextual issues for 
comprehensive reflection was informed firstly by theoretical insight developed from feminist 
scholarship, which highlights that it is not only women who suffer due to patriarchy. Findings 
show that the impenetrable hyper-masculine ideal as constructed within hetero-patriarchal 
discourse is often not only detrimental to women, but harms men and limits the possibility 
for non-conforming diverse communities of care to come into being, that is, communities 
informed by the communal embodied experiences of diversity and vulnerability.

Second and possibly more influential to my inclusion of Masculinity studies was my own 
encounter with the 2011 film Skoonheid by Cape Town-born, South African writer/director 
Oliver Hermanus.11 Skoonheid is a story that develops from and depicts a certain segment 
of the South African society and uncompromisingly interrogates hegemonic constructions 
of Afrikaner masculinity that can be described as a gender construct that is so absolute in 
its production that little room is left for alternatives or exceptions. Theo Sonnekus remarks 
on the masculinity construction portrayed in Skoonheid as follows: 

Such performances of hegemonic Afrikaner masculinity can thus be viewed as manifestations of 
Christian Nationalist ideology, buttressed mainly by the Dutch Reformed Church, which placed great 
emphases on morality, asceticism, industriousness, and heteronormativity.12

In Skoonheid, I found the proverbial rug that tied the room together in the sense that it 
gifted us with a narrative that skilfully and painfully depicts a character constructed so 
tightly within a specific race ideologically informed cultural construction of hetero-
patriarchal normativity that it is not surprising that no real life is possible for those who 
realise that they do not fit the pinned-up ideal. Francois van Heerden (Deon Lotz) has been 
a discomforting gift that forced me and my students to grapple annually with the embodied 
trauma of one painfully situated at the complex intersection of gender, health and theology. 
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In order to nuance the pedagogical praxis reflection in the last part of the essay, I will briefly 
discuss the plot of the film and refer to key thematic issues relevant for understanding the 
film as a reflective surface for a discussion of masculinity construction.13 

Difficult Conversation Matter – Engaging with Skoonheid
Skoonheid was the first Afrikaans film to be screened at the Cannes Film Festival and it won 
the Queer Palm for its contribution to Queer cinema in 2011. Following his award-winning 
2009 film, Shirley Adams, in Skoonheid (which can be translated as ‘Beauty’) Hermanus 
again focuses on a character for whom there seems to be no easy way out of things.14 In the 
translation of the film’s title into English, something of the fine nuance of the title is lost, 
however. The film indeed explores beauty as in physical beauty, but a second, more subtle 
meaning of the word skoonheid in the original Afrikaans is the word ‘cleanliness’ as in 
being clean.15 Read in the context of the South African landscape, this cleanliness can be 
interpreted as being white, as being separate and as being set aside. In this regard, Shaun 
de Waal remarks that, “The upright godly morality, or at least its degenerated but socially 
binding descendent, which would value “cleanliness”, is strongly present in Skoonheid. It is 
the very marrow of white Bloemfontein …”16 

The film subtly explores this second meaning of the word Skoonheid as we often find the 
main character washing and urgently scrubbing himself, somehow trying to rid himself of 
the dirty feeling or desires that he secretly harbours. 

Many have commented on the pace of the film and Lin Sampson aptly remarks in this 
regard that, “The film is slow paced. This, combined with its cinemascope screen, brings it 
very close, sometimes too near for comfort in a purposeful ploy.”17 As Sampson notes, the 
ploy masterfully constructed by Hermanus is that the viewer is drawn in and becomes a 
sort of voyeuristic eyewitness to the slow unravelling of Francois van Heerden. Hermanus 
in his Director’s Note comments on the privileged position of the viewer thus: 

The story is very much the exploration of one man’s self-destruction. His disdain for himself. His 
hatred. We are privy to the different, compartmentalized sections of his life, his secrets and his 
desires. We witness his violence, his fears, his anger and his jealousy.18

We meet Francois, the main character of the film supremely portrayed by Deon Lotz, at 
the wedding reception of his eldest daughter. The film starts with arguably one of the most 
spectacular shots of the entire project as the camera slowly moves across the wedding 
guests when they start making their way to the main reception hall. The shot, which lasts 
quite a while, slowly zooms into its main perspective to reveal a beautiful young man, 
named Christian (Charlie Keegan). This lingering shot and its flow is one of the visual 
highlights of the film.
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It is only in retrospect that the viewers realise that they were seeing the world though 
Francois’ eyes. This initial scene sets up the status quo for the rest of the film. Francois 
van Heerden appears in every single scene of the film and is the viewer’s guide through his 
world. At first glance, 

Francois is a successful 41-year-old family man. He has two beautiful daughters, a devoted wife, 
and a prosperous timber business. As far as everyone is concerned he is the definition of what a 
stable man should be … which, of course, means that Francois is hiding something.19

We are gradually introduced to the neatly compartmentalised life that Francois has 
constructed. Francois stays in Bloemfontein, South Africa’s Afrikaner heartland.20 He is 
married to Elena (Michelle Scott) though they seem not to have an intimate or physical 
relationship. The sterile bankruptcy of their relationship is stunningly portrayed in the film 
through mundane conversations with a slightly aggressive undertone as they lie together, 
yet completely separate, in bed at night. The distinct lifeless tone of their conversation 
comes into sharp focus when Elena leaves a dinner-table conversation with Francois to 
answer the phone and the joyful tone in her voice is heard off-screen, while Francois stays 
behind in silence at a dimly lit dinner table. 

From snippets of dinner-table conversation, we might suspect Francois to be homophobic 
and racist. Therefore, Lee Marshall poignantly remarks: 

When he drives to a farmstead meeting with a group of tongue-tied roughnecks, we assume it’s 
a white supremacists’ hoedown, especially when one of the group is turned away because he has 
broken their ‘no faggots or colored’s’21 rule by arriving with a fey black boy in tow.22

It thus comes as quite a shock when in the next scene we see Francois and his hard Afrikaner 
pals engaged in an orgy, while gay porn plays on TV and overpowers the soundtrack. They 
are indeed “… hard, homophobic men who like to have sex with each other, before (like 
Francois) going back to their families, going to church and behaving like regular guys”.23

Although the construction of Francois’ sexual identity warrants investigation, it falls outside 
the scope of this essay and I will, therefore, only allude to this very important dimension 
of Francois’ character in a couple of superficial remarks. Francois does not regard himself 
as homosexual. He hates moffies,24 but enjoys having sex with men. He distances himself 
from homosexuality,25 identifying himself instead as a “straight man that has sex with men”. 
The film demonstrates Francois’ struggles to deal with his desires, which run counter to 
his cultural upbringing as a traditional Afrikaner with deeply embedded, conservative, 
heterosexual values. 

In the film director’s note, Hermanus explains his understanding of Francois’ character: 
François should not be easily dismissed or relegated to being a ‘negative character’. My intention 
as the filmmaker is to explore his contorted and troubled existence in showing his tragedy and his 
brutality without judging him. The reality of this character in post-apartheid South Africa is that he 
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represents a minority grouping in a country that was ruled by the minority for centuries and now is 
ruled by the majority. Francois speaks a language that is not spoken in any other part of the world; 
he has a heritage that is stigmatized as being racist and hateful. He was raised to be wary of the 
black man and to embrace conservative values. He lives in a city that was once the capital of this 
regime, and is still a bastion of its former glory. Francois fears the country he lives in because he 
is perceived as the guilty party, the color of his skin, the language he speaks, the blood that runs 
through his veins is all symbols [sic] of a brutal unjust past. The collective guilt and subconscious 
need to defend their heritage are what most conservative Afrikaners battle with every day … and 
beyond this, Francois, like millions of men around the world, is humiliated and ashamed of his sexual 
preference. The combination of these imploding tensions and the mastery of his ability to control his 
emotions is the starting point of this film.26

But when Francois meets Christian, the son of an old family friend at his daughter’s 
wedding, his resolve crumbles and he suddenly loses control of his boundaries and breaks 
his own carefully constructed and self-protecting rules. Francois becomes obsessed with 
this beautiful young man. Charlie Keegan is perfectly cast as the object of Francois’ desires, 
youthful and disarming in his charm. Hermanus places him at the centre of every shot in 
which he appears in the film with the camera focusing on his strong masculine beauty and 
casting him as though through Francois’ gaze. Christian is a man born with physical form 
and beauty that gives him power in the world and it could be argued that this gives him 
currency to manipulate and take what he wants from the world. 

Francois is a voyeur and we spend a great deal of time looking at Francois as he looks 
at other people or seeing the world from Francois’ perspective. We follow Francois from 
Bloemfontein to Cape Town as he continues his pursuit of the object of his desire. Christian 
is arguably painfully unaware of Francois’ feelings as he continues to engage pleasantly with 
Francois in order to secure the opportunity to act as his company’s lawyer after he has 
completed his tertiary law studies. Francois is in turn disarmed and disrupted by the spell 
of Christian’s power of beauty. He wants to be with him, manipulates situations to be near 
him, to possess him. Yet, the ease with which Christian floats through life, the charm of his 
easy manner, enrages Francois to the core. Francois is simultaneously drawn to Christian 
and repulsed by him. We look at Francois spiralling closer and closer to Christian as we 
carefully tiptoe towards the end – that pervading feeling of dread builds to a graphic and 
unsettling climax that is both shockingly violent and painfully inevitable. It borders on 
unwatchable as Hermanus again employs long unflinching camera shots but, rather than 
being gratuitous, it feels like an entirely necessary and graphic conclusion to Francois’ story. 

Francois violently takes what he wants. The apparent desire for a thing of beauty, for an 
object of affection is exposed as a lie in the ultimate act of violence as his obsession leads 
him to rape Christian. That which starts out as something, described in words belonging to 
the discourse of love and desire, ends as an act of violation, violence and power.
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Having the Difficult Conversation and Dealing with Discomfort
Simply from this brief description of and reflection on the violently complex reflective 
surface that we encounter in Hermanus’ film we probably can sense why viewing the 
film is situated within the Core Module as a culmination point of sorts. Comprehensive 
engagement with the film implies the convergence of various strains of complex theory and 
poses a great theoretical and conceptual challenge to the viewers. One cannot engage with 
the complex dynamic of Francois’ character without bringing into play theories pertaining 
to race, class, gender, sexual orientation, masculinity construction, culture, history, religion, 
gender-based violence, homophobia and privilege. 

The inclusion of Skoonheid within the Core Module curriculum was informed by the 
pedagogical insight that diverse narratives hold great potential for imaginative contextual 
ethical reflection and the development of moral imagination as Martha Nussbaum 
proposes.27 Truly grappling with our own feelings of isolation and disconnection in the 
process of negotiating our construction of sexuality may seem such a daunting task that 
we rather choose to continue to live in ignorant yet unexamined bliss. By seeing various 
narratives as reflective surfaces, like the one we encounter in Skoonheid, viewers are invited 
to enter a dynamic space to confront complex and painful personal lived realities.28 In the 
encounter with characters who find themselves isolated, perplexed or disenfranchised 
within the narrative, interpreters/viewers may be encouraged to reflect on their own 
experience of isolation and complex identity construction. In contemplating the painful 
embodiment of the character of Francois van Heerden embedded within the narrative and 
the seemingly unquestionable norms that govern his world, we might find a productive 
space to reflect on our own embodied realities, our own negotiations of hetero-patriarchy. 
By looking into Francois’ world the so-called “water that we swim in” and that we are 
generally painfully unaware of becomes the object of analysis. 

Francois’ story becomes a tool that we can use to name and examine the often-invisible 
contours of patriarchy, heteronormativity and hyper-masculinity. Through the act of 
viewing, interpretation and discussion, the messy, complex and painful world depicted 
in the film becomes a dynamic space for ethical reflection and contemplation by 
contemporary viewers. 

However, on her experience of viewing the film, Samantha Steele from the Mail and 
Guardian remarks that, “It is difficult to watch. It’s a difficult enough subject to grapple with 
at the best of times but Hermanus’s graphic representations – the orgy and a disturbing 
rape – make it impossible to look away.”29 

Even Deon Lotz who played the main character, Francois van Heerden, and Charlie Keegan 
who played the object of his desire, Christian, found some of the more violent physical 
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scenes difficult to watch. Steele quotes the actors: “ ‘I get goosebumps just thinking about it,’ 
says Lotz. Says Keegan: ‘It’s not easy to watch yourself in a scene that [depicts a situation] 
you wouldn’t want to see anyone in’. ” 30 

In the final part of the essay, I would like to highlight the notion of viewers’ discomfort 
as referred to by Steel, Lotz and Keegan when engaging with the reflective surface of 
Hermanus’ film.31 When asked to reflect on the experience of viewing the film and engaging 
with the content of the film in a three-page writing assignment, students employ terms 
such as ‘painful,’ ‘challenging,’ ‘violating,’ ‘disturbing,’ ‘troubling’ and ‘difficult’ to explain their 
encounter with the film.32 They unwittingly reflect on the style of Hermanus’ filmmaking 
saying, “the director forces the viewer to watch”. The discomfort expressed by reviewers of 
the film and actors involved in the project is echoed by students in their reflection on the 
experience. As one student writes: 

The film is not for the faint-hearted: it leaves one silent and pensive, if not shocked. It touches on 
themes of identity and community, and deconstructing those in a clever way can dig deep into a 
viewer’s sense of security. The film furthermore explores sexual themes like desire, lust and sexual 
orientation – all of those such an integral part of being human. And when we view rape – at once the 
crisis and highpoint of the story, we also feel violated. Nevertheless, maybe we need to sometimes 
really see before we can begin to understand.

Another remarks that, “It is an intense film that leaves one shaken and filled with questions. 
Some may even view it as ‘a quiet film’ that makes no judgements, but encourages its audience 
to raise more questions than answers.” Yet, another states that, “It truly is an intense and 
challenging film, shaking the safe foundation in our lives while addressing numerous 
de-humanizing factors in our broken society.” Another student remarks that, “In the first 
place the film was very disgusting to me especially the sexual violence – the raping of the 
young man Christian. It shows that everyone is vulnerable, not only women and children.” 

The discomfort voiced in the written reflections is nothing but a shadow of the often 
emotional reflections offered by students in the pivotal debriefing session, which annually 
follows the viewing of the film. Considering the emotionally charged nature of the viewing 
and discussion experience, it seems appropriate to offer a side note regarding the process 
of facilitating the viewing of the film. I am aware of the potential risk involved in showing 
the film in the sense that it can possibly hit too close to home for students considering the 
subject matter and the potential risk of re-traumatisation for survivors of gender-based 
violence. Hence, I try to contain the viewing experience by first offering students as much 
appropriate background information and appropriate theory as possible in order to help 
them engage with the subject at hand.33 Subsequently, I try to keep the class together with 
a meal after the viewing in order to create a safe and caring co-constructed environment 
and by holding the space for students in an uncensored debriefing session after the viewing, 
which is aimed at assisting students in the process of re-orientation and integration.
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Pedagogically, however, I take the calculated risk of facilitating the viewing of the film 
drawing on the work by Megan Boler,34 Ann Berlak35 and Michalinos Zembylas36 on the 
so-called pedagogy of discomfort. Zembylas and McGlynn state that:

A pedagogy of discomfort, as an educational approach, emphasizes the need for educators and 
students alike to move outside their ‘comfort zones’. Pedagogically, this approach assumes that 
discomforting emotions play a constructive role in challenging dominant beliefs, societal habits and 
normative practices that sustain social inequities and in creating possibilities for individual and 
social transformation.37 

Theoretically, the model implies that it is necessary to offer students the opportunity 
to “unpack their cherished worldviews and ‘comfort zones’ in order to deconstruct the 
ways in which they have learned to see, feel and act”.38 By closely problematising these 
emotional habits, it is hoped that teachers and students will begin to identify their 
unconscious privileges, as well as the invisible ways in which they comply with dominant 
ideology. Consequently, the value of this pedagogical approach is particularly effected when 
harnessed in settings dealing with or engaging with social justice issues. 

By drawing on the theoretical insights offered above in terms of a pedagogy of discomfort, 
in conclusion I would like to reflect briefly and personally on a number of issues as a form 
of pedagogical praxis reflection on our communal annual exercise in discomfort when 
viewing and engaging with Skoonheid. In the process, I identify and briefly explain three 
strands that I believe warrant further exploration in future. 

First, I would like to reflect on the transformational potential that seems to result from 
uncomfortable pedagogical encounters which enables those affected to move from “passive 
empathy” to “critical hope”. Here, I draw on the work of Ann Boler who describes critical 
hope as an emotional willingness to engage in the difficult work of possibly allowing one’s 
worldview to be shattered, thus creating space for individuals to suspend judgement for a 
moment and resist binary oppositional categorisation in order to develop the capacity to 
imagine the reality and embodiment of another’s situation.39 Creating space is an attempt 
to cultivate empathy as counter to stigmatisation and dehumanisation that so often occupy 
religious discussions and decisions pertaining to sexual diversity and other complex issues 
at the intersection of gender, health and theology.40 Finn Reygan and Dennis Francis draw 
on the work of Boler in their claim that, 

A pedagogy of discomfort provides new perspectives on the world, guiding learners and teachers to 
step out of their ‘comfort zones’ and away from strongly held beliefs so as to critique the manner in 
which they have been taught to feel, see and act.41

This shift in position can be traced in a student’s writing reflection: 
The sympathy that the film evokes for the main character becomes a door through which we 
may enter a room of self-interrogations: What do I believe? Is it a fair and just and true thing to 
believe? Do my actions show what I believe? Do I contribute to a healthy and safe society, or am 
I detrimental to it?” 
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Another student says, “This film makes you think about your actions and your life in a 
different way and it confronts you with the dualistic question of whether Francois is a villain 
or a victim of his circumstances or both?”

Michael White suggests that when people risk suspending personal opinion and judgement 
and stand together in solidarity, however briefly and partially, it “…  provides us with the 
opportunity to look back on our taken-for-granted ways of thinking and being in the 
world.”42 White believes that this makes it possible for people to: 

… think outside the limits of what we would otherwise think, to challenge aspects of our own 
participation in the reproduction of dominance, and to identify options for action in addressing 
disadvantage and inequality that would not otherwise be available to us.43

Second, and in relation to the seminal work by Michalinos Zembylas concerning this 
dimension of the pedagogical process, I am concerned about the ethical dimensions of 
setting up uncomfortable and ideologically challenging pedagogical spaces.44 The reflection 
by Zembylas resonates with this concern:

On the one hand, there is the tension of recognizing that discomfort may be inevitable, if 
transformation is part of our pedagogical vision and praxis; on the other hand, one cannot but 
wonder how ethically responsible it is to create conditions of discomfort, pain, and suffering in 
students in the name of ethical norms – no matter how ‘noble’ they might be.45 

Being witness to the real experiences of distress and discomfort by students in response 
to viewing the film underlines the importance of continuous reflection on the meaning 
and protection of classroom safety. Creating communal, responsible and accountable 
pedagogical spaces of trust and safety that will encourage students to lean into discomfort 
and to nurture the process of change seems paramount. As Zembylas puts it, “… safe space, 
then, is not about the absence of discomfort, but rather it is a way of thinking, feeling and 
acting that fosters students’ critical rigor.”46

Conclusion 
In this essay, I have outlined something of the journey of the MTh Gender and Health at 
Stellenbosch University that involved forging difficult conversations regarding the often 
complex intersection of gender, health and theology. In this process, the discomforting 
film Skoonheid has been helpful in creating an uncomfortable pedagogical space wherein 
these students, and the communities they represent, were challenged and inspired to not 
only lean into discomfort themselves, but also to develop the skills and capacities to go 
and duplicate these conversations in their contextual settings of influence. Thus, beyond 
their personal academic formation the hope is that these students will go on to impact 
their (faith) communities as thought leaders and change agents, by replicating some of the 
difficult conversations they have engaged in during their time with us.
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The impact of the pedagogical intervention could be far-reaching if we foster in students the 
willingness to risk setting up these spaces in their communities and landscapes of influence. 
If we succeed in encouraging students to draw on the reality of their own experience of 
discomfort and to be bold enough to nudge others towards discomfort and to muster 
the courage to engage in difficult conversations we might be able to move beyond self-
sufficient comfort. Because it indeed seems as if comfort keeps us isolated, safe, separated 
and protected. Consequently, it may precisely be discomfort, however painful, that is 
imperative for change. 
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Introduction
In this essay, we offer a praxis reflection on the content and implementation of the Sexual 
Diversity workshop that Inclusive and Affirming Ministry (IAM)2 annually presents to the 
Masters of Divinity (MDIV) students at the Faculty of Theology, Stellenbosch University.3

Over the last decade, this workshop has become a supportive space where students can 
engage in discussions about sexual diversity and also find ways to use dialogue to engage 
with congregations when they are in full-time ministry in the Dutch Reformed Church 
(DRC).4 A significant portion of the workshop is aimed at developing nuanced vocabulary 
and finding ways to talk about sexuality and sexual diversity. The workshop further aims 
to be a pastorally supportive space for students as they prepare for full-time ministry, 
offering these prospective ministers resources to deal with the complexity of pastoral 
support to LGBTIQA+5 people and their families, as well as creative dialogue skills when 
engaging conversations pertaining to diversity in complex conservative faith communities. 
Furthermore, students are made aware that in their role as religious leaders who are 
expected to guide church councils and congregation members in their dealing with the 
complexity of sexual diversity in local congregations, the necessary support and resources 
are available to them. 

Inviting DRC LGBTIQA+ clergy and members into this space to share their experiences 
with students in itself becomes a transformative practice and “point(s) to social activity” 
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that shapes people’s lives for the better.6 The workshop space aims to be an inclusive and 
transformative space that allows students to engage with their own stories, the story of the 
DRC and of LGBTIQA+ people in the DRC. In that space, students are also able to engage 
with the decisions of the DRC on homosexuality over the past 30 years. Participants are 
invited to encounter homosexual clergy in the DRC and listen to their stories of exclusion, 
integrating sexuality and spirituality, and the impact that the DRC’s decisions have had on 
their lives over time. 

In this essay, we offer some background to IAM’s engagement with the MDIV programme. 
We further reflect on the content of the workshop and how students are supported in 
developing vocabulary to talk about diversity in general and about sexual diversity in 
particular. The workshop has evolved and developed over time and this essay reflects on 
its development as a form of pedagogical praxis reflection. We argue that the theoretical 
resources explored and developed in the MTh Gender and Health programme have had 
a significant impact on the workshop in that the resources have informed the theoretical 
underpinning of the workshop and offered critical resources for ongoing praxis reflection.7 
The mutual exchange, enhancement and inspiration between IAM and the MTh Gender 
and Health programme through staff interaction, collaborative projects and transformative 
discussion are but one example of how the boundaries between academia and contextual 
impact zones have become blurred and permeated. It is fair to say that not only IAM 
has benefited from this exchange, but that the teaching praxis of the MTh Gender and 
Health has been informed and enhanced by the contextual knowledge and insight offered 
by IAM as a contextual organisation, dealing with concrete realities at the intersection of 
Gender, Health and Theology. The annual IAM sexual diversity workshop with the MDIV 
class is a remarkable example of how the interaction between academia and community 
partners can be mutually beneficial and can collectively have a bigger footprint than the 
individual projects.8 

Background and Development of the Workshop
Inclusive and Affirming Ministries’ participation at Stellenbosch University (SU) began in 
2006 as an information session to the Master of Divinity students. Due to the impact that 
these information sessions had on students and lecturers, a decision was made to increase 
the scope from being an information session on homosexuality to a two-day training 
workshop, which deals with the complexity of LGBTIQA+ individuals and their dealings 
with sexuality, spirituality and the church. 

Since its inception, the workshop has developed into a space where presenters and students 
address the complexities of the intersections between race, gender, class and disability, 
amongst others.9 The current two-day workshop, which started out as an information 
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session, fits into a week-long module of the MDIV course that places a strong focus on 
Reconciliation and Justice. 

Initially, when these sessions were launched, Proponent Judith Kotze and Reverend Pieter 
Oberholzer were the facilitators. They shared with students their individual journeys with 
homosexuality, first as theology students at Stellenbosch University and later as clergy. 
They shared their journeys of integrating their sexuality and spirituality within the space of 
the DRC, first as members and later as religious leaders who were denied ordination in the 
church that they grew up in.

What was particularly useful about these initial information sessions was that students 
were informed by two homosexual Christians who have journeyed with their faith and have 
faced the challenges of integrating their sexuality and spirituality. Both Pieter and Judith 
have journeyed with being white Afrikaners in South Africa and members of the DRC and 
shared the complexity of this identity that they live with.

It is important to note that whereas the aim of the information session was originally 
to create  awareness around homosexuality, the workshop has subsequently also been 
expanded to assist students as upcoming religious leaders to develop vocabulary for 
dealing with issues of diversity.10 A shared vocabulary assists in breaking down barriers, 
while also addressing real or perceived power imbalances. It enables students to engage in 
conversations about diversity thereby providing them with the necessary tools to become 
transformative leaders in the church and in the public sphere. 

While the workshop is designed primarily to provide students with practical skills and 
resources to engage with diversity, IAM has also acknowledged the importance of enhancing 
the theoretical component of the workshop. The theoretical foundation for the IAM’s sexual 
diversity workshop has been informed, expanded and enhanced by the organic interaction 
between IAM and the MTh Gender and Health programme at Stellenbosch University.11 
The academic component of the workshop encourages students to engage with the writings 
of feminist theologians, body theologians and queer theologians that are included in the 
reading list that students study before the workshop. In order to enhance theoretical 
reflection and interaction, students are also encouraged to complete a compulsory written 
assignment12 based on a reading list provided prior to the workshop.

The workshop guidelines invite students to engage in a variety of ways with issues pertaining 
to diversity for two days. The aims of the workshop, which are stated in the course outline, 
are as follows: 
 • To create a space for critical theoretical reflection on the complexity and intersection 

issues regarding gender and sexuality;13 
 • To empower church leaders to engage creatively with diversity pertaining to gender 

and sexuality;14
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 • To assist church leaders in the development of safe spaces for dialogue rather than 
debate by drawing on the contextual strategies developed by IAM;15 

 • To explain and practically guide students through the inner workings of Contextual 
Bible Study as a potential tool for facilitating creative dialogue; and

 • To expose students to IAM as conversation partners and to the various resources that 
have been developed by IAM in the course of the last 21 years.

After completing the module, students should be able to:
 • Understand something of the complexity of issues relating to gender and sexuality; 
 • Reflect on situations of oppression/marginalisation and dehumanisation in an 

intersectional manner; 
 • Understand the complexity of issues relating to sexuality within mainline churches in 

the South African context;
 • Understand the value of IAM’s approach using dialogue; and
 • See the potential of the Contextual Bible reading space as one that facilitates 

creative dialogue. 

Moving from these contextual and developmental aspects of the workshop, in the second 
half of the essay, we offer some examples of the development of the workshop in the form 
of a pedagogical praxis reflection. Although this is not an exhaustive list, we highlight a 
number of examples of how the form and content of the workshop have been informed, 
enhanced or enriched by the organic collaboration between IAM and the MTh Gender and 
Health programme at Stellenbosch University and how these have found expression in the 
IAM sexual diversity workshop. 

All Experiences Matter 
During the workshop, students engage with the reality that in the past, not all experiences 
were seen as relevant to the study of theology and sometimes even continue to be discounted 
today. By means of the reading list and class discussions, students engage with the feminist 
liberation understanding that experience, especially the experience of women, stands at the 
heart of theology.16 Patriarchal, heteronormative and heterosexist language is interrogated 
and LGBTIQA+ voices are a central part of class discussions.

Students are exposed to South African feminist voices like Denise Ackermann who claim 
that feminist theologians have found it necessary when engaging in research to probe 
“analyses terms, definitions and perspectives critically in order to clarify their meaning 
when applying them to women’s experience”.17 The same is true when reflecting on the 
experiences of LGBTIQA+ individuals. Language is of critical importance when talking 
about the exclusion and inclusion of memories, experiences and histories of marginalised 
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people. Ackermann further observes that what it means to “have faith in a sexist world” 
is different for women than for men. The same is true for LGBTIQA+ people who live in 
a heteronormative and homophobic world. For this reason, it is important to reflect on 
language and the way terms and concepts are used in talking, especially about theology. 

In order to enter into any significant dialogue, it is important to have communal and 
mutually comprehensible language. As is true for feminists as well, there is no one common 
“homogenous” language or one common experience for LGBTIQA+ people. Thus, it is 
even more important that language becomes part of a greater conversation, which includes 
as many diverse voices as possible in the dialogue that takes place in the workshop, as well 
as in faith communities.18

In a response to gender-based violence, Elize Morkel emphasises the importance of using 
language to break down discourses that have shaped our “individual consciousness”.19 In the 
same way that language constructs “economic, social and political discourses” that inform 
violence and the violation of women, language also constructs discourses that inform 
heteronormative and homophobic practices. “Finding language”, according to Morkel is 
also a way of undoing the destructive discourses that violate people and lead to silencing 
practices.20 Finding language is a way to be present in an embodied way and join the very 
people who uphold the destructive discourses. The co-constructed space created in the 
MDIV workshop becomes an area where language can be discovered and tested in order to 
develop more inclusive and affirming spaces in faith communities.

During the workshop, students encounter the “fragmentation of theology” for theology 
becomes “messy as it becomes the stuff of real lives”.21 When more people are included in 
the conversation, the dialogue process becomes a painful and messy one, because it is no 
longer only an individual or single-group experience that decides on the normative scheme. 
Theology no longer offers easy answers and “eternal absolutes”, but rather the discomfort of 
experience as it becomes “a changing and expanding thing”.22 

When we value the experiences of all people, especially those whose body experience has 
been disregarded and undervalued, we directly address power. The power of “prearranged 
categories”, naming people and stigmatising people, no longer lies with one group.23 The 
power now “lies among the people who now strive for justice”.24 Students are exposed to 
the experience of deconstructing power during the workshop. The team of facilitators try 
to make this possible through the diversity of the team and of their views. Even though 
presenters differ in age, race, sexual orientation and class, they try to engage with one 
another and with the students in a way that creates a space – albeit, sometimes messy 
and risky – that accommodates and emulates living with all of the tension and complexity 
of diversity.
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Experience is the basis of sexual diversity and the dialogue that brings about a sexual 
theology. This comes about when we take seriously the experiences of women, LGBTIQA+ 
people, teenagers and people with disability. James Nelson states that this is when we will 
“know the difference between sexual theology and the more typical theology of sexuality”.25 
A theology of or about sexuality tends to argue in a one-directional way. It asks what 
Scripture and tradition say about sexuality and how it ought to be expressed; it asks what 
the church says, what religious leaders say and what people in authority say. Nelson argues 
that this is not enough; liberation theologies rather seek to prioritise human experiences. 
These theologies inquire how human sexual beings read Scripture and interpret tradition 
and how they live “the meanings of the gospel”. This act of interpretation is a movement in 
two directions – from experience, we move towards and interpret Scripture and tradition. 
From Scripture and tradition, we interpret human experience. Experiences that “nurture 
wholeness” and “seek out theologies of hope and resurrection” are the ones in which people 
are reincarnated into their bodies and no longer lead lives of “dualism and disincarnation”.26

In a process to give concrete form on the insights highlighted above, students are introduced 
to two methods that incorporate the multiplicity of experience as highlighted above, namely 
the Binary Box and Contextual Bible Reading. In both cases, participatory pedagogical 
experiences are co-constructed by students and facilitators, which accentuate on the one 
hand the importance of a personal contextual position informed by experience, and on 
the other hand the ability to make space for the gift of other experiences or positions. 
Before sharing some insights regarding the theoretical underpinning and the collaborative 
construction of these participatory pedagogical experiences, first, we would like to reflect 
on the construction of a safe and constructive teaching and learning space that would allow 
students to risk their vulnerability to enter into these exercises. 

Invitation to a Liturgical Space of Risk and Sharing of Embodied Experiences 
In order to accentuate the importance of a personal contextual position, as well as the ability 
to make space for the gift of other experiences or positions, the insistence on the sharing of 
stories, memories and experience from participants’ own embodied and contextual realties 
has been an integral part of the workshop.27 

As an introduction to the stories of LGBTIQA+ clergy in the DRC, the TED talk by 
Chimamanda Adichi is screened in class.28 Adichi reflects on the importance of “thickening” 
the stories of people’s lives and on the hybridity of identity to illustrate that no person is 
only one thing. Every person is more than his or her position in life. The person’s relational 
situatedness is also fundamentally more than his or her gender identity. 

In the same way, the church has various stories about homosexuality. Therefore, students 
are given a broad outline of the DRC’s journey with homosexuality. They are encouraged 
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to understand and discuss the broader context in which the DRC’s decisions were made 
and the various stories of their denomination, as well as how the history and context of 
South Africa have influenced the development of the DRC’s identity and relationship with 
LGBTIQA+ people and the decisions made by various general and regional synods. Students 
are invited and challenged to listen to stories of LGBTIQA+ clergy and members whose 
realities have been directly impacted by decisions made by the DRC. When LGBTIQA+ 
people are included in the workshop space, the question of what a “new DRC” looks like in 
a post-apartheid South Africa arises.

For several years, Inclusive and Affirming Ministries has defined our training by a number 
of distinct characteristics. Our training space is a space of dialogue and not debate. Our 
training space is a space of safety for participants to engage freely with each other. Our 
training is a transformative space that invites faith communities to move towards becoming 
inclusive and affirming spaces.

Recently, we have begun to interrogate the use of the concept “safe space” in our training 
on Human Sexuality and Diversity. We question whether it is at all possible for spaces in 
which we seek transformation through deep dialogue to be “safe spaces”. We also question 
whether it is possible for people who differ in their theological positions to be “safe” in a 
space where there is conversation on diversity and difference by diverse voices. Does any 
new learning, transformation and shift in position take place in a safe place? Do we not 
need to take a risk when entering a space of deep dialogue? 

Subsequently, in 2017 we invited workshop participants to experiment with us in our 
training space on Human Sexuality and Diversity. The aim of the invitation has been to 
transform the workshop space into a liturgical space that invites people into a space of safety 
in which they dare to take risks as they enter into dialogue and listen. The space of safety is 
created by lighting a candle in the middle of the room, excluding tables and note taking from 
the space in order for us to engage in dialogue with our bodies “from (our) place”.29 

The safety of the space relies on participants and skilled facilitators taking responsibility to 
co-create space by sharing their experiences of diversity and sexuality; holding a space in 
which tension, confusion and paradox can be accepted as gifts and lived with. The first risk 
that participants are invited into is getting out of their heads and into their bodies.

On the first day of the MDIV workshop, the storylines of various denominations including 
the DRC are highlighted. As the day progresses, other stories that are traditionally not 
heard are included. When the stories and experiences of LGBTIQA+ people are introduced, 
students are encouraged to share their own stories and experiences. At this point in the 
workshop, the room setup is important to telling stories from a personal position. Students 
are invited to position the chair on which they will be seated at any place in the room that 
reflects their position. Students are free to seat themselves at the centre of the room, along 
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its edges, with their backs to the centre of the room, close to an exit, et cetera. The place 
that each individual chooses is the place from which they tell of their experiences and also 
the place from which they respond to the experiences of others to which they are listening.

The two questions that all participants are invited to reflect on when sharing a story and 
experience are:
 • When was the first time that you realised that you were attracted to someone?
 • How did the church help you to discover/explore your sexuality?

As important as the room setup is for speaking from participants’ own place, so too is the 
inclusion of liturgical symbols and setting up the space as a liturgical space. Two basic 
Christian symbols are brought into the space – light30 and an empty cross31 – in order to 
thicken the story and our theological reflection, which are situated within a story with deep 
symbolic origins. Everyone in the space offers different meanings to symbols in their own 
way. At the end of the workshop the symbols of bread and wine are introduced as a way of 
sharing in each other’s experiences and as a reminder that we continue to journey together 
in an embodied way.

IAM’s Wheel of Change in Figure  1 is used as a tool to invite people into a process of 
dialogue from any position in which they find themselves. Each of the positions on the wheel 
of change can be a starting point to engage in dialogue. The positions can be described as:
 • Diversity awareness (open minds): In this position a participant indicates willingness to 

listen and learn; to find new language and words to engage in dialogue that leads to a 
better understanding of diversity.

 • Dialogue in safe spaces (open hearts): Participants are prepared to engage actively in 
dialogue and co-creating safe spaces in which diverse voices, stories and experiences 
are heard.

 • Empowering people: Participants join the process from a position where they have 
already been empowered through language and listening to diverse experiences. 

 • Change agents: Participants have already been empowered and are actively participating 
in transformative programmes and projects that lead to inclusive and affirming faith 
communities. 

 • Inclusive and affirming faith communities: Participants celebrate diversity.

Participants are invited to position themselves on the wheel, to engage in dialogue from 
this space and to reflect on any shifts in position throughout the workshop. Throughout 
the process of dialogue, participants are invited to position and reposition themselves 
and reflect on their repositioning based on three questions: What am I feeling? What 
am I thinking? How have I repositioned myself? Speaking about repositioning and how the 
repositioning came about is a valuable part of engaging in dialogue with other participants. 
The reflection and repositioning become a creative tool for inclusion and affirmation of 
diversity in faith communities.
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Figure 1 IAM’s Wheel of Change

Participatory Pedagogical Experiences
As already mentioned, in these co-constructed safe liturgical spaces, students are introduced 
to two methods that incorporate the multiplicity of experience, namely the Binary Box 
and Contextual Bible Reading. In the next section, we briefly highlight the theoretical 
underpinning and the collaborative construction of these participatory pedagogical 
experiences. 

Binary Box 32

The Binary Box tool that we introduced to talk about human sexuality33 enhances a broader 
conversation on sex, gender34 and gender identity,35 sexual orientation and sexual practice. 
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The aim of the exercise in which students are invited to dynamically participate is to unpack 
complex terminology related to gender, sex and sexuality. The Binary Box diagram is drawn 
on a sheet of paper in the class and interactively completed by facilitators and students. 
Besides allowing for creative conversation on a topic that is often regarded as taboo, the 
exercise also achieves a politically important outcome. After unpacking all the terms and 
the various discourses to which the terms belong, students are asked to place themselves on 
the diagram.36 The importance of situating oneself within the diagram is that it undermines 
the general assumption that discussion of sexuality is somehow always discussion about 
sexual minorities. The Binary Box shifts the parameters of the conversation and highlights 
the importance and necessity of inclusive discussions pertaining to sex, sexuality and 
gender within faith communities.

SEX  
(Biology)37

 • Man 
 • Woman
 • Intersex

GENDER IDENTITY  
(Social Construct) 

 • Masculine
 • Feminine
 • Androgyny
 • Transgender
 • Transsexual
 • Trans‑man
 • Trans‑woman

SEXUAL ORIENTATION  
(Attraction/love)

 • Lesbian
 • Gay
 • Bisexual
 • Asexual
 • Pansexual
 • Heterosexual
 • Queer

SEXUAL PRACTICE38

 • Penetrative sex as an example
 • Oral sex as an example

Figure 2 The Binary Box

When introducing the concept of ‘binary’, we introduce the idea that when talking about 
sex and sexuality there are people who are not able to find themselves inside the box. Sex 
refers to “the division of species into either male or female” and has a specific emphasis on 
reproductive functions.39 ‘Intersex’ is a general term used for a variety of embodied realities 
where a person is born with a reproductive or sexual anatomy that does not seem to fit the 
“typical definitions of female or male”.40 The complexity of the conversation about biological 
sex is challenged by bio-medical science and research, which prove/show that there are 
not only two sexes, but more sexes, that is, some people are intersex. Intersex people have 
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ambiguous genitalia across a spectrum and the introduction of intersex realities into the 
conversation about biological sex has proven to be very helpful in disrupting the binary 
notion of sex. 

When starting a conversation on sexuality in faith communities, one of the first things 
to note is that for a long time some people have been excluded from the conversation 
because of the experience of their bodies, which is different from that of those who hold 
the dominant conversation. We must note that in most faith communities no conversation 
on sexuality is taking place. 

When talking about sexuality we refer to the complexity of human bodies that has a 
very recent history and does not date back to pre-modern times. Since experts do not 
agree on what the term ‘sexuality’ means, the conversation in the workshop encourages 
students to grapple with this complexity of diverse voices that are included in their own 
faith communities.41

In this regard, Alfred Kinsey and his associates were the first people to place homosexuality 
on a continuum in a 1948 study.42 The authors challenged the assumption that most 
people are either homosexual or heterosexual, arguing that most people are not “either/
or” but rather “both/and”. It is clear from Nelson’s study that “our orientations are given, 
not freely chosen”, possibly a “combination of genetic and hormonal factors, together 
with environmental and learning factors” – nature and nurture. Furthermore, “our sexual 
orientations are established rather early in life, most likely somewhere between the ages of 
two and five, and thereafter are largely resistant to dramatic changes”.43

Sexual attraction forms a part of the “wide range” of the definition of sexuality. It has long 
been accepted that some people move beyond the binaries of traditional heterosexual 
attraction between a man and a woman. Lesbian women are attracted to women, 
homosexual men are attracted to men and bisexual people are attracted to both men and 
women, and whereas some of them choose to remain celibate, others are faithful to one 
person and others lead promiscuous lives.44 

By allowing for dynamic conversations informed by theoretical insights as developed in 
the MTh Gender and Health programme, IAM has successfully developed a practical 
pedagogical space that allows for the interrogation of dominant ideas about sex, sexuality 
and gender and for the development of more nuanced discussions pertaining to this 
intersection within faith communities. 

Contextual Bible Study and Intercultural Bible Reading

The Bible plays a “prominent and important role” in “the negotiation of ethical issues”. This 
is not anything new and is not limited to the South African landscape when engaging with 
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issues of gender, sexuality and faith. It is evident in conversations in both the church and 
the public spaces that are occupied by people for whom the Bible is a primary source of 
ethical reflection.45

In order to open up new and dynamic spaces in the often beleaguered landscape of Bible 
engagement at the intersection of gender, sexuality and faith, IAM employs tools and 
insights developed within related fields of Contextual Bible Study and Intercultural Bible 
reading. In terms of Contextual Bible Study, IAM draws on the rich legacy of work that 
has been done under the leadership of Prof. Gerald O. West by the Ujamaa Centre for 
Community Development and Research based at the University of KwaZulu-Natal. 

Contextual reflections by “ordinary readers” and insisting on the epistemological privilege 
of  the poor as described by Gerald West and others have a long and powerful history.46 
Readers always bring their context to the text through the questions and concerns that 
inform their interpretation. Our contexts, therefore, “always shape our reading practice”.47 
Contextual Bible Study provides readers “access to unfamiliar texts” that are historically 
“suppressed by their church traditions”, but have to remain part of the reading and 
interpretive world of biblical scholars. It also provides access to “unfamiliar literary units” 
in texts that are otherwise familiar. Lastly, it “provides ways of reading familiar texts in 
unfamiliar ways”.48 

Beyond the important first step of a Contextual Bible Reading, IAM also encourages students 
to risk the encounter with the “other” by incorporating insights as developed within the 
praxis of Intercultural Bible Reading. Intercultural Bible Reading is an important space for 
dialogue to take place and for people to find new ways of talking about ethical issues.49 The 
method encourages students to enter into the process of reading and reflecting on Bible 
stories with others, including those ideologically removed from them. It creates the space 
for alternative understandings, positions and insights to develop. Rather than remaining 
closed, exclusivist and isolated in its engagement with the biblical text, the Intercultural 
Bible Reading process imagines an alternative – an alternative where we no longer refuse 
to listen to those most affected, most marginalised and most silenced, but where we dare to 
risk the possibility, the recognition of the humanity of the other, and in the process restore 
the mystery of life in the rich diversity of vulnerable communion. 

For an Intercultural Bible Reading process to be authentic, the starting point has to be an 
in-depth embodied contextual engagement with the biblical text in order to bring to the 
encounter with “the other” a unique reading of the text that is specifically local. On the 
other hand, the intercultural dimension encourages local contextual readers to consider the 
possibility of a diversity of interpretations and the imperative for critical self-reflection, as 
well as the possibility of a change in interpretation or position.50
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Conclusion
This essay has offered a pedagogical praxis reflection on the process of developing the IAM 
MDIV sexual diversity workshop at the Faculty of Theology at Stellenbosch University. 
The IAM MDIV sexual diversity workshop outlined in this essay has been developed in 
order to offer students a space to engage critically with their own stories of sexuality and 
diversity in light of the complex history and context of the DRC in South Africa today. This 
workshop has been vital in order to help students reflect on what an inclusive church looks 
like, and to cultivate the necessary language and skills in order to discuss diversity in their 
respective faith communities. Specific attention is given to sexual diversity, with students 
being encouraged to continue the journey to find fresh ways of being a relevant church on 
the African continent.

The IAM MDIV sexual diversity workshop at the Faculty of Theology, Stellenbosch 
University grew from a morning information session to an extended co-constructed space 
for collective reflection on the complex intersection of gender, sexuality and religion. The 
transformative value of the workshop has been recognised, and the Faculty of Theology has 
agreed to extend and reposition it in the 2017 curriculum. The workshop will now run for 
three days and shift into a larger teaching block that deals with diversity and community. 
The new positioning of the workshop will stimulate greater acceptance as it will include 
participation from various departments of the entire Faculty of Theology.51 The expansion 
of focus demonstrates the value of how previously neglected aspects of more intensive 
social engagement and reflection across theological disciplines is included, and also points 
to the added benefit that ensues when academic and contextual partners enter into a 
dynamic collaboration.
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Endnotes
1 Michelle Boonzaaier is a graduate of the MTh Gender, Health and Theology programme of the Faculty 

of Theology, Stellenbosch University. This essay is based on her MTh research assignment, “Creating 
Transformative Spaces through Dialogue: Partnership between Inclusive and Affirming Ministries and  
the Faculty of Theology at The University of Stellenbosch” (Stellenbosch University, 2017).

2 Inclusive and Affirming Ministries (IAM) was founded in January 1995 by Pieter Oberholzer, a gay 
minister in the Dutch Reformed Church who had been forced to move to Holland because of his sexual 
orientation. IAM works in South Africa and other southern African countries and works towards influencing 
religious leaders and communities to become more open to, inclusive of and affirming LGBTI people in a 
process of dialogue and active engagement through workshops, dialogue events, training and resource 
development and dissemination. The various modes of engagements have been extended over time to 
include dialogue on gender, race, class as well as sexuality. Masiiwa R. Gunda, “Report on Methodology, 
Stumbling Blocks and Stepping Stones. Based on a Literature Study for the Period 2009‑2014,” n.p.  
Cited 21 January 2015. Online: https://hivos.org/report‑methodology‑challenges‑opportunities‑work‑
inclusive‑affirming‑ministries‑iam‑2009‑2014

3 The Master of Divinity programme is geared towards developing religious leaders to be engaged citizens, 
as well as leaders in local congregations. The programme includes all theological discipline groups  
(Old and New Testament, Practical Theology and Missiology, as well as Systematic Theology and 
Ecclesiology). Information received from the Faculty of Theology website, n.p. Cited 9 January 2017. 
Online: http://www.sun.ac.za/english/faculty/theology/Pages/Postgraduate‑Programmes.aspx

4 The MDIV class includes students from other denominations besides DRC students. However, due to  
the current complexity of the issue within the DRC and in light of the history of the denomination’s 
engagement or lack of engagement with the issue of sexual diversity, we choose to locate and focus  
our current discussion of the case study in this space of the DRC. 

5 LGBTIQA+ is short for Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transsexual, Intersex, Queer, Asexual and Gender‑
nonconforming. 

6 Denise, M. Ackermann. “From Mere Existence to Tenacious Endurance. Stigma, HIV/AIDS and a Feminist 
Theology of Praxis,” in African Women, Religion, and Health: Essays in Honor of Mercy Amba Ewudiziwa 
Oduyoyo, ed. Isabel A. Phiri and Sarojini Nadar (Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock Publishers, 2012), 221‑242.

7 The MTh Gender and Health programme started in 2012 when representatives of the Church of Sweden 
approached the Faculty of Theology at Stellenbosch University in conjunction with other African academic 
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partners to start a new research focus in the existing MTh programme that would explore the intersection 
of Gender, Health and Theology within our local context. The impetus for this initial request came, because 
the Church of Sweden in collaboration with the Swedish Government Development Agency (SIDA) was 
eager to find ways of addressing two of the United Nations’ Millennium Goals, namely the reduction of 
child mortality and the improvement of maternal health.

8 Here, we use the MDIV class at Stellenbosch University as a case study example, but the workshop has  
also taken place at the College of the Transfiguration in Grahamstown, Seth Moketimi Methodist Seminary 
in Pietermaritzburg and the Moravian Seminary in Cape Town and it will be rolled out to various other 
academic institutions and seminaries over the next few years.

9 The diversity of concrete lived experiences explored in terms of content is also reflected in the diversity in 
the composition of the workshop facilitators.

10 The overarching rationale behind workshops. such as the IAM sexual diversity workshop in the MDIV 
curriculum. is to invite students to engage with and have a contextual embodied understanding of the full 
range of diversity that they will have to deal with in ministry, in church settings and in the public sphere, 
particularly in a post‑Apartheid South Africa where over time communities and churches have begun 
to reflect the reality of a diversity, which includes amongst others racial, political, economic, social, 
cultural and sexual diversity. In order for the learning experience to assist students to operate as leaders 
beyond the church and also in a diverse society, the course includes workshops that enjoin contextual 
organisations like IAM to share practical field experiences of dealing with sexual diversity.

11 Numerous IAM staff members have completed the MTh Gender and Health programme at Stellenbosch 
University and Dr Charlene van der Walt who coordinated the MTh Gender and Health programme that 
took off in 2013 was a part‑time researcher with IAM from 2012 until 2016. This overlapping of roles and 
responsibilities has been mutually beneficial to IAM as an organisation and the pedagogical praxis of the 
MTh Gender and Health and it finds unique expression in the MDIV Sexual Diversity workshop. 

12 The writing assignment from the workshop completed by consulting the prescribed readings consists of 
the following components. First, students are encouraged to develop a personally formulated definition 
of gender. This task encourages students to start the process of developing much needed vocabulary 
pertaining to the intersection of gender, sexuality and faith. Second and continuing the same objective as 
in the first component, students are asked to unpack and describe the terms taken up in the LGBTIQA+ 
collective. Third, in order to situate the sexual diversity discussion within a particular faith context, students 
are asked to write a paragraph of a personal reflection on their Church denomination’s engagement 
with the issue of homosexuality. Lastly, in order to place the discussion in a broader context, students are 
encouraged to identify an example from contemporary media that speaks to the gender of sexuality, that 
is, a newspaper article/blog/opinion piece.

13 Even though the workshop started out as a reflection on homosexuality, it has grown to include other 
issues of diversity.

14 A specific spotlight is placed on the impact and implication of religion and theology on formulating ideas 
and beliefs around gender and power. Sexuality is a subject that is not often discussed in the context of 
churches and it is introduced as a topic through which students can engage with people who are already 
working in the field of sexual diversity.

15 An extensive discussion of what it means to enter into dialogue with people who have different experiences 
of their bodies in the DRC is encouraged. Students are encouraged as church leaders to develop skills that 
will help them to create a space for dialogue on various contentious subjects within their congregations. 

16 Lisa Isherwood and Elizabeth Stuart, Introducing Body Theology, Vol. 2 (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic 
Press), 1998.

17 Denise, M. Ackermann, “Meaning and Power: Some Key Terms in Feminist Liberation Theology,”  
Scriptura 44/2 (1993): 19‑33.

18 Ibid, 31.
19 Elize Morkel, “Responses to Gender Injustice,” in Living with Dignity: African Perspectives on Gender 

Equality, ed. Elna Mouton, Gertrude Kapuma, Len Hansen and Thomas Togom  
(Stellenbosch: AFRICAN SUN MeDIA, 2015), 125‑146.

20 Ibid, 139. 
21 Isherwood and Stuart, Introducing Body Theology, 39.
22 Ibid.
23 Ibid.
24 Ibid.
25 James B. Nelson, Body Theology (Louisville, KY: Westminster/John Knox Press, 1992).
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26 Ibid, 70.
27 Here we take our cue from Denise Ackermann’s view that, “Telling stories is intrinsic to claiming one’s 

identity and in the process finding impulses for hope … Narrative has a further function. Apart from 
claiming identity and naming the evil, narrative has a sense‑making function. The very act of telling the 
story is an act of making sense of an often incomprehensible situation, of a suffering and chaotic world  
in which people wrestle with understanding and in so doing seek to experience relief.” Denise Ackermann, 
Tamar’s Cry: Re‑reading an Ancient Text in the Midst of an HIV/AIDS Pandemic. CIIR, 2002.

28 Chimamanda Adiche is a Nigerian novelist. In this TED talk, she reflects on the danger of single stories 
and the power of “thickening” the stories of individual people. The ‘thickening’ process of stories implies 
the addition of detail, contradiction, nuance, context and complexity to the often one‑dimensional 
perceptions held about others or the narratives that gives shape to their lives. Chimamanda Adiche, 
“The Danger of a Single Story.” Cited 21 January 2013. Online: https://www.ted.com/talks/chimamanda 
_adichie_the_danger_of_a_single_story

29 Here we take our cue from the important work of Teresa Okure. For more in this regard, see Teresa Okure 
“Reading from This Place: Some Problems and Prospects,” Reading from This Place – Social Location and 
Biblical Interpretation in Global Perspective (1995): 52‑66.

30 Reference is made to John 1 where light becomes the presence of Christ – the embodiment of Christ 
incarnate who comes to pitch his tent amongst people as the embodied presence of God. Participants  
are invited to join in a continued incarnation. 

31 The empty cross is regarded as a symbol of our stories intersecting at the cross of a suffering Christ.  
The empty cross is a symbol where diverse bodies intersect, not only in suffering but also in re‑recreation  
by a resurrected Christ.

32 The Binary Box is introduced to Inclusive and Affirming Ministries by Rainbow Identity Association in 
Botswana. See: http://www.riabotswana.org

33 We refer to sexuality as the deep relational bond between people, which could include erotic desire and 
intimacy but is not limited to these. Sexuality is a lot more than what people do with their genitals. It is  
the way that people live in the world with their bodies – gendered bodies. It encompasses the entire 
human experience – socially, biologically and culturally – and this experience in turn lays the foundation 
for “our moral agency”. The Binary Box is a way of finding language to talk about sexuality and about 
sexual theology. Nelson, Body Theology, 45. Isherwood and Stuart, Introducing Body Theology, 78. 
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Introduction
Sin is not a black and white book of things that you can and cannot do; it’s more like a set of values 
that underpin our worldview. It’s less of a tickbox and more about systems and structures.  
 (Dan, RUC, coloured male youth aged 20)

Sin is arguably one of the oldest theological words in the book. In the light of the practical 
task of cultivating change agents within society, it may seem strange to focus on such an 
abstract, dogmatic theme. What has sin got to do with practical change? However, theologian 
Ted Peters suggests that at the root of the symbol of sin is a “pervasive sense that things 
are not the way they ought to be”1 leading to a sense of estrangement that can fuel both 
despair and aggression. I suggest that re‑engaging with sin can enable a thinking through of 
how we might take shared responsibility for structural and social change. Recent empirical 
research in South Africa demonstrates the presence of high levels of unquestioned belief in 
God with 75% attending church at least once a month and 77% seeing Jesus as the “solution 
to all the world’s problems”.2 If our theological terms are to be reimagined, they also need to 
be translated into concrete practical approaches at local level. 

This essay explores this possibility by drawing on my experience within a local church 
congregation Rondebosch United Church (RUC) in Cape Town. I first highlight some 
of the frameworks being used to reimagine sin within the wider church ethos and then 
indicate its possibilities in conversation with Angela (not real name) aged 18, a long‑term 
youth attender at RUC. Her responses and those of other youth arguably give credence 
to the claim that creatively reimagining sin may help local churches to cultivate change 
agents around contemporary intersectional oppressions, including those around gender 
and sexuality. 
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Thus, this essay explores how change agents could be cultivated in local churches by 
reimagining sin in ways which engage young people in making social connections between 
the symbol of sin and social injustices in their present realities. It introduces intersectional 
frameworks by Jürgen Moltmann and Iris Marion Young as the underpinnings for an 
approach enacted at Rondebosch United Church (RUC), Cape Town, where the author is a 
youth leader. The essay places this into conversation with interviews with youth members 
from RUC who form part of a wider research study into youth formation by the Unit for 
Religion and Development Research.3 

Why Reimagine Sin?
North American theologian Ted Peters4 notes that the topic of sin can be difficult to discuss. 
The reason is that many people, including himself, harbour anger about their childhood 
religious training in relation to sin and its constant admonishments about God’s law and our 
sin in ways that focus attention on how terrible we should feel about ourselves as sinners. 
He sees the home, as well as church congregations and church schools, as influential places 
for children, because this problematic approach where strictness becomes identified with 
godliness are re‑inscribed in those spaces.

Peters’ analysis resonates with my own youth journey in churches and schools where I found 
that many of the ways sin was articulated failed to resonate with my experiences of the 
world. I was reminded either in the traditional words of the Anglican prayer book that I was 
an imperfect “miserable offender” in the eyes of God, or by an evangelical tradition that the 
things that I personally had done were so bad that Jesus had to die for them to satisfy the 
anger of God. Neither of these resonated clearly with what I saw as I learned more about 
the world in the 1990s with its complex problems of war, disease, famine, ecological harm, 
racism, sexism and economic exploitation. In fact, these sin narratives often created a sense 
of peripheral powerlessness where “God” seemed to have a mysterious plan and Christians 
were just to pray and leave it to “him”. When, years later, as a trained theologian I was invited 
to develop sessions for RUC’s church confirmation class, I saw a similar disconnect for many 
youth today. Songs about being “washed in the blood of Jesus” had often left their mark and 
sin was typically still connected to a personal piety of middle‑class good behaviour. Either 
youth were told about sin in individualistic ways that punished doubts, disobedience and 
pride, or churches avoided sin‑talk to dwell triumphantly on the positive side of life in ways 
that silenced youth’s questions and experiences of life’s brokenness. Few equipped them 
to grapple constructively with concrete social issues around and within them. RUC aimed 
to navigate an alternative – to engage with sin‑talk in a “liberating‑prophetic” way5 which 
fitted with its theological ethos as part of youth identity formation. In this context, gender 
and sexuality issues emerged from below.
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South African black theologian Simon Maimela6 also critiques this emphasis by 
much traditional theology on sin merely as disobedience against God’s holy will as 
anthropologically limited. He notes that it often has little effect on the wider sinful situation 
of social oppression and dehumanisation in which most people find themselves. Salvation 
becomes abstract and fails to lead to concrete transformation in violent people, their 
interpersonal relations and in the unjust structures in the socio‑political sphere. He suggests 
that this abstraction negates the reality of the incarnation where God is actively on the side 
of people who suffer to show that all domination, oppression and dehumanisation of any 
humans contradicts divine intentions to overcome sin and recreate human community.7 

Black, liberation, African and, in particular, feminist theologians who often write from 
the underbelly of history have noted that in much of Western Christianity, a static view 
of history and social institutions has developed in which social structures such as class, 
race, gender and sexuality were seen as being ordained by God and, therefore, fixed and 
unchangeable. Their provocative counter‑claim is that Christian confession of faith in 
God must always be linked to and integrated with the confession of justice within society. 
This, according to Maimela, “redefines the concept of sin” not as largely a personal 
matter between the sinner and God, but as a social, community concept – a condition of 
alienation resulting from broken relationships between God and humanity and between 
human beings themselves. It reconnects the biblical stories of Genesis 3 and 4 where the 
fundamental sin of alienation is the cause of all situations of injustice, oppression and the 
will to dominate. Numerous feminist scholars8 have noted the danger of a single abstract 
definition of the sin of pride or self‑love, which they suggest is often androcentric, tailored 
to the sins of the (male) oppressor rather than to female experiences. Reformed theologian 
Jürgen Moltmann9 also insists that this abstract understanding of sin has created a false 
separation of justification and justice‑creation, which needs urgent reconnection, especially 
in Reformed congregations. It is this social reconnection, which underpins RUC’s shaping 
of sin through a liberational‑relational lens. This connects the vertical love of God with 
the horizontal love of all other people and the earth to insist that sin‑talk always has both 
personal and structural dimensions. RUC’s decades of history as a struggle church against 
apartheid10 has informed this social embodiment of sin, which now needs to be taken 
forward in conversation with a new generation.

RUC’s Core Ethos – Enlarging Circles of Dignity 
RUC’s ethos is guided by an inclusive vision of Enlarging Circles of Dignity – pointing to a 
grassroots theology that takes concrete contexts seriously. It draws on principles of round‑
table worship and the idea of a God of ialogue. According to its minister, Robert Steiner, this,

brings together the theological dimensions of life with the socio-political, connecting spirituality 
and social justice. Circles of dignity modelled around the roundtable in worship are intended to 
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extend out into everyday lives and ministries, both communal and individual. These circles are ones 
of inclusivity, solidarity and compassion. Services seek to rehearse and enact these in ways that 
have ripple effects into wider communities where the body of Christ has a particular concern for the 
weakest in society, those left out, marginalised or exploited.11

RUC members are encouraged to challenge all forms of status quo that perpetuate injustices, 
drawing and passing on their earlier roots as an anti‑apartheid struggle church and nurturing 
an olive theology that makes connection between God, others and the earth. The emphasis 
here is on moving beyond apathy to embrace a theology of being “upstanders” and not 
“bystanders” in relation to social justice.12 RUC’s ethos draws energy from Desmond Tutu’s 
image of a centripetal embrace that can reverse the awful centrifugal force of alienation, 
brokenness, division, hostility and disharmony. Here the figure of Jesus on the cross with 
outflung arms clasps everyone and everything in a cosmic embrace so that all, everyone, 
everything belongs. Tutu points to the core value of inclusion where, 

no-one is an outsider, all are insiders, all belong. There are no aliens, all belong in the one family, 
God’s family, the human family … we are different so we can know of our need for one another … 
no-one is ultimately self-sufficient.13 

My reimagining of sin as a youth leader at RUC for over ten years was situated within this 
ethos, seeking ways for sin discussions to be contextual, dialogical and to take seriously 
RUC youth as active participants with their own lived experiences and circles of influence. 
They are not merely passive recipients of pre‑existing and unchallengeable church dogmas. 
I wanted to pay attention to the current social context of South Africa and the legacy of 
historical church complicity with, and silence on, apartheid as just one challenge to many 
inherited church dogmas in the light of current human rights and social justice concerns. 
RUC is situated close to the University of Cape Town where student protests have also 
shaped the last few years. Many of our congregants were caught up in different ways in this 
lived experience with its focus on multiple oppressions of gender, sexuality, race, class and 
coloniality. The question of intersecting oppressions became an experiential reality that 
many of our youth had to engage with. Making sense of this together benefited from the 
use of a social framework of vicious circles. Likewise, our Presbyterian and Congregational 
denominations were going through a consultation process around LGBTIQ inclusion in 
which RUC, its Minister and myself played a leadership and advocacy role in its 2016 
Human Sexuality Report. This became a key issue that emerged from youth who argued 
that how sin was framed in churches needed reimagining. 

RUC’s youth group itself also holds long memories as a specific place where young change 
agents had been cultivated into embodied resistance in the past. Important South African 
struggle theologians such as John de Gruchy, Denise Ackermann and Jim Cochrane and 
their children engaged with or passed through RUC. The declaration by some South 
African theologians that apartheid was a sin and blasphemy against God added a significant 
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contribution to social change. That declaration differed radically from the stance of other 
churches, which either theologically legitimated the social sins of apartheid, or took a 
pietistic approach that enabled the divorce of responsibilities to God from that of suffering 
neighbours, and even perpetuated a passive acceptance of systems of domination as 
ordained by God.14 In the post‑apartheid dispensation, RUC seeks to take its confessing, 
contextual Kairos trajectory into new spaces. Gender and sexuality have arguably become 
a new site of struggle for the emerging youth generation which play out over embedded 
fractures of race, culture and social location. Just as a few decades earlier RUC cultivated 
youth change agents through its explicit theological view of apartheid as a sin, it is called to 
continue this today in new intersectional ways. Sin required reimagining for apartheid to 
be named sin and challenged theologically. Therefore, ongoing reimagining is also arguably 
needed in the light of new complex social justice struggles if churches are to become allies 
for social transformation and if their theological words are to have resonance for new 
generations. Sexuality and gender have often been deeply entangled in problematic forms 
of church sin‑talk. Can sin be reframed in relation to sexuality and gender for church youth 
in a way that supports current social justice struggles? Initial findings from a 2017 research 
project on youth formation at RUC offer some insights into the usefulness of a creative 
framework on sin and it is to these we now turn. 

An Intersectional Framework for Sin
To develop tools for reimagining sin within RUC, I turned to German Reformed theologian 
Jürgen Moltmann. His early concept of “vicious circles of death” names five interrelated 
circles from which both oppressor and oppressed in their complexities are trapped and 
in need of practical liberation.15 He terms these “Constantinian patterns” of domination, 
privilege and marginalisation in which we are all embedded. This model reshapes sin away 
from something private between individuals and God to a relational understanding of sin 
as deformed relationships within history with self, others and nature, re‑thinking virtuous 
living as embodied, liberated relationality that recognises the “Other”.16 Moltmann sees sin 
as a form of “misplaced identity” that can involve both dominance and hiding.17 He argues: 

The oppression of human beings by human beings is sin. It is a crime against life (for life means 
love your neighbour as yourself). It is a destruction of the love of God (for the one who does not 
love his or her brother or sister whom they have seen, cannot love God whom they have not). The 
oppression of other humans is a perversion of love because it wounds, offends and destroys the 
image of God on earth.18 

Moltmann insists that oppression always has two sides – for the victim who is dehumanised 
and for the oppressor who acts inhumanely – creating a society polarised in multiple 
ways such as South Africa. His five circles have both psychological and socio‑political 
dimensions, which he claims need to be addressed for liberating praxis to emerge and 
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for human identity to be grounded in ways of understanding human dignity that liberate 
others rather than trap them in self‑justifications. He sets out five reciprocal “liberations” 
to shift paradigms of freedom from dominating power‑over to power‑with and within to 
become human in new community.19 Moltmann is concerned that a Reformation focus 
on the justification of sinners through Christ has often led to a one‑sided emphasis on the 
perpetrators in Western Christianity and has forgotten about their victims. He sees this as 
a “great gap” in many theologies of justification and its disconnection from justice‑creation 
as “a righteousness that puts things right”.20 As a result, he has consistently demonstrated a 
concrete theological concern for justice for the victims who suffer many forms of violence. 

Martin Luther’s notion of being a “free lord” can mutate in practice into dominating modes 
of “ruling the world” and Moltmann offers a reminder that Christ’s passion is first and 
foremost solidarity with the victims of sin and their fate. The great judgement in Matthew 25 
is the identification of Godself with the hungry, naked and imprisoned and the judgement 
of the perpetrator in the face of what has been done to them. 

Moltmann’s five circles framework is illustrated in Figure  1 using a diagram designed by the 
author of this essay and based on Moltmann’s 1974 book.

Economic
poverty and 
exploitation

Political
violence and 
oppression

Socio-cultural
racial and cultural 

alienation or 
imperialism

Ecological
lack of peace 
with nature 

Meaninglessness
Hopelessness

Godforsakenness

Figure 1 Moltmann’s five circles framework

Moltmann is wary of conceptualising sin and salvation in “abstract” ways that do not 
acknowledge concrete differences between victims and perpetrators in different contexts. 
He insists that the inhumanity of sin can only be concretised within history.21 The 
“humanisation of the human”22 takes place from within these socially embedded circles 
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with a need for a “solidarity Christology” for victims as the reverse of a “reconciliation 
Christology” for oppressors in relation to how sin is understood.23 This resonates well in 
South Africa with its post‑apartheid reconciliation discourse. A theology of the liberation 
of the oppressor enables more people to see themselves as accomplices of the forces that 
oppress and the systems which do their sinning for them. This requires painful insights into 
unjust structures perpetuated by privilege if they are to become “liberated oppressors”.24 

I expanded this “five circles” framework in my work at RUC by aligning it with the “five‑
faces of oppression” model of feminist critical social theorist Iris Marion Young, who, 
like Moltmann, locates injustice in concrete contexts of domination and oppression. She 
points to a “possibility‑directed model” that nurtures imagination for alternative visions of 
social relations that go beyond both communitarian/individual and care/justice binaries.25 
Young’s “five faces” of oppression are exploitation, marginalisation, powerlessness, violence 
and cultural imperialism, and correspond well in a more contemporary way to Moltmann’s 
older vicious circles. Like Moltmann, she also emphasises the need for a social ontology of 
humans and explicit engagement with the relational and structural realities of power in a 
“social connection” model of responsibility.26 She maintains that we all still inhabit a concrete 
world where some bodies matter more than others and that real change involves learning 
to see and acknowledge this within our concrete contexts if education or well‑meaning 
charity are not to reproduce, but to challenge these social relations of domination. For 
Young, abstract ideas of impartial justice can close down the lived realities of our concrete 
plurality. Cultivating imagination helps nurture sympathy and a sense of concrete 
connection and responsibility to diverse others.27 She illustrates this with the sweatshop 
industry to acknowledge the connection to all involved in various chains such as economic, 
ecological, political and social – if we are not to participate in causing harm.28 Young 
emphasises solidarity “ongoingly forged and renewed” as the virtue required for responsible 
citizenship.29 These two models informed my reimagining of sin in RUC’s youth  work.

Listening to RUC Youth Voices
At RUC, you are accepted. It does not matter if you have a criminal record. That is just what I have 
noticed about RUC and its grown on [sic] me … we are all humans and we make mistakes. I know at 
other churches you will get judged for those mistakes … you will be outcast or labelled. Labels are a 
huge problem for me, especially coming from a place in Africa with a history of labelling black people 
themselves and then being violent against them.  (Atiemo, RUC black male youth aged 19)

The second part of this essay turns to some of RUC’s youth voices, modelling the emphasis 
placed by Moltmann and Young on listening to the experiences and voices of those involved 
by seeing them as active participants, subjects and co‑creators, not as passive receptacles 
for prior knowledge. In a research project about forming youth for spiritualities of social 
justice at the Unit for Religion and Development Research at Stellenbosch University, 
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the author carried out interviews with long‑term youth attenders at RUC to see how they 
had experienced this approach. I draw primarily here on an interview carried out in early 
2017 with 18‑year‑old Angela, a long‑term white female youth attender at RUC, as well as 
some reinforcing interviews by Dan, a 20‑year‑old coloured male and Atiemo, a 19‑year‑old 
black male (not real names). All were asked to reflect on their experience of RUC’s ethos in 
relation to sin, spirituality, social justice and its role in their formation. Angela compares this 
with her parallel experience over four years in a more conservative church denomination 
(Church A). 

Inclusion and Acceptance of Diversity

When asked to describe the theological ethos of RUC, Angela’s first word was “inclusivity”. 
She pointed to an “olive” theology articulated within confirmation classes that holds together 
concern for people (brown) and of the earth (green) with connection to God. The Enlarging 
Circles of Dignity theme made her increasingly mindful of discriminatory patterns that 
“often left some out”.  She noted that the emphasis was on “finding God through being your 
most authentic self not by seeing yourself as bad or by trying to be selfless”.  She contrasted 
this with what she termed a scripted perfect Christian “cookie cut‑out” ideal to which 
she was to conform that she had seen and experienced as prevalent in many other South 
African churches and religious schools. She immediately pointed to gender and sexuality as 
a key differentiator in her theological experience at RUC and gave two examples. 

Angela described a youth group session that she regularly attended (at Church A) on “how 
to dress like a godly woman” aged fifteen. She describes it as “a list of things not to do and 
rules to observe” and that it was directly commented on that “her shorts were too short”. 
She noted that this session was very focused on the needs of the young men in the room 
“so that you don’t tempt them” and that it made her feel “really awkward … when no‑one 
challenged what was said, it was just accepted”. She began to hide her body as a result of 
attending this session. She compared this with her RUC experience where “we spoke about 
gender issues and the need to ‘call out’ gender norms”. She pointed to other practices that 
she observed at RUC that made this real for her. First, was the changing of the pronouns 
used for “God” and “mankind” in the songs and prayers of the ordinary services. Second, the 
church was “non‑judgemental on dress … I could wear what I liked … bare feet, shorts etc. 
and I could stop worrying if this is too short or too revealing.” This was important for her 
as a young woman. She recalled seeing other youth “come out” or “explore their sexuality” 
openly within this Christian space and that this was seen as acceptable. These were “big 
things” as they challenged the accepted social norms she had consistently encountered in 
other Christian spaces and at her (religious) school.
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This theme of body/gender and diverse sexuality acceptance as opposed to labelling and 
judging also came up for other RUC youth interviewed as an important feature for them:

I feel like a large part of RUC’s theology is based on a social justice model … its stance against 
apartheid was based on a theology of social injustice and that also shapes its openness in its 
attitudes to LGBT community … To be precise about [what I like about] the ethos, it would be the 
openness to the LGBT community. The justification for it is very powerful around its interpretation 
of the Bible with a willingness to continuously review. It’s not just black and white.  
 (Dan, coloured male youth aged 20)

Some churches want perfection in religion – they remove the human error or the humanity from 
religion. We become like robots, you should not do this thing, you have to be prayed for and go and 
fast, you have to be purified or cleansed. When I went to ‘Church school A’ as a child, I was taught 
that our bodies don’t get to go to heaven because they are too dirty, they are just vessels for the 
soul, they are not pure but unholy – this makes us feel bad about our bodies.  
 (Atiemo, black male youth aged 19)

Sin as Social Intersections

When Angela was asked specifically about how sin had been communicated to her, she 
contrasted her RUC experience with Church A. This theme emerged for her in about 
Grade 8 or 9 at the age of 14. She noted that Church A had a strong focus on the cross and 
that the concept of sin was attached to purity and the idea of needing to be “washed clean”. 
She recalled that this was a real concern for her and that she was coming home every day 
and re‑counting her sins seeing sin as “little traps that needed to be repented of”. Church A 
gave her a set of red beads that symbolised all her sins and small crosses to remind her 
that only the cross can take them away. Increasingly she described dissatisfaction with this 
framing and said that eventually she rejected this idea entirely:

I actually made a 180-degree turn and felt that sin was just a crazy concept used to oppress people 
… But through attending confirmation class at RUC over a two-year period (age 14 to 16) I was able 
to even out a bit and rethink sin not as individual small actions but as wider social injustices.  
 (Angela, RUC white female youth aged 18)

She recalled the specific youth exercise at RUC that explored the multiple vicious circles 
of sin. Each youth had to situate themselves imaginatively as part of each circle and 
engage with a concrete scenario together that made connections to others in the web and 
highlighted oppression in action. For example, the economic circle began with someone 
at home sipping a cup of tea. Each young person had to think about the connections 
between that simple act and other human beings and take on a character in the web of 
interdependence. For example, one person was the child in Uganda forced to leave school 
to pick tea leaves, another was the truck driver who transports the tea and maybe spends all 
his time on the road. One was the water provider company who decides who gets priority 
for the supply of water to boil in a kettle in your home and one was the tree in the Ugandan 
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forest that was cut down to make way for the tea plantation. Youth were invited to create 
new characters and add their stories to them. For example, one chose to be an endangered 
frog species which lived on the tree. Each person held a coloured thread that represented 
the connection to another and each time that connection became harmful, the threads 
were twisted. This builds on the sweatshop exercise described by Young. Angela found it 
to be an approach that “asks you to think for yourself. It is not just a list of sins”. She also 
admits that at the time, 

I found this exercise actually morally confusing … we are all tangled up in these threads … which 
way is up? A simple choice like buying a chocolate bar can have consequences for others and it 
reinforced how connected everything is … I was able to start to recognise discriminatory patterns in 
society … I heard the word intersectionality for the first time at RUC youth group and became more 
aware of language, how it can exclude and what we even think of as being ‘natural’.  
 (Angela, white female youth aged 18)

Pedagogical Tools for Intersectional Awareness
Without prompting, Angela also recalled other activities that had reinforced this alternative 
understanding of sin for her over her youth years at RUC. First was a stand‑on‑the‑line 
activity that depicted what each person felt on various moral issues. This enabled her to 
relativise her perspective and see there was not just one way to think. She said, “I loved the 
activity of placing everyone on a spectrum with regard to how we perceive moral issues 
especially in relation to gender and sexuality, I saw how different we all are.” She termed 
it a “non‑conforming tool” which opened up discussion spaces at RUC on divisive topics 
like abortion. 

Second, she recalled a youth activity in which they used four boxes entitled “It’s my culture”, 
“The Bible says so”, “My experience shows me” and “It’s just reasonable/natural”. This tool 
draws implicitly on the theological quadrilateral to communicate some different ways of 
justifying opinions on hot topic issues in the church such as homosexuality. She noted 
that, “It equipped me to target people who use those excuses … I had tools … I could 
step into the psyche of someone who would discriminate and argue from there.” Third, 
she remembered a debate in confirmation class on the Garden of Eden Bible story entitled 
“To eat the apple?” She said: 

We were asked to look at both sides and really engage with the question about if disobeying is 
always a bad thing … maybe knowledge is not sinful. We looked at who gets demonised in the story 
and how it would feel to be the snake or Eve for example. Some of us said it’s OK for humans to 
‘dominate’ the world and others disagreed. 

Lastly, she pointed to an eco‑communion liturgical activity done outside in the park, which 
increased her realisation that things are broken between us, the earth and others and the 
need to confess this. Table fellowship is not just about God, but also about communing 
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with each other and with nature, which is also brought to the communion table. This focus 
on eco‑theology at RUC, which is a SAFCEI eco‑congregation,30 was very important for 
her. She noted that it helped her to make a shift from the idea of being “protectors over” to 
being “part of ” the earth where we care for our caregiver. An activity looking at how Old 
Testament prophets listened to the pain around them before speaking out also helped her 
to think differently about her voice: 

We are not superior but are part of it. If we want to become eco-prophets we have to listen and 
connect first. I have an affinity for nature and the activities we did at youth helped me to feel at one 
with the earth, rooted and grounded. Not a set of ‘rules’ but an ‘experience’.

When asked if theology matters for understanding social justice, Angela made explicit links 
between the two. She suggested that this RUC formation became a way for her to find her 
sense of spirituality through social justice issues and not merely disconnected from them.

I felt very proud of RUC’s ethos, its different values and ways of thinking and I was glad not to be the 
only one. I had a sense of shared journey. This hit home once when a Christian friend said ‘you aren’t 
a real Christian’. She did not see our church as real Christianity with the right rules.

She concluded that RUC goes to the heart of the matter to ask,
How do we live as better human beings not as policed human beings … Sin can become ‘superficial’ 
in Christian circles just concerned with petty sins … reimagining the language is really lovely. 
I always hated the stereotypical bible language of ‘we are all born sinners, all men are fallen’ … but 
maybe we are all sinners not because we are falling short of the ‘perfection of Christ’ but because 
we are not addressing social or ecological justice.

Cultivating Change Agents
We are responsible to make change where you think it’s due … like RUC’s projects with orphaned 
kids. It’s not about feeling sorry – its more that the kids of today are the leaders of tomorrow – we 
have to raise them to be their own people, to be independent, to see the world for what it really is, 
to make a change and do some things better, they will be here long after we are gone. It’s not pity, 
it’s about fixing humanity.  (Atiemo, RUC black male youth aged 19)

This research project is only at the initial stages of exploring the extent to which RUC 
youth feel they are being shaped by these spiritualities of social justice as change agents in 
their communities. RUC is clearly not the only influence in their lives. However, engaging 
voices of youth to see how they interpret RUC’s embodiment of liberated relationality in 
concrete ways can point towards emerging possibilities for cultivating change agents on 
intersectional social justice, including issues of gender and sexuality. Early results suggest 
that RUC is playing an influential role in shaping change agents for social justice. Angela 
offered four examples of how her RUC formation around understanding sin has influenced 
her as a social change agent.
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Speaking up as a Change Agent within Church 

Angela noted that she became more able to challenge her conservative church cell group 
theologically by speaking out when she disagreed. This is part of RUC members’ commitment 
to be “upstanders” and not bystanders when they see human injustices enacted or spoken 
by anyone, including by religious authorities:

I started to challenge other Christians and to speak more about social justice. I went twice a week 
to the youth cell group [at Church A]. I was uncomfortable initially and felt ‘it’s not my place to 
challenge the church leader’ but the more we spoke about it at RUC the more I realised that I did 
have to say something and that you always have a space to be an influence. I remember challenging 
an issue about unborn babies where they said ‘if babies are not baptised they don’t go to heaven’ and 
everyone was just nodding and taking notes and I said that is not OK. It was my first time to express 
a dissenting opinion in this religious space.  (Angela, white female youth aged 18)

Moving from Words into Actions 

Angela noted that RUC nurtured her own emerging protest voice moving into a wider 
awareness of a bigger world, for example, of children affected by war. She recalled that the 
Minister had ask her to read her protest speech out in church one Sunday.

RUC encouraged our ‘protest’ voices as youth on bigger issues … I organised a protest for children 
affected by war at my school and this action also changed me. Sixty young people were mobilised 
as a result and came and saw that it ‘hit home’ for them. I realised how insular my local community 
was, sheltered, privileged and unaware of the wider world and the need to go beyond self and disrupt 
the bad things going on out there. I was 16. I wanted to get people to care about something beyond 
their comfort zone. Our minister read out my speech in church … it was important for me to move 
beyond talking about doing things to doing things.

Modelling Alternative Ways of Seeing Sin 

Angela further noted her increased ability to model alternative ways of seeing sin to peers 
by being equipped to have discussions, trying to understand where they are coming from 
and being able to explain her own views better:

In my group of friends at school there were a lot of conversations about right and wrong and many 
hinged around sex before marriage … people were so judgemental about other people and said really 
nasty things like ‘God hates them’. Women were also judged more, especially by other women and 
there was a taboo atmosphere on sex. LGBTIQ was a particular issue … there was only one openly 
gay person at my school of 250 people. As I started to talk about it, I encountered repression in 
the responses my friends gave … as if they were not allowed to think about it … Even to start 
conversations was hard … straight was the norm and was tied to being a Christian. People straight 
up say that it’s a sin. There was no conversation about heteronormativity; that was a word I heard 
for the first time at RUC. We also went to Gay Pride as an RUC group and this was an important act 
for me. I was able to change some people’s minds by the end. I showed that you can be a Christian 
and support gay rights. 
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Passing on Inclusive Participatory Pedagogies 

Angela became involved in teaching younger children at RUC in its “holy circus” model. 
She noted her desire to be an authentic role model for young kids by making connections 
about how we see God and how society treats others. This played out in her teaching in the 
church and her involvement in a progressive sex and gender pilot project in high schools: 

At RUC, I became a kids’ leader. I love the ‘Holy Circus’ model; it’s not like school where there is just 
teacher and pupil, it evens the playing field and there are all sorts of diverse roles – you can be a lion 
tamer or a juggler or a clown with a space for everyone. If anyone is left out then the circus is not 
complete. The circus invites wildness and being out of the box not sitting still and raising your hand. 
We are allowed to teach about what is important to us and this could be an authentic space. You 
can’t address white privilege with four-year-olds but you can say everyone is equal and it’s nice to 
be able to say that with a church that is behind you.

One of the issues emerging from RUC youth is their desire to challenge churches. Like the 
prophets of old, they do not merely look outwards or upwards, but within Christianity itself. 
This can be an uncomfortable exercise for churches that may need to reposition their self‑
understanding as wise repositories of unchanging truth to be passed on to listen to critiques 
levelled against it by its youth. Many have grown up on stories of the church struggle against 
apartheid in their parents’ time. They are taking this into new “church struggles”31 and their 
voices may seem uncomfortable to the older generation. As Dan lamented:

My biggest challenge would be the hypocrisy. Often the most Christian people are the ones that get 
drunk the most, smoke the most weed and do terrible things but then they come to church on Sunday 
and are ‘perfect little princesses’. Also, the whole judgement by churchgoers to non-churchgoers or 
even to other Christians who do not agree with them. They say they love everyone but their love 
seems superficial – that love feels very superficial.  
 (Dan, coloured male youth aged 20)

Conclusion
To conclude, I affirm that Angela’s experience alongside other youth voices emerging from 
our interviews could reinforce the value of reimagining sin in social, intersectional terms 
within concrete local congregations. This becomes highly significant in teenage years when 
understandings of sin often take on narrow, taboo, repressive and distorted associations 
with the body, emerging sexuality and silence on issues of gender justice. Such associations 
not only fail to critique dominating patterns of oppression, but even legitimate or ground 
them theologically and echo uneasily South Africa’s theological past of apartheid. The 
arguable “sin‑full‑ness” of some church “sin narratives” can lead to an individualised guilt 
focused on fitting in and the narrow judgements of others, rather than an emphasis on 
transforming both self and society to nurture Moltmann’s “embodied virtue of liberated 
relationality with the other”.32 
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Perhaps theological educators need to be better equipped to actively disrupt forms of 
sin‑talk that merely ask youth to conform to disembodied, individualised models of “cookie‑
cutter” perfection and that can underpin attitudes of judgement and hypocrisy that lead 
increasing numbers of young people to leave churches at an early age or to begin “hiding” 
their real lives. Much progressive work done at the theological academy around sin is not 
always translated effectively into actual local congregations where young people experience 
formation. Our study shows and our young people affirm that RUC remains an important 
exception in this respect. Can more churches embody and enact ways of reimagining sin 
to encourage risky journeys of embodied transformation in relation to others, particularly 
those who are left out, unwelcomed and judged? The RUC experience suggests that it is 
possible to reimagine our “misplaced identities” of self‑justifying domination and aggression 
by letting go of labels that exclude. In Atiemo’s own words: 

No baby is born racist – every baby cries when they hear the cry of another … each baby has the 
same amount of potential, but then we go out, grow up and are affected by the universe. We are 
taught our race, roles, what gender we are and what nationality. We grow up trying to protect a 
fictional identity but they are labels given to us by someone. You are protecting something that 
is just made up, created by society. From birth we are force fed these labels – people chuck them 
down our throat and we are forced to chew and swallow and eventually we accept the labels and 
we end up defending them as they are part of us now – but we should rip them apart. Labels cause 
division, then conflict, then wars. (Atiemo, male black youth aged 19) 

These words arguably take us to the heart of intersectionality and the multi‑dimensional 
oppressions in which we all remain concretely entangled. The claim of this essay is that 
true justification requires us to grapple with this understanding if we are to become free 
together in a shared project of justice‑creation. Can churches learn from youth and not just 
teach; confess and not just preach; and orient towards future possibilities not merely held in 
captivity to static inherited traditions? Young and Moltmann’s “social connection” models 
offer a framing to first acknowledge and then start to move beyond our intersectional 
vicious circles. This journey is one that RUC seeks to travel in hope and in participatory 
partnership with rather than domineering hierarchy over its youth, one of whom remarked: 

In terms of my spiritual journey, I definitely feel like I have become more sympathetic, empathic 
towards the world … I feel things a lot more and I am a lot more content with life. I feel this brings 
me closer to God, to seeing God in the world.  (Dan, coloured male youth aged 20)
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Transformation? From where I’m looking, Boundaries for  
Women Remain Intact 
The year 2017 marked the 100th birthday of the Faculty of Theology at the University of 
Pretoria. A celebration of this magnitude finds its way into one’s theology, because your 
immediate context is pervaded by it and you are constantly engaged with it. As John 
de Gruchy rightly has said, “All theology is contextual … because it develops within a 
particular historical context.”2 The centenary celebrations at the University of Pretoria took 
place amidst the greater context of institutional academia in South Africa and the loud 
call for transformation at all levels. The call for transformation originated from students at 
institutes of higher learning and reached its zenith during the 2015‑2016 #FeesMustFall‑
movement across campuses in South Africa.3 The call was (and is) for transformation of 
the curricula and teaching methodologies at universities to reflect the heritage, context and 
challenges of the environment where the teaching, learning and research are taking place.4 

The Faculty of Theology as part of the University of Pretoria is, therefore, also dealing with 
questions and debates about the nature and content of theology. A centenary celebration is 
a moment when you look to the past and to the future simultaneously, and at UP it is taking 
place amidst the present calls for transformation and to rethink the content and method of 
theology. Part of the celebrations entails looking at our past critically, honouring those who 
contributed to the transformation of church and faculty, and in general pondering the issue 
of the tension between identity and diversity and trying to discern what the character of 
a legitimate theological voice in our context would be. 
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The Faculty chose as its centenary symbol a pair of gates erected at the Faculty and 
officially opened on 6 March 2017. The gates are held in a permanent open position with 
two granite blocks with the dates 1917 on one and 2017 on the other. The main symbolic 
purpose of the gates is to illustrate the Faculty’s openness towards the world and the 
future, while acknowledging a challenging past. The official slogan of the centenary year 
is “Gateway to …”5 The metaphor of “gates” and “boundaries” is not a theological issue to 
gloss over. In the world, in Africa, in South Africa and certainly in the scene of Higher 
Education, there is a real focus and struggle with the notion and practice of hospitality – 
the “invitation to come in”. Hospitality is an ambivalent undertaking and as Miroslav Volf 6 
describes it, it is a double act of “opening” and “closing”.7 This struggle with hospitality 
versus the preferential option for one’s own is also witnessed in the United States8 where 
under a different president, America is becoming a nation focused on self‑sustainment. The 
tension between identity and diversity is also witnessed in Europe9 where the migration 
crises have reached a critical level and is further complicated by the decision of the United 
Kingdom to leave the European Union.10 The people of South Africa, too, have witnessed 
occurrences of xenophobia.11 

The concern, which forms the departure point of this essay, is whether the answer to the 
call for transformation, which was to become more inclusive and to reconcile diversity, 
has been dealt with in an authentic manner. I have observed that debates about the notion 
of “transformation” in the curriculum and the scene of higher education in general slide 
over the issue of the unconditional inclusion of women and the utilisation of perspectives 
of feminist theology as if these are issues of the past that have been dealt with sufficiently. 
Twenty years ago, Denise Ackermann responded with surprise and melancholy to a British 
psychologist who described feminism as a “menace to be tackled”.12 She was incredulous that 
after so much time such responses still existed. Some things have changed. Some have not. 

I am a member and an ordained minister of the Netherdutch Reformed Church (NRCA or 
known by its Afrikaans abbreviation NHKA). Thirty‑six years after my church denomination 
ordained our first female minister, the main governing body of the church consists of six 
people, made up of five men and one woman. The general church assembly only voted 
for a woman after a delegate stood up and reminded the people gathered there that it 
might be time to have women represented on the council of the general assembly. Our 
Faculty has appointed three permanent and two part‑time female academic theologians in 
one hundred years. There is currently not a woman in the leadership structure, although 
there has been one female Head of Department in the history of the Faculty of Theology 
at the University of Pretoria.13 Organising committees aimed at generating discussions 
about history and transformation did not include female academics. Amidst the centenary 
celebrations and transformation programmes, Reformed churches worldwide celebrated 
the 500th commemoration of the Reformation in 2017. Amidst monthly popular articles 
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on the Reformation and Reformed theology published in periodicals of the NRCA and 
scholarly articles from within the church community, only a small number of these 
publications were dedicated to women who contributed to the Reformation and today 
contribute to Reformed theology.14 

In my context, therefore, I witness women working in an environment where barriers to 
flourishing are firmly in place.15 According to Miroslav Volf, “flourishing … stands for the 
good life that is lived well, the life that goes well and the life that feels good … the life 
worth living.”16 In institutional academia, the competing, arena‑like game atmosphere17 is 
the complete opposite of the “life worth living”. The environment leads to women isolating 
themselves, adhering to life‑choking competition and in leadership positions, feel the 
necessity to exhibit leadership styles corresponding to an empire‑like “governance”.18 
In one of his recent articles, Allan Boesak refers to this phenomenon, which is known 
as “formenism”:

like masculinism, [it] subscribes to the belief in the inherent superiority of men over women, but 
unlike masculinism it is not an ideology developed and sustained by men, but an ideology designed, 
constructed, and sustained by women. Like its phonetics suggests, this is a concept for men – that 
is to say, men are the chief beneficiaries of the hierarchical social positioning that it advocates.19 

The lack of authentic transformation is not a unique situation.20 Hillary Rodham‑Clinton 
has described the rights of women and girls as the unfinished business of the 21st century.21 
From my theological context, I would like to describe it as the unfinished Reformation. 

The scene, therefore, is one where there are simultaneous discussions on “transformation” 
and celebrations of “openness”. In this context, my question is about the authenticity of 
“openness”, that is, the hospitality that is reported and portrayed as the main characteristic 
of theological (and other institutional) endeavours.22 How real is advertised inclusivity if the 
voices of women are not heard, if the contributions that women make are not recognised 
and if women still do not have a hand in co‑creating their own reality? It is about the 
difference between “openness” or inclusivity as temporary fix to an irritating problem or 
inclusivity as deep‑rooted epistemology. The option, which forms the departure point or 
basis of one’s discussions about transformation, becomes apparent in the way relationships 
are formed, people address one another (language), the nature of dialogue and the availability 
of opportunities. Only a different way of “seeing” ontology and a different way of knowing 
“epistemology” will lead to an authentic way of doing things differently.

Amidst boundaries that exist and lines that are still drawn, this essay is concerned with 
how to push those boundaries. In doing this, I am turning to political theology as a mode 
of inquiry and a mode of response. Specifically, I turn to the political theology of Dorothee 
Soelle and Denise Ackermann. 
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Political Theology: Method of Inquiry and Response
In order to situate and describe Ackerman’s and Soelle’s methods of “pushing boundaries” 
within their respective theologies, some general introductory remarks about political 
theology are necessary. 

By describing political theology in “broad strokes”, I am deliberately avoiding a definition, 
because the content of political theology differs in different contexts.23 A broad definition of 
political theology includes the way in which the theological and the political impinge upon 
one another24 and the “daily, material concerns that threaten to disintegrate both individual 
bodies and communal bodies of people”.25 Political theology as a focus of Christian theology 
pertains to an inquiry carried out by Christian theologians in relation to the political in 
which “political” is broadly defined to include the different ways human beings order their 
common life,26 the things that make for the flourishing of human beings and the ordering 
of life to promote flourishing.27 This does not mean that Christian political theology is the 
only type of political theology.28 The experiences described in this essay are taken from a 
Christian theological context and the respondents to that context belong to a Christian 
theological paradigm. 

Political theology as a theological endeavour and as a subject has a longstanding history 
of being viewed with suspicion. In his essay titled “Political theology as threat”, William 
Cavanaugh29 suggests that this suspicion is based on a one‑sided emphasis on the effects 
of what he describes as bad political theology. This political theology makes an uncritical 
separation between “politics and “theology” because the mixture of the two would be seen 
to have disastrous consequences. It is bad, because the complete separation of theology 
and politics is based on the acceptance of  “the fanciful idea that Christianity occupies a 
religious realm of fantasy and fanaticism, while secular ideologies describe a mundane 
and sober ‘real world’. ”30 Furthermore, the separation is also based on the idea that 
religion in general can be separated from the rest of life – politics, art, economics, social 
life. Cavanaugh argues that this separation is not self‑evident and is “a modern Western 
invention, not a universal truth of human life”.31 Jürgen Moltmann has also offered a similar 
argument in his existential understanding of the nature of political theology saying, “There 
is consciously political theology, there is politically un‑conscious theology, but there is no 
such thing as an un‑political theology, at least not on this earth and presumably not even 
in the heavenly politeuma.”32 

The contemporary discipline of political theology as it has emerged over the past century 
has been influenced by a combination of events and aspects. One of the influences is the 
mid‑20th century political theology of Europe following World War  II, while another is 
the prominence of liberation theology in Latin America and Africa that together with the 
liberative politics of womanist, feminist and mujerista theologians have reshaped what we 
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understand under political theology. Political theology has emerged also from Christian 
voices appealing to Christianity to regain a political presence in relation to specific problems. 
It has emerged as a response to the problem of the inwardness of European Christianity and 
in response to the problem of how Christianity was co‑opted to support slavery, oppression, 
segregation and violence.33 In light of the content of this essay, it is important to mention 
that a further great stimulus of political theology is the critical insight from feminism that 
the personal is political.34 

The main task of political theology is to create and sustain awareness.35 Political theology 
is in a sense a theology of intersectionality, which aims to expose overlapping and multiple 
systems of discrimination and domination.36 In this regard, political theology is a prophetic 
theology, it is a theology of justice and a theology of a humane society, it is a public theology 
which is critical of policies, and it is a theology of concrete change.37 In the words of Moltmann, 
what Cavanaugh refers to as “bad political theology” is politicised forms of theology and 
religion and that is something quite different from political theology.38 Politicised theology 
is akin to situations in which theologians intervene politically or a situation in which a 
theocracy would be established. The political theology of the mid‑20th century is one 
which is fully engaged in criticism of public affairs – in the tradition of the prophets. After 
the atrocities of war camps, theology belongs to the realm of public discussion of political 
freedom, social justice and the future of the earth. Political theology is prophetic theology 
in different forms, due to different contexts. Resistance against racism led to the birth of 
black liberation theology in South Africa, as well as the public theology of the civil rights 
movement in the United States. The outcry against poverty in Latin American gave rise 
to that specific liberation political theology; the political Minjung theology “of the people” 
in South Korea was born from the pain and anger of the oppressed (“Han”); existential 
concerns about the ecological crisis and resistance against the abuse of the environment 
are the catalyst for an eco‑theology of the future of the earth and womanist, feminist and 
mujerista theologies are protests against patriarchy and violence in different forms in 
different contexts. 

The challenge of political theology is to create a socio‑theoretical awareness of the 
complexity of different relationships – a clearer assessment of the state of affairs based 
on continuous social analysis and a greater courage to engage with multi‑contextual and 
pluralistic environments. In response to different situations, political theology develops 
new methodologies,39 which include the development of hermeneutical frameworks and 
methods of correlation towards an authentic theology, which include different disciplines 
as well as narrative theology and an emphasis between content, method and participation.

The insights from feminist theologians with regard to the practice of political theology as 
a critical theology are particularly helpful due to their own theological reflections on and 
criticism of a theology of life that does not take all the participants in that life’s experiences 
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and perspectives into account. In this regard, the work of Elizabeth Schüssler Fiorenza40 
considers inclusive language for God and inclusive theological language, but Musa Dube41 
considers women’s experiences and perspectives from the paradigm of deconstructing 
exclusive colonialist discourses and spaces. Bearing in mind a theology of life that takes all 
the participants in that life’s experiences into account, I now turn to an overview of both 
the inclusive (political) theology of Dorothee Soelle and Denise Ackermann – theologians 
from the global north and global south. Their respective theologies illustrate an authentic 
correlation between content and method by which both of them are pushing boundaries. 

The Prophetic Voice of Dorothee Soelle: Pushing Boundaries with  
Liturgy and Poems

Spirituality and Activism

Jürgen Moltmann describes Dorothee Soelle (1929‑2003) as “the most well‑known and 
most controversial prophetic voice of the political theology of post‑war Germany”.42 
Soelle combined mystical spirituality and political resistance in a unique way – she was 
both prophet and poet. She was the theologian of groups which protested against nuclear 
rearmament, groups which opposed environmental destruction and capitalism, and groups 
which protested against dictatorship, because these were the issues against which she 
protested in a very existential manner. Her theology developed out of disillusionment with 
how her family privately criticised Hitler, but publicly supported him as well as the German 
Protestant church’s complicity in the Holocaust.43 This disappointment also included the 
limitations she experienced due to her gender. At a young age, she was dismayed that her 
“having breasts” was a symbol of her exclusion from the privilege that boys and men in her 
society enjoyed with regard to opportunities and adventure.44

In this essay, I focus on the way Soelle pushed boundaries in her political theology45 with 
her prophetic voice and activism, especially by means of the political evensong (Kölner 
Nachtgebet) that she organised during 1968‑1972. Through these political night prayers, 
she aimed at the “politicization of the conscience” because she believed that theology must 
reflect her own social and political situation in the conflict of her time.46 

Struggle and Contemplation

The political evensong started out as a discussion group of people (Protestant and Roman 
Catholic Christians) who wanted to exchange ideas about current political and social 
issues.47 The discussions were based on the realisation by members of the group that dealing 
with theological issues necessarily leads to political engagement. Their approach to these 
gatherings was called “struggle and contemplation” (lute et contemplation). This approach 
and method were also practised at the ecumenical cloister of Taize. The gatherings started 
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to follow a pattern which comprised four elements, namely information, meditation, 
discussion and action, based on the principle “see, judge, act”.48 

When the group applied for permission to celebrate a political prayer liturgy about 
current political issues during the convocation of Catholics in 1968 in Essen, the liturgy 
was scheduled only for 23:00 – and that is how the political night prayer got its name: 
“Our pattern was to provide political information, to confront the information with biblical 
texts, someone would give a brief talk, then there would be calls for action, and discussion 
with the gathered congregation: information; meditation; action.”49 During these gatherings, 
issues such as the Vietnam War, the intervention of the United States in Santa Domingo 
and societal problems like discrimination against women and the treatment of prisoners 
were discussed. The 9th political evensong in 1971 had as its motto “The emancipation of 
women – Woman is still on the bottom”. The evensongs were attended by a great number 
of people. In fact, a Cologne newspaper reported in 1968 that the St. Anthony’s Church 
could seat 300 people, but by 20:30 it was already overflowing and 10 minutes later there 
was no standing room left.50 Over 1,000 people had come to attend. It was an ambivalent 
occurrence for its time. Church authorities had tried to deny the evensong permission to 
take place and a movement “from below” (ordinary, non‑clergy, non‑church‑going people) 
was a reason for church authorities to become agitated or even nervous. Many others in the 
church sensed that the church was finally opening itself to the world and to human beings 
with their longings, problems and hopes.

The deepest roots of the “methodology” of Dorothee Soelle’s activism (and political 
theology) can be traced back to her mystical spirituality, because mysticism is an anti‑
authoritarian element as she later described in her book The Silent Cry: Mysticism and 
Resistance.51 Mysticism is an all‑inclusive experience. It can happen every day to everyone. 
Within this experience, one is united with the mystery that is named God and a person is 
liberated from ego, violence, anxiety and greed. This is the best preparation for resistance 
against a wasteful, consumerist society and an alternative life. Soelle believed that a different 
world is a real possibility.52 

From the connection and mutual influence of Soelle’s mystic spirituality and political 
activism, her poems were born. They became the bearers of theological substance and 
a different kind of piety (spirituality) as she provided a new theological language and a 
new theological perspective for the generation of her time. The language of poetry renders 
meaning and resonates with others, because of its narrative freedom and the linguistic 
means available, namely hyperbole, repetition, comparison and paradox.53 Her poems 
expressed a praxis for resistance and ethics for human beings.54 With this, theology became 
more accessible to a variety of expressions: “Theological concepts are those that represent 
human beings in their totality and relate them to eternal life, that is, their authentic life, for 
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example sin, grace, dying, rising again, justice and peace.”55 For Soelle, poetry was prayer 
and prayer was poetry: 

For me, praying and writing poetry, prayer and poem, are not alternatives. The message I wish to 
pass on is meant to encourage people to learn to speak themselves. For example, the idea that 
every human being can pray is for me an enormous affirmation of human creativity. Christianity 
presupposes that all human beings are poets, namely, they can pray. That is the same as seeing 
with the eyes of God. When people try to say with the utmost capacity for truthfulness what really 
concerns them, they offer prayer and are poets at the same time. To discover this anew, to bring it 
into reality or make it known, is one of the goals I pursue in my poems.56 

Soelle’s political evensongs and her poems were inclusive in two ways – the evensong was 
accessible because of the liturgy, and the poems were accessible due to the language. With 
liturgy and language, Soelle created a just praxis and practised authentic theology, which 
challenged one’s relationship to the world and in the process challenged boundaries. Her 
theology was not theology for theology’s sake. It is important to take note of this in light of 
my previous remarks in the introduction of this essay about the authenticity of the theology 
that is practised with regard to who it is really aimed at, who participates in it and the people 
it includes in an authentic way. This very aspect of Soelle’s theology is the reason I bring 
her in a short conversation with Denise Ackermann whose “simple and straightforward”57 
way of doing theology is very much concerned with the accessibility of theology and the 
praxis of human beings. Soelle used liturgy and poems, Ackermann used letters. It is to this 
example that I now turn in more detail. 

The Prophetic and Transformative Voice of Denise Ackermann 

Challenging Boundaries by Writing Letters

By her own description, Denise Ackermann (born 1935) is a “feminist theologian of praxis”.58 
She came to feminist theology through liberation theology and her feminist theological 
reflection focuses on the construction of inclusive and affirming theories and practices for 
all who experience marginalisation and oppression.59 It is for this reason that I describe 
Ackermann in this essay as a political theologian. Her critical and contextual theology 
connects theology, feminism, ideology, the Bible, the church and the way we speak about 
God.60 Her way to theology and faith (not religion) was not a marked-out path and certainly 
not straightforward. She grew up in many countries, because her parents were diplomats 
and she came to theology only in her forties. In terms of the South African situation, 
from the “outside” she looked “in” and became uncomfortable with straightforward and 
uncontested privilege of which she admits to have reaped the benefits. She, therefore, 
experienced and struggled with notions of identity and difference for a great part of her life.

Ackermann’s theology and methods of doing theology reflect her drive towards practising 
an inclusive theology of transformation. As an academic professor, partaking in the world 
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of institutional academia and its many demands for measured output, she decided not to 
write only for the limited circle of the academy. She chose to write letters to “people who 
mattered to me, about the themes that have been at the core of my search for healing and 
freedom and about my efforts to discover what is worth living for in troubled times.”61 
Ackermann emphasised the potential of theology to change people and that is the basis 
of her conviction that theology is not an “inward‑looking academic game”62 and cannot, 
therefore, be limited to the inner circle of theologically trained people. The overarching 
style of her theology is writing clearly and deconstructing complex theological doctrines 
and philosophical concepts.

In a way, Ackermann’s methodological approach is just as anti‑institutional as Soelle’s 
mystical poems and her organisation of evensongs. In my view, Ackermann’s approach to 
political theology has a twofold character – it is both courageous and creative. Letters do 
not contain academic styles of referencing or footnotes. One cannot rely on the authority 
of others. You have to say what you mean up front.63 In her letters, her prophetic voice 
is heard from the context of her own experiences. In this regard, Dirkie Smit compares 
Ackermann to John Calvin.64 John de Gruchy compares her to Dietrich Bonhoeffer65 in 
terms of the scope and range (influence) of the letters he wrote from prison. Writing letters 
is a way of sharing your deepest thoughts – about faith and doubt, depression and hope. 
It is rather more prophetic and effective than large volumes of theology of an academic and 
systematic kind. It is inclusive and is existential. De Gruchy is, however, also of the opinion 
that Ackermann’s letter‑writing is “a kick in the butt for academic theologians … who have 
lost their love of doing theology”.66 

Meeting the Challenge of Difference

An important aspect of Ackermann’s approach to doing theology is the way in which she 
faces difference. For boundaries to be crossed, the challenge of difference has to be met. 
Ackermann writes: 

If we are to form strategies for change, we need to network, to dialogue, to exchange views 
particularly with those who differ from us in terms of culture, context and religion. We must embrace 
difference, particularly when it challenges us.67 

Embracing difference is a central theme in Ackermann’s theology. She takes up this theme 
in several of her works as she reflects on the role and space of women in society,68 especially 
pertaining to the challenges they face in a post‑apartheid South Africa. Furthermore, she 
considers how churches can work together to address the broken human condition.69 For 
Ackermann, a necessary and non‑negotiable aspect of doing theology is to provide a type 
of vocabulary that seeks to ask questions and to describe the issues that acknowledges, 
even demands, seemingly contradictory conditions to be present and active at the same 
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time. This involves naming the ambiguities, contradictions and ambivalence when dealing 
with difference. 

Moreover, identity is an important marker in Ackermann’s landscape. She argues that identity 
questions are characterised by differences and shared sameness.70 Living in this landscape 
of difference and sameness means that questions of identity will not disappear. Identity 
for her has a double meaning – how you belong/are the same and how you are different. 
Identity becomes dangerous if one form of identity is elevated above other manifestations 
of identity. Identity can thus be viewed as a bond or a bondage. Ackermann notes that the 
temptation is often to either embrace the identity of one’s family or culture uncritically, 
or “to adopt a full identity from an alternative culture with equally little self‑reflection”.71 
Ackermann maintains, however, both distance and belonging, simultaneously can be said 
to be necessary conditions when it comes to the self‑description or self‑determination of 
identity. Belonging without distance tends to be destructive. Distance without belonging 
may result in isolation. Difference or otherness is for Ackermann simply the adventure 
of the diversity of human beings. To speak of difference is to speak of gender, race, class, 
poverty, justice, of human sexuality and history and tradition. It is the differences between 
people and the way people deal with difference that shape identities. 

Identity is also linked to the space that is occupied or inhabited. Total inclusion collapses all 
borders. When this happens, the criteria and ability for distinguishing between repressive 
identity and affirming identity is lost. Borders are ambiguous. Borders can demarcate a 
space for personal (the unique self ) development and growth. But it can exclude from 
real conversation and the possibility of change. Borders are necessary though. Otherwise, 
the reaction to incursions will be to react violently outwardly or retreat into exclusion. 
An over‑emphasis or non‑acknowledgment of difference is the result when borders 
collapse. Identity is shaped by a creative tension between inclusivity and exclusivity and by 
ongoing dialogue.72 

Ackermann’s theology, therefore, exhibits distinctive traits of a mystical spirituality (of 
Soelle) described above. To be able to deal with difference requires an acceptance of the 
mystery of the human condition and the mystery that is God. In the foreword of her award‑
winning book Surprised by the Man on the Borrowed Donkey,73 Ackermann states that 
theology and spirituality are inseparable. To live with the gospel means to embrace paradox 
and contradiction and “to live fruitfully with questions”.74 

In her theology, Ackermann thus emphasises the vital importance of pushing or 
transcending boundaries. This is done by acknowledging and celebrating difference, but 
at the same time finding your own voice. This is especially true for women doing theology. 
Ackermann levelled the playing field by co‑creating transformative spaces in which 
theology is expressed and lived. 



Pushing Boundaries towards Transformation

143

Conclusion – Agents of Change
Both Soelle and Ackermann emerge as agents of change due to the authenticity of their 
contributions and the transformation of self and others that resulted from these. The 
authenticity is not only to be found in their prophetic voices, but in the way they practised 
prophetic and critical theology in the form of liturgy, poems and letters which are accessible 
to all. Both were (Ackermann still is) concerned with creating and sustaining awareness and 
had the courage to engage multi‑contextual and pluralistic environments. Their theology 
uncovers and criticises power, paradigms and policies that stimulate and perpetuate 
oppression, alienation and violence. Their critical reflections on what makes life worth living 
and how life can be better take all the participants in that life’s experiences and perspectives 
into account. Their theological methods are indicative of authentic theology for others, 
which is only possible if there is equal participation. With regard to the example cited in the 
introduction of this essay, open gates and authentic transformation are only possible where 
there is equal participation and access. The acceptance speech of African‑American actress 
Viola Davis at the Emmy awards for film and television in 2015 is a profound statement of 
how boundaries can only be crossed if there is opportunity for equal participation and the 
active creation of opportunities for all to flourish. She says: 

In my mind, I see a line. And over that line, I see green fields and lovely flowers and beautiful white 
women with their arms stretched out to me over that line. But I can’t seem to get there no how. 
I can’t seem to get over that line. That was Harriet Tubman in the 1800s … let me tell you something: 
The only thing that separates women of colour from anyone else is opportunity. You cannot win an 
Emmy for roles that are simply not there.75 
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Introduction
The HIV epidemic was a silent killer during the 1990s. Without a real understanding of 
the epidemic and no antiretroviral treatment available, hundreds of thousands of people 
died. Stigmatisation of those diagnosed HIV positive played no small part in these deaths. 
The faith community was understood to be a major role player in fuelling this stigma and it 
was not until the early 2000s that the global AIDS activist community began to work with 
faith actors to mitigate the epidemic. The School of Religion and Theology (now School 
of Religion, Philosophy and Classics) at the University of KwaZulu-Natal has been at the 
forefront of changing theological attitudes and beliefs that stigmatise those living with HIV. 
This has meant shifting attitudes and beliefs away from a moralistic individualist approach 
to an understanding of the unjust systemic nature of the HIV epidemic. 

This essay seeks to outline the strategies implemented within the School to bring about a 
shift from moralistic rhetoric to transformative social action within the faith community. 
These strategies include the theological curriculum, the establishment of a collaborative on 
religion and HIV and engaging with the public realm of HIV discourse. The essay concludes 
with the current challenge of the high rates of infection amongst young women due largely 
to patterns of transactional sex with older men. It argues that now more than ever activist-
intellectuals are needed within the theological project to ensure that AIDS is ended by 2030.

The Changing Landscape of HIV and Religion
Towards the end of 2010, as I was driving to work, I noticed a newspaper headline on 
a poster attached to a lamppost in a street in Pietermaritzburg. “Jesus is HIV positive”, 
it declared! What the newspaper article was referring to was a sermon preached by a 
Pentecostal pastor, Pastor Skosana, in Khayelitsha, a sprawling township in Cape Town. 
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His sermon sparked an outcry with other pastors in neighbouring townships who opposed 
the association of Jesus with HIV. What was of interest to me in the newspaper article was 
not so much the outcry that the sermon caused, but rather the preacher of the sermon 
himself. Clearly, Pastor Skosana led one of the growing number of neo-Pentecostal groups. 
He understood the challenge of the HIV epidemic confronting his congregants having 
himself lost two sisters to AIDS-related illnesses and was prepared to be bold and quite 
deliberately “shocking” in order to get the message across. He did not stop there as he 
concluded his three-part sermon by taking an HIV test. This all took place in 2010.

What was remarkable was that ten years earlier, the words “HIV” or “AIDS” could not be 
mentioned in church gatherings let alone from the pulpit. Working as an assistant Anglican 
priest in the semi-rural area of Vulindlela outside Pietermaritzburg in the late 1990s, one 
could only refer to the epidemic euphemistically with church people (including church 
leaders) saying, “The person has been bewitched”, “They have the illness”, and so forth.1 
It was also the time that church leaders moralised the epidemic.2 A key debate raging within 
HIV activist circles concerned the extent to which faith-based organisations were fuelling 
stigma and discrimination with anecdotal evidence suggesting that church leaders believed 
that AIDS was a punishment from God for “promiscuous behaviour”.3 Therefore, to read of 
Pastor Skosana who in 2010 had found a way to speak of HIV theologically from the pulpit 
in a helpful and life-giving manner was encouraging. 

There can be no doubt that the increased boldness of religious leaders such as Pastor Skosana 
in speaking about HIV from the pulpit with less retributive rhetoric was closely tied with 
the shifting HIV and AIDS discourse in the country as whole. HIV was no longer seen as 
a death sentence in quite the same way due to massive education campaigns in the early 
2000s (particularly with young people) and the upscale and large roll-out of antiretroviral 
drugs since 2007.4 Religious leaders themselves had been drawn into prevention efforts 
in a concerted way and were seen as key stakeholders by bodies such as UNAIDS from 
the early 2000s.5 Faith-based involvement in the HIV epidemic in Africa generally saw 
unprecedented growth from 2003 with the allocation of $15 billion dollars by the United 
States President’s Emergency Plan for AIDS Relief (PEPFAR).6 During the following decade, 
there was increasing response to the HIV epidemic7 by faith-based organisations, as well as 
increased research on the response of this sector.8

The increased boldness of religious leaders such as Pastor Skosana to speak out in a more 
positive way about HIV, I want to suggest, was also in part due to the theological enterprise 
undertaken by a variety of individuals and groups to address the unhelpful retributive 
theology that was fuelling the epidemic. Ecumenical organisations such as the Ecumenical 
Advocacy Alliance and the Ecumenical HIV and AIDS Initiative in Africa (EHAIA)9 were 
founded in the early 2000s and the African Network of Religious Leaders Living With and 
Affected by HIV and AIDS (+ANERELA now +INERELA)10 in 2006. 
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Within the School of Theology (now Religion, Philosophy and Classics) at the University of 
KwaZulu-Natal (UKZN), various projects were initiated in response to the growing AIDS 
crisis in communities and amongst students at the School from the mid-1990s. These 
initiatives were expanded in the early 2000s as more donor funding became available. 
People in local communities known to academic staff were dying of AIDS-related illnesses 
and within the School itself, students were being sent home to their countries of origin 
quite literally in body bags. It became clear to academic staff, many of whom were already 
engaged in activist work, that the silence around HIV in religious circles needed to be 
broken. New ways of doing theology that stressed life rather than death were desperately 
needed. Personally, I feel privileged to have worked with colleagues who have taught 
me and challenged me in my own theological reflection as we have walked this journey 
together. As we have worked together on these initiatives for more than a decade, we have 
sought to enable theological students and researchers to see their academic work not as 
mere rhetoric, but as a means to action that will change people’s lives in the context of HIV. 
These initiatives can be broadly categorised as those that targeted theological students 
studying at the School, those that linked the academy with communities and those that 
sought to influence the realm of public health. With the founding of the Collaborative for 
HIV and AIDS, Religion and Theology (CHART) in 2007, this three-fold focus became 
more deliberate and coordinated.

Theological Initiatives Targeting Theological Students

Church and AIDS Postgraduate Elective Module

As early as 2003, my colleague Philippe Denis who had been actively involved with AIDS 
orphans in the greater Pietermaritzburg area introduced an elective module for postgraduate 
students titled “Church and AIDS”. The module outline stated that the outcomes of the 
module were to enable participants to:
 • Have a basic understanding of the medical, social, economic and cultural aspects of 

HIV/AIDS in South Africa;
 • Be able to articulate a theological response to the crisis caused by HIV/AIDS; and
 • Be exposed to one organisation working with persons living with HIV and reflect on 

this experience.11

For the next two years, Denis coordinated the module that exposed students to the realities 
of HIV and AIDS and argued the case for the involvement of the church. As a requirement, 
students had to spend 15 hours during the semester volunteering in a non-governmental 
organisation that was practically responding to the HIV and AIDS epidemic.12 When I took 
over the coordination of the module in 2005, I continued with this approach, which had 
a decisive impact upon students. One student remarked at the end of the module in an 
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evaluation, “[The module] has helped me to see and understand better. Before I only spoke 
of HIV/AIDS theoretically and speculatively, but now I can also speak about HIV/AIDS 
from experience.”13

Over the next ten years, the module was adapted extensively to focus on the particular 
challenges brought about by the changing landscape of HIV and AIDS. While initially it 
was important to expose students to the realities of HIV through a field work placement 
in an organisation, it later became clear that students also needed to be challenged to do 
theology and to speak out theologically against stigma and discrimination. As part of the 
requirement of the 2007 module, they had to organise an annual worship service under 
the theme, “AIDS is NOT a punishment from God: Dispelling stigma and discrimination” 
which all theological students were encouraged to attend. New knowledge about HIV, as 
well as life-giving theological reflection, were put into practice as the students from the 
class worked on the liturgy.14

By 2008, the outcomes of the module had been expanded. It was stated in the module 
outline that participants will:
 • Have a basic understanding of the medical, socio-economic, cultural and gender 

aspects of the HIV and AIDS epidemic;
 • Understand the importance of the church’s role in stigma and discrimination, 

prevention and access to treatment;
 • Be able to articulate a theological response to the crisis caused by HIV and AIDS;
 • Understand the importance of public policy in the epidemic;
 • Reflect on personal responses to the epidemic and implications for future work; and
 • Gain experience in organising a public HIV testing campaign.15

There is a clear shift here to greater engagement with the debates on HIV in the public 
health field, encouraging HIV testing among peers and the need for the student to reflect 
on how the module would impact their future work. Increasingly, government campaigns 
encouraged everyone to have a regular HIV test. Therefore, students were required to 
organise and participate in a public testing campaign held on the premises of the university 
with the explicit purpose of encouraging other theological students and staff to take an HIV 
test and thereby encourage public HIV testing by religious leaders. The exercise was also 
used to promote peer education and to provide practical skills for students to learn through 
experience how to organise a public HIV testing campaign, which they could take into their 
church life. As an assignment, they had to offer a personal reflection on the experience.16 
For most, it was a transformational experience as many tested openly for the first time 
together with their peers and lecturers, offered support and encouraged others to do the 
same. The experience also offered opportunities for reflection on how stigma was at work 
amongst their peers:
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There is no doubt that the hospitality by our team members made things easy for those who wanted 
to come for testing but had no courage to do it. This was acknowledged by few of them as they 
mentioned that they were scared and worried, yet willing to come for testing. For some, it was seen 
from their reactions that they were scared and terrified with fear as those with light complexion 
easily turned red in colour! Some would come and go, but because of seeing others flocking in freely, 
they ended up gaining courage and got tested as well.17 

Almost certainly, the public testing campaign organised by the students of the Church 
and HIV and AIDS module prompted and shamed the University into action. Eventually, 
public HIV testing campaigns were organised by the Student Health Services on campus 
and became regular events twice a year. As a result of public HIV testing events being 
mainstreamed into university life, it was felt that other training priorities needed to be 
addressed in the module. About that time in 2013, +INERELA initiated training courses 
with clergy on a new HIV prevention methodology known as SAVE. As a prevention 
method, SAVE attempts to address more explicitly some of the problematic aspects of the 
ABC prevention methodology and importantly also the issue of sexuality.18 For this reason, 
it was decided that the public HIV testing campaign be replaced with a three-day SAVE 
training workshop as a requirement of the module.19 In fact, all postgraduate students 
were encouraged to attend the training and cooperation from other staff in the School 
was elicited to make this possible. Against all expectations, 44 students attended the first 
training workshop in 2013.20 Since then, the number of participants involved in the training 
has had to be restricted due to financial reasons, but it continues to be an aspect of the 
module that is valued by the students as stated by one student who attended the training, 
“I will recommend that all pastors need [sic] this training in order to preserve lives.”21

In an evaluation at the end of the training course by students in 2013, the following 
responses indicated how they planned to use the training they received:
 • Organise workshops and in my sermons I will preach about HIV;
 • Engage with groups in my local church and community;
 • Break the silence, be strategic and share the information; and
 • Locate people who are serious about getting involved and train them.22 

A final comment by a student suggests how the module has moved those who attend from 
rhetoric into (potential) action: 

I am now theologically equipped to make a sound church response to the crisis caused by HIV and 
AIDS. The course exposed me to many issues on HIV and AIDS through a range of HIV and AIDS 
activities, through seminars, symposia and a three day HIV prevention workshop (SAVE).23

This postgraduate elective module became central to the research work of postgraduate 
students, establishing theoretical frameworks and providing an informed research agenda.
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Postgraduate Research Work on Religion and HIV

By 2005, academic staff within various theological disciplines at the School began to 
supervise students interested in the intersection of religion and HIV. As a collaborative 
inter-disciplinary venture, a one-year special focus MTh on HIV and AIDS was offered 
in 2006 and through a grant from the Church of Sweden, the School was able to offer 
merit bursaries to ten students.24 This programme, under the leadership of Edwina Ward, 
was structured in such a way that students remained within their particular theological 
discipline, meeting all these requirements while participating in intensive modules on 
HIV and AIDS. Ten students undertook to take the elective discussed above in the second 
semester, as well as to attend a week-long HIV-intensive module prior to the start of the 
first semester. Cohort seminars were held throughout the first semester, while the students 
shaped their research work through group presentations.25 In collaboration with other 
colleagues, I coordinated this module which included field visits to communities, as well 
as theoretical classroom work. One of the outcomes was to provide the context for the 
shaping of their research work.26 

As indicated earlier, there was increased research on the interface of religion and HIV in the 
years following the PEPFAR grant in 2003. Studies were carried out not only by established 
researchers, but also by master’s and doctoral students based in various institutions in 
Africa, African students based in the global north and students from other parts of the 
world  with an interest in religion and HIV in Africa. The increase of student research 
in African institutions was in part due to a substantial five-year grant by the Swedish 
Development Agency (2009-2012) for postgraduate research. The award of this grant 
was largely due to the success of the one-year MTh with a special focus on HIV that was 
piloted at UKZN in 2006. This grant enabled the establishment of the African Network of 
Higher Education Research in Theology, HIV and AIDS (ANHERTHA) in 2008 under the 
leadership of Edwina Ward.27 

ANHERTHA coordinated the scholarships offered primarily to master’s students from 
six African institutions, namely University of KwaZulu-Natal, South Africa; Stellenbosch 
University, South Africa; Ethiopian School of Graduate Theology, Ethiopia; Makumira 
University, Tanzania; St Paul’s University, Kenya; and Uganda Christian University. 
The purpose of the scholarships was to encourage research on religion and HIV with a 
particular focus on Christian theology. Articles from the theses of some of the first 
graduates were published in a book titled A Theology of HIV & AIDS on Africa’s East Coast: 
A Collection of Essays by Masters Students from Four African Academic Institutions.28 

At UKZN, full bursaries were awarded to master’s students and smaller bursaries were also 
offered to Honours and PhD students working in the field of religion and HIV over the four-
year funding cycle.29 As will be discussed later in the essay, the establishment of CHART 
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enabled the ANHERTHA bursary holders to receive support through the collaborative 
efforts of their supervisors. CHART offered a carefully structured and regular seminar 
programme where students were able to share their research findings with one another 
across disciplines.30 The CHART programme supplemented the individual supervision that 
the students received and assisted in achieving a high throughput of graduates holding 
these bursaries.31 

Linking the Academy with Communities through Activist Research

Alongside the pedagogical work with theological students, a body of “activist research” has 
emerged out of the School of Religion and Theology at UKZN. Many of the staff, including 
myself, regard ourselves as “activist-intellectuals”32 and see any research on the role of 
religion in HIV as work that must change people’s lives.

This ideological orientation is embedded within the wider theological project that 
developed at the School of Theology (now School of Religion, Philosophy and Classics) 
at UKZN in the 1980s. The Kairos Document was a “significant tool” in constructing the 
theological project at the School that sought to “provide forms of theological education 
that would equip African Christians to engage with their contexts, within a prophetic 
theological framework”.33 

As part of this task two community-based centres were established to link the academy 
with communities – the Institute for the Study of the Bible (ISB) in 1989 (which merged 
with the House of Studies for Worker Ministry in 1996 and became the Ujamaa Centre 
for Community Development and Research in 2004) and the Sinomlando Centre for Oral 
History and Memory Work in Africa in 1994. 

In 2001, Sinomlando Centre for Oral History and Memory Work in Africa partnered with a 
Catholic non-governmental organisation, Sinosizo Home-Based Care, in a pilot study that 
evaluated “the impact of the memory-box methodology34 on AIDS-affected households”.35 
The significance of this work with children quickly became apparent. The work expanded 
into a number of communities in KwaZulu-Natal with peer educators being trained to use 
the memory-box methodology for over a decade. Philippe Denis, the then director of the 
centre, together with others such as Nokhaya Makiwane and Radikobo Ntsimane saw this 
ongoing memory-box work in communities as an opportunity to reflect on its significance 
in and for the academy. There is a body of published articles that attests to the contribution 
they made in linking activist work with the academy.36 

As early as 1995, ISB, under the Directorship of Gerald West, began working with women’s 
groups using Contextual Bible study37 to raise “AIDS awareness”.38 This focus on HIV and 
AIDS grew as church groups invited ISB to conduct workshops and the Worker Ministry 
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project initiated a job-creation project for people living with HIV at the initiative of 
Mzwanzile Nunes.39 In 2002, ISB and the Worker Ministry Project established a solidarity 
programme for people living with HIV and began working with those living with HIV in a 
more sustained way. Bongi Zengele was appointed to steer this programme and she helped 
to facilitate the establishment of a network of support groups for people living with HIV 
called “Siyaphila” (We are alive).40 West and Zengele over a number of years engaged in 
Contextual Bible Study work with members of these support groups. This community-
based work was an attempt to use the resources of the academy to impact community 
life. Bongi Zengele argues that all work that intersects religion and HIV needs to emerge 
out of the lived experience of those who are HIV positive.41 West and Zengele as Denis, 
Makiwane and Ntsimane have used their activist work in communities to significantly 
influence theological reflection on HIV.42 

My own work, which has attempted to do the same, was prompted by the field research 
for my doctoral studies in Vulindlela outside Pietermaritzburg between 1996 and 1999 – 
a period when the word HIV or AIDS was not mentioned in the community. Part of my 
activist work included conducting contextual Bible studies with a group of semi-literate 
women for nearly three years.43 My attempts to raise the question of AIDS-related deaths 
in the community at this time have been documented elsewhere.44 It was later, between 
2004 and 2006 at the height of the ambiguous response of faith leaders to the epidemic, 
that I was able to return to the community and embarked on a small qualitative study 
with ordained male and women church leaders. The study was my attempt to understand 
this ambiguity and also to see if there was a qualitative difference in the response of male 
and female leaders. The findings of the study have been published elsewhere,45 but what 
is of note here is the fact that the male ordained leaders felt theologically paralysed. They 
understood that the answers to the “why” of the epidemic were not simple. Because their 
theological training and experience had always been marked by a theology of retribution 
– “you sow what you reap” and “if something bad has happened then you must have done 
something wrong” – they did not know how else to theologise and preach on the subject. 
Of course, in the HIV context, this kind of theology is quite literally deadly. In discussions 
with these leaders in safe spaces, they acknowledged that they were paralysed theologically. 
Therefore, one of the ways to respond to their paralysis was to offer these church leaders a 
short training course (conducted by field workers of the Ujamaa Centre, namely Sthembiso 
Zwane and Sibonelo Zuma) which, amongst other things, offered new ways of talking about 
HIV theologically and of communicating these reflections from the pulpit.46 This is one 
example of how I ensured that my research work was activist in practice and sought to 
change attitudes and behaviour.

Other colleagues in the School also sought to link the academy with communities in their 
research on HIV and AIDS. Neville Richardson together with some colleagues from the 
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School and researchers from Norway embarked on a two-year project (2004-2005) in the 
community of Mpophomeni outside Howick in KwaZulu-Natal.47 Steve de Gruchy was a 
co-founder of the African Health Assets Programme (ARHAP) in 2002.48 While the work of 
ARHAP focused more broadly on religion and public health, ARHAP researchers, including 
De Gruchy, conducted a number of projects in various communities across Southern Africa 
with a particular focus on HIV and AIDS.49 Isabel Phiri and Sarojini Nadar, while engaged 
in research work on HIV and AIDS since 2002 through the Circle of Concerned African 
Theologians, have made a particular contribution to this body of activist research through a 
project in Inanda near Durban in 2008. The project sought to answer the question, “To what 
extent is indigenous knowledge capable of providing a critique of patriarchy as manifested 
in marriage and sexuality in the context of HIV and AIDS”?50 

This brief overview of the body of work on religion and HIV and AIDS that has emerged 
out of the activist work by intellectuals at the School of Religion, Philosophy and Classics 
at UKZN has both foregrounded the voices of those living with HIV and also established 
a research agenda for scholars working in the field of religion and HIV. The work of these 
activist intellectuals has also been guided and shaped by CHART, which has provided a 
collaborative space to guide initiatives that target theological students and link the academy 
with communities. CHART has also offered the opportunity to work on new initiatives that 
target the public realm through collaborating with international stakeholders and so impact 
the field of public health. 

Collaborating in the Public Realm

CHART was founded in 2007 in the then School of Religion and Theology (now the School 
of Religion, Philosophy and Classics) by this small group of academics and activists with 
the financial assistance of the Church of Sweden. The impact of the work of CHART on 
theological students has been documented elsewhere.51 For the purpose of this essay, I want 
to highlight the work of CHART as it has impacted the public realm of HIV and AIDS. 

“The Cartography of HIV and AIDS, Religion and Theology” was an international research 
project initiated in 2008 which sought firstly to compile a bibliographic database of all 
published literature on the interface between religion, theology and HIV and AIDS. The 
bibliographic database is an ongoing project of CHART, which is offered to researchers 
and activists throughout the world through the worldwide web.52 To date, it contains over 
3,000 references and is partially annotated. A second aspect of the cartography project was 
to analyse critically the body of work on religion and HIV in order to understand what 
had been accomplished in different contexts and across an array of different religious and 
other disciplines. This analysis was then used to map a future research agenda. Thirdly, 
the cartography project was established to provide an opportunity to widen collaborative 
relationships and to form a coalition that straddled the academic-activist divide. The result 
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of that collaborative engagement is the volume, Religion and HIV and AIDS: Charting the 
Terrain, which was published in 2011.53 This landmark volume has placed the theological 
work of CHART and its engagement with those living with HIV within the international 
public realm, offering a critical position on religion and HIV. Furthermore, the online 
bibliographic database has enabled researchers from the medical and social science fields to 
broaden their perspective on the role of religion and religious stakeholders in the epidemic. 
This aspect of CHART’s work has deliberately targeted the public realm and sought to 
influence the broader religion and HIV discourse.54

Another major way in which the work of CHART has sought to influence the public realm 
is through its engagement with stakeholders involved in the bi-annual International AIDS 
conferences organised by the International AIDS Society.55 The stakeholders included 
UNAIDS, as well as Ecumenical Agencies such as the Ecumenical Advocacy Alliance (EAA). 
The EAA was instrumental in organising a pre-faith conference prior to the bi-annual 
International AIDS Conference. As Director of CHART and with the support of colleagues, 
one of my roles was to network with key role players and I represented CHART on the 
organising committee of this pre-faith conference on a number of occasions. In 2010, I also 
collaborated with Gillian Paterson (supported by EAA) in the formation of an international 
network on Religion and HIV known as HIV, AIDS and Religion Collaborative (HARC) 
which was launched at the XVIII International AIDS Conference in Vienna, Austria. The 
HARC network was established to promote the creation of a community of academics, 
researchers, practitioners and religious leaders who work at the interface of religious faith 
and HIV and AIDS.56 It was hoped that the HARC community would support members 
through enriched channels of communication, expanded systems for supporting new 
research and the facilitation of international, interdisciplinary collaboration over existing 
initiatives. Unfortunately, largely due to funding constraints, HARC was disbanded in 2014.

What about the Future?
In the above discussion, I have argued that cultivating change agents requires deliberate 
attempts to move people from rhetoric into action. The discussion demonstrates how activist-
intellectuals at the School of Religion, Philosophy and Classics, UKZN, have attempted 
to do this on different levels – first, with the theological students under their tutelage, 
second, in their activist collaborative research work in communities and third, through 
their engagement with key stakeholders in the international HIV and AIDS community.

There can be no doubt that this activist theological project has been challenging and life-
changing for all who have been involved as we have sought to do theology and build life-
giving theological capacity. All have been moved – academics, activists, those living with 
HIV, even the international stakeholders with whom we have collaborated. For those of us 
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engaged in the theological enterprise, the HIV epidemic has raised a number of theological 
questions about the nature of God, the nature of our relationships within faith communities 
and the nature and purpose of our work in the world, amongst others. It has fundamentally 
brought issues of gendered power relations, human sexuality, and health and healing onto 
our theological agendas. What faith communities do with these issues and the extent to 
which HIV positive people are the main interlocutors when attempting to answer these 
questions continue to challenge the church, the community and the academy.

The ongoing challenge comes in the wake of international funding for HIV initiatives drying 
up, leading to HIV being shifted off the global agenda and consequently off the church 
agenda.57 Yet, it comes at a time when the HIV epidemic is far from ended. 

The rate of new HIV infections remains high among young women aged 15-24 years, with 
approximately 4,500 new HIV infections weekly among this group, which is double the 
number seen in young men.58 In its 2016 report, UNAIDS declared that “Girls and young 
women have to be placed at the centre of the response if the region is to end AIDS by 2030.” 
The report argues that “these high levels of infection are driven largely by high prevalence 
in the community, gender inequality and inequity, traditions, and limited educational 
opportunities”. Also driving these high levels of infection are “extremely high levels of 
sexual abuse and violence against female children, including underage, child and forced 
marriage”.59 Central to this discussion in South Africa is the ongoing research that shows 
that many young women of 15-24 years old are having sex with older men.60 In trying to 
understand these high rates of new infections in young women, research over the past 
decade has increasingly confirmed that age-disparate relationships play an important role 
in HIV vulnerability.61 This is related to a number of factors, including decreased condom 
use, early sexual debut and limited ability to negotiate the nature of the sexual act, which 
often leads to coerced and forced sex, amongst others.62 With the growing body of work 
identifying distinct patterns of transactional sex between young women and older men, 
a number of initiatives have addressed the “sugar daddy” phenomenon and more recently 
the growth in the number of “blessers” by national and provincial governments and 
non-governmental organisations.63

At a workshop for health specialists held in March 2017 in Durban, the Director of 
CAPRISA, Salim Abdool-Karim, argued that the burden of the 1,000 new HIV infections 
per day in South Africa is as a result of the large number of men who do not know their 
HIV status and the high number of young women having sex with older men.64 His plea 
to older men to “Leave young women alone” was based on a large study conducted by the 
CAPRISA researchers between 2014 and 2015 in KwaZulu-Natal.65 This study highlighted 
the gendered nature of the “cycle of HIV transmission” nuancing the discussion on the role 
of age-disparate sex in HIV vulnerability. They found that the sexual partners of women 
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under the age of 25 years were on average nearly nine years older than the women, while 
among women in the 25-40 age group their sexual partners were on average just a year 
older.66 Through a mapping of sexual partners using the genetic sequences of the viruses 
from HIV blood samples, they were able to ascertain that 39% of men aged 25-40 years 
were simultaneously linked to a woman under the age of 25. While infection levels are 
markedly different between women and men in the 15-24 age group, they are almost equal 
in the 25-40 age group. Abdool-Karim et al. thus conclude that, because HIV transmission 
is most likely to occur from high to low prevalence, these men must have been infected 
by their partner aged 25-40 and they then in turn infect women under the age of 25.67 The 
researchers expect that as these younger women grow older, the cycle of HIV transmission 
would continue, unless there are concerted efforts by all stakeholders to intervene and break 
this cycle of transmission.

Our work as religious activist-intellectuals is, therefore, far from over and clearly we are 
faced with new theological challenges. Much rests on the question of how we theologise 
sexuality and prevention messages to young people in the face of growing unemployment 
and the commodification of sex, which is exacerbated by the digital age. Underlying this 
conundrum is the question of how we deal theologically with the intersection of gender, 
culture, sexuality, economics and race in a way that is appropriate to our particular contexts. 
Both these questions cannot overlook sexual identity issues, particularly in the HIV context 
where men who have sex with men and transgendered people have also been identified as 
key populations vulnerable to HIV.68 New and creative ways of doing theology are needed 
in this current context. Our theological work, while not ignoring the lingering retributive 
messages, needs to be quite deliberate in its attempt to confront these new patterns of 
sexual behaviour.

Conclusion
In conclusion, let me return to Pastor Skosana. In many ways, Skosana demonstrates the 
shifts the HIV epidemic forced on the theological enterprise during the mid-2000s. Clearly, 
his theological loci had changed over the twenty-four years of his ministry as he found new 
ways of interpreting the Bible in his HIV and AIDS context.69 Perhaps this significantly 
came about, because he was forced to see and understand the epidemic through the eyes 
of his two sisters who died of AIDS-related illnesses. His theology thus directly engaged 
with those who were HIV positive, forcing him to change his attitude and behaviour and 
thereby becoming a change agent. The same must be true in the current, ever-changing 
HIV context. Theologians and church leaders need to face the reality of age-disparate 
sex by directly engaging with those involved in this practice in their churches and acting 
theologically, practically and prophetically. 
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This is a complex task, because it is not just about gendered power relations, but also 
about broader economic issues facing South Africa. Theological initiatives such as those 
that have emerged at the School of Religion, Philosophy and Classics of UKZN need to 
provide guidance and focus more directly on the intersection of economics and sexuality. In 
some measure, this has begun to take place. The Church and HIV and AIDS postgraduate 
module, now team-taught, has since 2014 deliberately focused on issues of sexuality by 
reflecting on “indecent” and “improper” theology.70 Activist research on the “sugar daddy” 
phenomenon has taken place through a collaboration between the contextual Bible 
study work of the Ujamaa Centre and myself.71 But this needs to be further developed in 
communities by engaging with a wider range of participants, including church leaders and 
the men and women in churches involved in age-disparate sex. There is also a need for 
deeper collaboration with key stakeholders in the public realm who are engaged in research 
and activism around this issue.

In the changing HIV and AIDS landscape, where new infections continue to rise amongst 
young African women, we cannot afford to allow our response to lapse back into rhetoric. 
Global activists continue to work towards ending AIDS by 203072 and now more than ever 
the faith community needs to act to ensure that we, too, are part of this movement for 
change. Now more than ever we need to ensure that we continue to do theology, speak 
prophetically into the public realm and work in collaboration with those who are already 
HIV positive and with those who are most vulnerable to HIV infection. 
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The Importance of Identity Matters in the HIV and AIDS Pandemic
Globally, the reduction in new HIV infections and AIDS-related deaths is encouraging. 
In 2016, new infections among adults declined by an estimated 11 percent since 2010 and 
AIDS-related deaths had fallen by 48 percent since the peak in 2005.1 In the United States and 
South Africa, however, two population groups continue to be disproportionately impacted 
by the virus – heterosexual women and bisexual or homosexual men (or men who have 
sex with men, ‘MSM’, a term that refers to behaviour rather than a self-identified sexual 
orientation). The purpose of this essay is to identify why these two groups remain heavily 
impacted by the pandemic and to propose responses from a Christian perspective that 
will help to resist and transform these negative dynamics. To start, reviewing the relevant 
statistics will be helpful in showing the depth of the pandemic’s impact on heterosexual 
women and MSM.

In South Africa, the HIV prevalence is now estimated at between 22 percent and 48 percent 
among men who have sex with men and, although the rates vary geographically in the three 
major cities, Johannesburg, Cape Town and Durban, rates are reported to have risen by more 
than 10 percent.2 Similarly, in the United States, “young black MSM (aged 13-24) are the 
most severely affected subpopulation of MSM and they accounted for more new diagnoses 
than any other subgroup by race/ethnicity, age, or sex.”3 In fact, it has been estimated that 
if their current infection rates persist one in two black MSM in the United States will be 
diagnosed with HIV in their lifetime.4 Nearly 60 percent of all African Americans diagnosed 
with HIV in 2015 were gay or bisexual men.5

The disproportionate impact of HIV on women has been recognised for some time. 
Generally, women constitute more than half of all people living with HIV and AIDS-related 
illnesses remain the leading cause of death for women of reproductive age (aged 15-44).6 
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For women, the primary mode of transmission is heterosexual sex. Recently, more attention 
is being paid to the high toll the disease takes on young women and adolescent girls.

Young women (10–24 years), and adolescent girls (10–19 years) in particular, account for a 
disproportionate number of new HIV infections. In fact, young women are twice as likely to acquire 
HIV as their male counterparts. In 2015, 20% of new HIV infections among adults were among 
women aged 15–24 despite this group only accounting for 11% of the global adult population. This 
equates to some 7,500 young women across the world acquiring HIV every week.7 

Of course, it is shocking to learn that about 7,500 young women around the world are 
infected with the virus each week. However, it is even more shocking to learn that there are 
almost 2,000 young women (aged 15-24) who are infected each week in South Africa alone, 
and this rate is two and a half times that among males of the same age.8 In the United States, 
African American women are disproportionately impacted by HIV, too. Among all women 
in the United States, black women account for the largest share of new HIV diagnoses 
(about 4,500 or 60% in 2015) and the rate of new diagnoses among black women (26.2%) 
is 16 times the rate among white women and nearly five times the rate among Latinas.9 
Furthermore, newly infected African American women are more likely to be younger 
than newly infected white women.10 As for the modes of transmission, women were most 
likely to be infected through heterosexual sex (84% of new infections in 2010), followed by 
injection drug use (16%); and the rate of infection from heterosexual sex for black women 
was higher at 87 percent.11

Clearly, vulnerability to HIV infection increases for certain segments of the human 
population based on two aspects of identity – gender and sexual orientation; and these 
two groups are heterosexual women and gay or bisexual men (MSM). Another aspect of 
identity, however, needs to be mentioned in the context of this pandemic – race/ethnicity. 
HIV is primarily a disease of African peoples. In 2015, almost 66 percent of the global 
total of new infections was in sub-Saharan Africa.12 In the same way, African Americans, 
although they represent 12 percent of the United States population, account for more new 
diagnoses (44%), more people estimated to be living with HIV (40%) and more HIV-related 
deaths (44%) than any other racial/ethnic group in the United States.13 Consequently, those 
who are most at risk of infection in the United States and South Africa are not just women 
and men who have sex with men, but black heterosexual women and black MSM, and this 
fact demonstrates the importance of identity matters in the age of AIDS. These groups 
marked by race, gender and sexual orientation are more likely to be infected than other 
groups and it is worthwhile to consider why such vulnerability exists.

To understand where we are now in the HIV and AIDS pandemic, we must consider its 
beginning. According to the British theorist Jeffrey Weeks, the advent of AIDS precipitated 
a “moral panic” because it “was seen as a disease of the marginal and promiscuous – two 
categories that merged in the national psyche to produce a threat of fearful proportions”.14 
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He argues further that the threat of “marginalized sexualities was accompanied by a 
fear of other marginalized communities both within and without the country, those of 
black people”.15 Taken together, Weeks finds that AIDS came to represent “the inevitable 
end-product of permissiveness and of rapid social dislocation”.16 Since HIV is sexually 
transmitted, it triggers a specific type of moral panic, a “sexual (or sex) panic” where “the 
cultural imagination becomes obsessed with anxieties about what this evil sexuality will do 
to warp society and future generations”.17 In the grip of a sex panic, a return is demanded to 
conservative political and religious practices “that distrust sexual impulses, condone double 
standards between men and women, and despise same-sex relationships”.18 

In 2003, President George W. Bush launched the President’s Emergency Plan for AIDS 
Relief (PEPFAR) that provided funds to combat the pandemic internationally and its 
requirements reflect those conservative political and religious practices that are re-affirmed 
in a sex panic. One third of the allocated funds were for abstinence-only and faithfulness-
in-marriage programmes and no attention was given to same-sex transmission. PEPFAR’s 
prevention strategy, known by the acronym “ABC”, emphasises abstinence before marriage, 
faithfulness in marriage and if necessary condom usage. In spite of the notable successes of 
the PEPFAR programme, this essay’s premise is that its underlying conservative Christian 
stances are unable to counter (and may contribute to) the continuing infection rates for 
black heterosexual women and black gay and bisexual men in South Africa and the United 
States. A change, therefore, is needed in the theological and biblical understanding of the 
pandemic and its prevention. Since those who are disproportionately affected are black, 
that needed change does indeed have a colour and any prevention strategies should take 
the realities of black people into account.

Exploring the Intersections of Christianity, Identity and HIV
The “ABC” prevention strategy supported by conservative Christians was mandatory in 
countries that received PEPFAR funding and it was voluntarily adopted by many African 
American congregations in the United States. For conservative Christians, “ABC” affirmed 
their ideal for a Christian couple – heterosexual, married, monogamous and procreative. 
The problem though is that the dictates of “ABC” are not consistent with the realities of 
these communities. For example, abstinence before marriage is advocated, but 15,000 
teenaged pupils in South Africa became pregnant in 2015.19 In that same year, more than 
40 percent of the babies born in the United States were born to unmarried women and the 
rate was even higher for African American babies.20 Similarly, marriage is encouraged and 
faithfulness in marriage is thought to prevent new infections, but wives who are faithful can 
be infected by their husbands who are not faithful. In fact, marriage is a HIV-risk factor for 
women globally.21 Condoms are mentioned as part of the PEPFAR prevention strategy, but 
in some circumstances faith-based groups dropped references to the “C” and advocated 
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abstinence and faithfulness exclusively. To make matters worse, some men are unwilling 
to use condoms and a recent study in South Africa found that condom use had dropped 
between 2008 and 2012.22 Lastly, the “ABC” prevention strategy does not address the needs 
of male same-sex partners and tends to reinforce their marginalisation. For these reasons, 
“ABC” is not a prevention method that will result in zero new infections for either country.

The emphasis of the PEPFAR guidelines was to encourage personal “behavior change” in 
the form of abstinence and faithfulness as the way to confront HIV. Its focus on “self-help” 
and “individual responsibility for disease prevention” paralleled the conservative American 
policies of the 1990s that ushered in a “weakening of state welfare and the expansion 
of global free-market capitalism”.23 As Lydia Boyd has found in her study of PEPFAR in 
Kampala, Uganda, it presumes “a Western cultural orientation to health that places value 
on the virtues of physical autonomy and independence”, but in Uganda “where health has 
long been considered in part a function of the social and spiritual relationships one has with 
others, a message of self-reliance as the best pathway to healthiness has its limits.”24 Given 
the statistics cited earlier in this section, “behavior changes” were limited in the United 
States and South Africa or at a minimum not as broad as theorised.

If behavioural changes have not occurred to prevent new infections, it means that persons 
are still engaging in behaviours that put them at risk of infection. Why? One reason is that 
persons do not function in a vacuum and their choices are often circumscribed by their 
social and economic environments. Dr Paul Farmer who works with poor communities 
in Haiti finds that their high rate of disease is related to social, political and economic 
inequities such as poverty and gender disparity. As a result, he concludes that these 
precipitating inequities constitute “structural violence” and the disease prevalence seen in 
these communities is the direct result of that violence.25 From Farmer’s perspective, we 
must consider the degree to which “social forces ranging from poverty to racism become 
embodied in individual experience”.26 The significance of Farmer’s work is that it shifts the 
focus from individual behaviour to the structural systems that influence such behaviour. 
Although conservative Christians have tended to support a focus on individual “behavior 
change” as expressed in the PEPFAR guidelines, we know that HIV disproportionately 
impacts those who are marginalised by race/ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation and class. 
As is often observed, HIV tracks the “fault lines of society” indicating those who are affected 
by these social and cultural disparities.

One of those disparities, gender is worth considering in detail. Although “gender” may be 
thought to cover women only, it functions to distinguish between men and women, and 
therefore it pertains to both. Furthermore, in the process of our discussion, we will make 
the connection between gender construction and the condemnation of homosexuality. 
To begin, “gender” refers to the oppositional characteristics attributed to men and women 
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respectively. As explained in a handbook on HIV and AIDS, “the dominant ideology 
for femininity in most societies dictates that women should be subordinate, dependent, 
and passive”. Additionally, “the key virtues of the ideal woman include virginity (if she is 
not married), chastity, motherhood, moral superiority, and obedience to men”. It follows 
then that women are encouraged to be “sexually ignorant, sexually passive, and sexually 
innocent”.27 In contrast, “the dominant ideology of masculinity characterizes men as 
independent, dominant, invulnerable aggressors, and providers whose key virtues are 
strength, virility, and courage”. It follows also that men are encouraged to be “sexually 
knowledgeable, sexually aggressive and sexually experienced”.28 

These gender differences have meant that on the one hand, younger women are not 
knowledgeable about sexual health, “have little control over when, where or how sexual 
activity occurs, including the use of condoms”. Their sexual inexperience makes them less 
likely to have sexually transmitted diseases and, therefore, more attractive to older men.29 
On the other hand, men are assumed to know about sexual matters so they may not seek 
out appropriate information even if they do not know it; their sexually aggressive nature 
can be expressed in risk-taking and having multiple sexual partners, yet those same sexual 
experiences increase their risk of contracting HIV.30 

Taken together, these dynamics present a pattern, which shows that women are submissive 
to their men (who themselves have multiple partners). They are unable to negotiate safer sex 
practices and they are most likely to contract HIV from their own husbands or partners. For 
example, in one aspect of Melissa Browning’s work on marriage and HIV in Tanzania, nine 
of the twelve women she interviewed were married and faithful to their husbands, but they 
had contracted HIV from them. To illustrate that her findings were not unusual, Browning 
referred to a UNAIDS and UNDP study issued in 2001 which “indicated that 80 percent of 
all infected married women contracted the virus from their partners”.31 As seen here, the 
traditional gender distinctions described earlier – dominant male and submissive female – 
are the gender inequities to which Farmer refers in his work. These gender inequities, along 
with poverty, are examples of systemic violence, which contribute to the disease prevalence 
in marginalised communities, and in this case particularly in women, according to Farmer. 
While that dynamic still functions to disadvantage women, other recent studies on gender 
and HIV in sub-Saharan countries paint a more complex picture.

Mark Hunter in his study of gender and HIV in South Africa (KwaZulu-Natal) recognises 
that Farmer’s analysis of inequities as structural violence does explain some of the drivers 
of the HIV pandemic. Nevertheless, he argues that analysis must go beyond “the political-
economic context” to examine “the materiality of everyday sex”.32 From his perspective, 
it is important to examine the ways that relationships among the marginalised have been 
affected by “chronic unemployment and capital-led globalization”.33 Hunter finds that 



Teaching for Change: Essays on Pedagogy, Gender and Theology in Africa

174

difficult economic times have fundamentally changed the ways in which intimacy works 
and he describes those economic circumstances as affecting both employment and 
marriage rates:

Joblessness and labor market casualization engendered an extraordinary social gap between a 
shrinking group of mostly core male workers and the rest of the population. Of particular importance, 
women’s rapid movement into the labor force, while at first partially driven by industrial employment, 
has not been matched by employment growth in recent years. Along with reduced marriage rates, 
these labor market changes represent a generational shift that can be crudely summarized as 
follows: from men mostly earning a living and supporting a wife to men and women making a living 
in multifarious ways.34

Hunter’s analysis shows that “making a living” in marginalised South African communities 
contributes to both men and women having multiple concurrent partners. For men, 
widespread unemployment means that marriage rates are lower and as a result, a man 
can have multiple partners for longer periods of his life and he will still be respected in 
his community.35 As for women, they now challenge the old “double standard” and claim 
their own ability to have multiple partners. Furthermore, their own unemployment or 
underemployment means that they seek additional financial support from older men, Sugar 
Daddies who serve as their “ministers of finance, transport and entertainment”.36 It would 
be easy to dismiss men and women having multiple partners as expressions of promiscuity, 
but that would result in misunderstanding why this phenomenon is occurring.

Sanyu Mojola’s analysis of these gender dynamics focused on Kenya (Kisumu, Nyanza 
Province), but she rightfully contends that her observations apply to sub-Saharan Africa 
and the United States. She argues that in both settings, globalised consumer economies 
have marketed consumer goods, including toiletries, soaps and perfumes, as necessities 
for modern women and the process has turned them into “consuming women”.37 In their 
contexts of great economic disparities, young women are told that they need these products 
to be beautiful and attract a husband, but their own financial means are limited. Mojola 
finds that “continual consumption” of these products “requires partners with continual 
access to income” and it “makes intimate relationships with older, employed men, who  
have  higher HIV-prevalence rates, more attractive than those with unemployed young 
men, who have relatively low rates”.38 

For Mojola, intimacy and money have become intertwined through the promotion 
of consumer goods in ways that “make modernity and romance synonymous with 
consumption”.39 Interestingly, the women who strove most to display the symbols of modernity 
were not the ones from the poorest backgrounds; they were women with secondary or 
college educations but who still needed additional income. It should not be surprising then 
that young women (under 30) in Kenya who lived in middle-wealth households have the 
highest rates of HIV and “women living in the poorest households  … have the lowest rates 
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of HIV”.40 Mojola convincingly argues that the school system itself brings together girls 
from different backgrounds and introduces them to consumer goods such as cosmetics, 
which quickly become a necessity.41 As a result, the process of growing up for too many girls 
is one of becoming “consuming women”, and living out that identity makes them vulnerable 
to HIV infections.

The analyses of Mark Hunter and Sanyu Mojola help us to understand why infection rates 
are so high for young women. However, their work also indicates why the conservative 
Christian approach of “ABC” is ineffective in preventing new infections for this same 
population segment. Mojola notes that knowledge of abstinence was widespread, but it was 
not practised widely by young men and women because of the various benefits of having a 
relationship:42

In sum, abstinence was not just about not having sex; rather, the meanings and expectations 
attached to sex – love, provision, and masculinity – suggest why knowledge about abstinence for 
prevention was widespread, but rarely put into practice. Trying to encourage abstinence among 
youth would rapidly fail if the social underpinning of sex was not taken into account. Asking a young 
man to abstain would be asking him essentially to not have a girlfriend, to not prove his manhood, 
and to not prove his love. Asking a young woman to abstain would be asking her to be satisfied with 
what she had, to cut off her access to gifts and money for her needs, and to limit or postpone her 
transition to marriage, since for many, a sexual relationship was a prelude to marriage.43

Along with abstinence, the conservative Christian approach to prevention requires partners 
to be faithful in marriage. Without a doubt, faithfulness is a laudable goal but, as already 
discussed, faithful wives can be infected by their unfaithful husbands. Furthermore, one 
of the drivers of the pandemic in young women is intergenerational transactional sex, that 
is, younger women having sex with older men in exchange for financial benefits. In South 
Africa, the cycle of transmission has been described as follows:

A long-term study of age-disparate sex and HIV risk for young women took place between 2002 to 
2012 in South Africa, where a third of sexually active adolescent girls will experience a relationship 
with a man at least five years older than them. The study found a cycle of transmission, whereby 
high HIV prevalence in young women was driven by sex with older men (on average 8.7 years older) 
who themselves had female partners with HIV, many of whom had acquired HIV as young women.44

Under these circumstances – where a partner may be HIV positive at the time of marriage 
or become positive during the marriage – a commitment to faithfulness alone is an 
inadequate method of prevention.

Lastly, correct condom usage can be a means of HIV prevention, but they are not used 
consistently. Hunter observes that “one common reason for the non-use of condoms in 
South Africa – as elsewhere – is that dominant masculinities promote risk-taking and 
pleasure at all costs” and that attitude is best exemplified by the expression, “You can’t eat 
a sweetie with its wrapper on”.45 At the same time, Hunter finds that women prefer not to 
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use condoms if they feel that they are in love with their partner. Hunter concludes that, 
“condomless sex can signal and be felt as love. It can differentiate main from secondary 
lovers, open up a relationship to the prospect of permanence, provide greater intimacy 
and pleasure, and increase the man’s obligation to support his girlfriend.”46 In this mix 
of motivations, the use of condoms for the prevention of HIV infection is simply not a 
primary concern.

Even though some of the motivations discussed here seem counterproductive, they do fit a 
pattern. Both young men and women are trying to replicate as much as possible traditional 
gendered expectations in the “materiality of everyday sex”, as Hunter has noted. In settings 
where unemployment and underemployment are rife, marriage rates decrease, but the 
patriarchal nuclear family remains the desired norm. The ideal husband would “make a 
living” and he would financially support his wife and children. High rates of unemployment, 
however, mean that the pool of men who can actually fulfil that role decreases. On the one 
hand, if a woman cannot be sure that she will have that ideal husband on whom she can be 
dependent as tradition dictates, she can still create a family by having children and receiving 
financial support from multiple men. On the other hand, if a man does not earn enough 
to support a family, he can still “prove” his masculinity by providing financially through 
smaller amounts (probably to more than one woman). Most important, he can demonstrate 
masculinity by being sexually experienced and sexually aggressive, which includes “being 
in control of sexual interactions”, “having multiple partners, particularly high-risk partners 
such as commercial sex workers, and engaging in unprotected sex”.47 Moreover, the gender 
norm for masculinity has “an underlying belief that men ‘need’ multiple sexual partners”.48 
As a result, even those men who are able to support a family and who are married might 
have multiple sex partners. Unfortunately, in the context of the AIDS pandemic, these 
behaviours of both men and women as they live up to patriarchal gender ideals contribute 
to the spread of the disease. 

Masculine Identity, Violence and the HIV/AIDS Pandemic
Arguably, violence is the most destructive trait for masculinity given the role it plays in 
spreading HIV. That violent characteristic has been described in the following way: “men 
are also often expected to display dominant, sometimes violent, behavior toward women 
and toward men perceived to be weak and effeminate”.49 The relationship between the 
disproportionate HIV infection rates for women and gender-based violence has been 
recognised. Notably, in a recent UNAIDS study, it was found that “in places with high 
HIV prevalence, women who experience intimate partner violence are 50% more likely to 
acquire HIV than women who do not”.50 Gender-based violence, only one aspect of which 
is intimate partner violence, works to keep in place traditional hierarchies of dominant 
men and subordinate women. As women have gained rights in the democratic modern 
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nation, men have sometimes taken it upon themselves “to discipline” women so they 
remain in their traditional places. Within intimate relationships, therefore, “controlling 
one’s girlfriend with violence [can be] positioned here as almost a duty, a way to straighten 
out a morally crooked society”.51

Men, however, have not felt constrained “to discipline” only their girlfriends. To the 
contrary, they have taken it upon themselves to monitor women in general – especially 
regarding their attire. In 2007, in an area of Durban, South Africa, a woman was stripped 
naked for defying a local ban against women wearing trousers – an article assumed to be 
men’s clothing.52 Similarly, women have been penalised by groups of men for wearing short 
skirts (“miniskirts”).53 Women’s miniskirts have also been controversial in Uganda and the 
reason for the objections range from their revealing nature and its association with the 
commodification of sex54 to their representing female autonomy and the new ability of 
women to access resources independently and without marriage.55 The collective effect of 
such disciplining of women, however, is to re-enforce through their attire the subordinate 
status of women and their appropriate roles in the culture. 

Simultaneous to these restrictive efforts concerning attire were legal efforts to impede 
the implementation of women’s sexual and reproductive health rights in Uganda.56 The 
Ugandan scholar Sylvia Tamale is very aware of the circumstances under which these 
measures were taken:

The rolling back of sexual and reproductive rights in Uganda emerges against a backdrop of difficult 
times and declining socio-economic indicators. Unprecedented rates of unemployment, below-
average wages, high taxes, an extremely high cost of living, and the poor state of health care 
translate into an agitated, distressed, and angry population. History teaches us that in periods 
of turmoil, when governments are called to account, they routinely look for ‘red herrings’ to try to 
deflect the pressure. They make defenseless social groups the targets of state persecution, in this 
case women and sexual minorities.57

Tamale understands that the backlash against sexual and reproductive rights in Uganda was 
the result of “the state provid[ing] a platform for Christian and Muslim fundamentalists 
to preach essentialist ‘natural law’ doctrines that promote male dominance, female 
subordination, and heteronormativity”.58 

Tamale’s words written in 2016 resonate with those written by Gayle Rubin in 1984. In her 
influential article “Thinking Sex: Notes for a Radical Theory of the Politics of Sexuality”, 
Rubin argues that issues of sexuality can become a “diversion” from more pressing 
societal problems:

The time has come to think about sex. To some, sexuality may seem to be an unimportant topic, 
a frivolous diversion from the more critical problems of poverty, war, disease, racism, famine, or 
nuclear annihilation. But it is precisely at times such as these, when we live with the possibility 
of unthinkable destruction, that people are likely to become dangerously crazy about sexuality. 



Teaching for Change: Essays on Pedagogy, Gender and Theology in Africa

178

Contemporary conflicts over sexual values and erotic conduct have much in common with the 
religious disputes of earlier centuries. They acquire immense symbolic weight. Disputes over sexual 
behavior often become the vehicles for displacing social anxieties, and discharging their attendant 
emotional intensity. Consequently, sexuality should be treated with special respect in times of 
great social stress.59

In this article, Rubin connects the work of British scholars such as Jeffrey Weeks on moral 
panics to the work on sexual panics being done in the United States.60 Combining the two 
traditions means that the “diversion” Rubin describes is an aspect of a sex panic. Again, 
writing in 1984, Rubin already recognised that the purpose of such a moral panic was 
“to coerce people into normality” and she rightly anticipated that AIDS would have “far 
reaching consequences for sexuality in general and homosexuality in particular”.61

This analysis of sex panics by Rubin and Tamale indeed applies to the current context in 
the United States. Their analysis puts in context the current attacks on women’s sexual 
and reproductive health rights in the United States through efforts to defund Planned 
Parenthood62 as well as the assertion of religious liberty rights to fight same-sex marriages.63 
These efforts against women and sexual minorities need to be seen as a diversion from 
issues such as national economic inequality, climate change, insecure access to health 
care and a crumbling national infrastructure, to name a few of our continuing problems. 
Likewise in South Africa, the rates of violence against women are high and the statistics 
are well known.64 According to Hunter, “one estimate is that a third of reported rapes 
involve gang rape.”65 Furthermore, he finds a relationship between these rapes and changing 
gender norms: 

This increase [in gang rapes] is consistent with an unmooring of gender norms at a time when many 
men failed to find work and marry. Women’s move into the labor force and the virtual ending of the 
‘patriarchal bargain’ centered on marriage made male-female relationships more contested, and 
gang rape is linked to these contestations in complex ways.66

Hate crimes, specifically against lesbians, occur and in one report, an activist is quoted as 
saying that “the notion that women do not need men for either economic support or sexual 
pleasures is one that is deeply threatening to entrenched patriarchal values”.67 Again, these 
actions to re-enforce patriarchal values are taking place in a country that has ongoing issues 
of governmental effectiveness, service delivery, land distribution, income inequality and so 
forth, as Rubin and Tamale theorise would happen in a sex panic. 

It is important to remember that these forms of male violence against women and sexual 
minorities are not an anomaly. As mentioned earlier, “men are also often expected to 
display dominant, sometimes violent, behavior toward women and toward men perceived 
to be weak or effeminate”.68 In this way, violence can be used by men to make sure that 
women remain subordinate (not dominant), men remain dominant (not subordinate) and 
heteronormative attractions (men with women and women with men) remain unchallenged. 
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It is worth noting here then that questions of gender and sexual orientation are connected 
in a patriarchal ideology. As biblical scholar Ken Stone has written, “it has long been argued 
by anthropologists of gender that women, certain constructions of gender, and negative 
attitudes toward homosexuality are linked in many (though perhaps not all) cultures.”69 With 
the sex panics of today taking place in the context of the AIDS pandemic, it is predictable 
that the groups to become the “diversions” would be women and homosexual men – the 
two groups that are disproportionately impacted by the disease.

Understanding sex panics can teach us several lessons about gender and sexual orientation 
in patriarchal and heteronormative systems located in the age of AIDS. First, the fate 
of heterosexual women is tied to the fate of homosexual men – both are outside of the 
male heterosexual “norm”. The fact that both the Ugandan anti-homosexuality law and 
their anti-pornography law (the “miniskirt” bill) were passed in 2014 demonstrates that 
connection – both groups were being “coerced into normality”.70 Consequently, violence 
against heterosexual women is related to violence against LGBTQ persons and violence 
against LGBTQ persons is related to violence against heterosexual women. It follows then 
that efforts to affirm the dignity of women must be accompanied by efforts to affirm the 
dignity of LGBTQ persons. 

Second, the tendency in the midst of a sex panic is to advocate a return to traditional 
patriarchal values but, as discussed earlier, it is trying to live up to those norms in times 
of increased economic disparities that have resulted in the increased vulnerability of 
both men and women to HIV infection. Rather than attempting to re-create traditional 
gender distinctions (which may not be possible anyway), there should be a process of 
“resocialization” towards “redemptive masculinities” where men “aim to promote positive 
masculine virtues and attributes that could be utilized in preventive and caring strategies 
to contain the pandemic”.71 

Finally, sex panics can teach us not to be diverted by the conservative and emotional rhetoric 
around gender identity and sexual orientation issues. As some scholars have written 
somewhat facetiously, “If you’re panicking, you’re not thinking.”72 Instead, attention should 
be paid to addressing the underlying economic and social issues of the times. Christians 
then would not focus only on upholding patriarchal patterns of gender and sexuality; rather, 
we would work on ameliorating the underlying political and economic circumstances that 
some would have us ignore, but that harm so many of the marginalised.

A Different Christian Perspective – Effective HIV Prevention as Resistance
We must take seriously the fact that aspects of identity such as race, gender, sexual orientation 
and class matter if we are to find ways to effectively prevent new HIV infections. From the 
previous discussion, we have seen that those who are disproportionately impacted by the 
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virus are African or of African descent (race), female (gender), bisexual or homosexual 
(sexual orientation) and from economically challenged circumstances (class). However, the 
approach to prevention that is acceptable to conservative Christians has been “ABC”. That 
approach focuses primarily on men and women abstaining from sex until married and then 
being faithful to their partner once married. It is an approach that upholds the patriarchal 
and heteronormative pattern of a male-headed household that is sometimes difficult for 
black men and women to create in current economic systems. I have even argued here that 
attempting to live up to traditional gender roles under these trying economic circumstances 
has actually increased the likelihood of contracting the virus for both men and women. 
Consequently, for some time, I have wondered why black Christians in the United States 
and South Africa have not called for a different Christian response – one that would actually 
prevent new infections in our heavily impacted communities.

I received the answer to that question in an unexpected way – when I was teaching a multi-
racial group of Christian students just before their final year of secondary school. I reported 
the incident in the opening paragraph of my book Ancient Laws and Contemporary 
Controversies and it is worth quoting here in its entirety:

I had them do an exercise, the purpose of which was to encourage them, as people of faith, to 
read the biblical text carefully and ask questions about the messages communicated. We read 
the Ten Commandments, and I pointed out how slavery was condoned, and we read Judges 19, 
a particularly heinous story about the gang rape of a woman, and I showed them how one of the 
underlying messages of the text is that it is better for a woman to be raped than a man. My goal was 
to get them to see that they already had a sense of who God is and how God is at work in the world 
that can help them to evaluate problematic biblical texts. For one African American student in the 
class, the exercise was a total failure. At one point, she had had enough, and she blurted out, ‘This 
is the Word of God. If it says slavery is okay, slavery is okay. If it says rape is okay, rape is okay.’73

I had expected that her identity as an African American and as a female would prompt 
her to resonate with the kinds of questions I raised – but I was wrong. I realised that her 
identity as a Christian came before her identities of race or gender. 

From this experience, I learned that if there was an identity that embodied “the” Christian 
perspective, it was not black and it was not female. I remembered Audre Lorde’s work on 
the mythical norm as among other things white, male, heterosexual and affluent.74 It was 
readily apparent to me that this norm was the embodiment of the Christian perspective 
and it was not black (white), not female (male), not homosexual (heterosexual) and not 
poor (affluent). Herein lies the problem – those who determine the Christian response 
to the AIDS pandemic are not those most affected by it and those who are most affected 
by it are not those who determine the Christian response. In order to effectively prevent 
new HIV infections, a different Christian response is needed and it must be one that takes 
into account the perspectives and realities of black women and men and with differing 
sexual orientations.
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Generally speaking, we think that the way a biblical text has been interpreted traditionally 
is the only way that a text can be interpreted. As a biblical scholar, however, I know this 
is not the case. Rather than relying on Gen  3:14-16 to mandate dominant/subordinate 
relationships between men and women, there are Gen 1:26-27 and Eph 5:21-33, both of 
which portray a more mutual relationship. Usually, abstinence before marriage is required, 
but there is the Song of Songs that celebrates erotic love and the partners are not married. 
Instead of insisting that “the sin” of Sodom was homosexuality, we could turn to Ezekiel 16:49 
which reads, “This was the sin of your sister Sodom: she and her daughters had pride, 
excess of food, and prosperous ease, but did not aid the poor and needy” (NRSV). This is 
certainly not an exhaustive list of the different biblical texts that could be used; they are 
only representative of the other biblical texts that could be used to construct a different 
Christian response to the HIV and AIDS pandemic.

Basically, the conservative evangelical ethos that has shaped the Christian response to 
the pandemic is not the only one that can be shaped. As Sylvia Tamale has accurately 
noted in a recent article, “religion need not always align itself with vested interests and 
dominant groups”:

Indeed, liberation theology has been used to effect transformative change. .. In Africa, however, as 
elsewhere in the past, religion is increasingly becoming a haven for conservatives and reactionaries 
seeking to mask structural oppression by deflecting attention to other matters.75

A traditional Christian approach that “coerces people into normality” ultimately must be 
resisted. Its result is having almost 2,000 young women in South Africa become infected 
with HIV each week and hearing the projection in the United States that at current rates of 
infection, one in two black gay or bisexual men (MSM) will be diagnosed with HIV in their 
lifetime. Under these circumstances, an effective Christian approach to HIV prevention 
means recognising that identities matter.

Conclusion
Analyses of the HIV and AIDS pandemic demonstrate the importance of particular 
aspects of identity such as race, gender, sexual orientation, and class, and they show how 
these aspects can increase vulnerability to the disease. Yet, as argued in this essay, the 
approach to HIV prevention supported by conservative Christians is “Abstain, Be Faithful 
and Condomize” which seeks only individualistic behavioural change, and it considers 
neither these multiple identities, nor the complex everyday realities of those who live at the 
intersections of these multiple identities. Furthermore, “ABC” upholds the traditional and 
heteronormative pattern of the male-headed household and, as scholars Mark Hunter and 
Sanyu Mojola cited in this essay have found, can be said to constitute an attempt to uphold 
traditional gender norms for men and women that have resulted in increased vulnerability 
for black populations.
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A transformative social action initiative is very much needed to develop and implement 
HIV prevention strategies that are more effective than “ABC”. However, to be successful, 
such an initiative would need to instruct in two different ways: In the first instance, our 
communities need to be encouraged to consider the realities of their lives as shaped by their 
multiple and intersecting identities. Secondly, communities should be helped to understand 
how Christian understandings traditionally have not considered those same realities. This 
is the kind of teaching, as an integral part of social action, that will allow truly effective HIV 
strategies to emerge.
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Introduction
Violence begets violence. Many studies have shown that children who experience or witness 
violence are more likely as adults to perpetrate violence (in the case of men) or experience 
violence (in the case of women).1 While still under-researched, evidence suggests that 
intimate partner violence (IPV) increases during times of conflict and is more common in 
couples who experienced or were affected by armed conflict.2 In post-conflict settings, there 
are often high levels of sexual violence against women.3 Communities affected by armed 
conflict are, therefore, some of the most challenging settings in which one can work  to 
counter violence against women and girls (VAWG). Aside from the resource, infrastructure 
and security challenges, one usually has to contend with a culture of violence, especially 
if the community has suffered under a prolonged armed conflict. However, this makes it 
all the more important to do such work – where VAWG has become so normalised and 
accepted and is being committed with impunity, there is a desperate need for change.

One would expect the state to address this issue, especially since it has the power to 
make and enforce severe legal repercussions for perpetrators. However, in areas in Africa 
which are affected by armed conflict, ineffective or failed states have forced civil society 
to perform functions that are traditionally associated with the state. A particular sector of 
civil society, namely churches, often step into the breach. For example, the involvement and 
effectiveness of churches in development, service delivery, peacebuilding and promoting a 
democratic regime have been well documented.4

This essay explores the realities and challenges of working with faith leaders from local 
faith communities to counter VAWG in areas affected by armed conflict. By drawing on 
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a three-year study that is currently being conducted in the eastern Democratic Republic 
of Congo (DRC), the “practicalities” are explored of cultivating change agents to act as 
catalysers for ending VAWG. While this essay focuses on what is required when working 
with faith leaders in resource-poor, isolated, conflict-affected settings, it is also relevant 
for wider reflection on the nature of engaging with faith leaders around controversial and 
sensitive issues such as gender equality and non-violence.

Background
The DRC has been involved in two different wars from the periods 1996 to 1997 and 1998 
to 2003.5 Although conflict continues, the current fighting is often described as post-
conflict violence6 with ongoing violence and regular violent outbreaks in eastern DRC. The 
ability to stem this conflict is complicated by the involvement of many different factions. 
Rwanda, Burundi, Uganda, Angola, Zimbabwe and Namibia have all (at different times) 
been active participants in the conflict as have various rebel groups and militias such as the 
infamous Maï-Maï and the Interahamwe.7 The estimation is that over five million people 
have thus far died in these violent conflicts and wars, millions of people have been displaced 
and according to the DRC government, more than a million women and girls have been 
sexually violated.8 These are conservative estimates. Different ceasefire agreements have 
been signed since 1999, but have been violated. Conflict continues in the DRC so much so 
that the Cadre Permanent de Concertation de la Femme Congolaise (CAFCO) states that 
the DRC has not experienced true peace since it gained independence.9

In 2015, Tearfund, a UK-based international FBO, and HEAL Africa, a local Congolese 
FBO, were awarded one of the Innovation grants under the What Works to Prevent Violence 
against Women and Girls Programme funded by the United Kingdom’s Department for 
International Development (DFID).10 This grant was for implementing a new project, 
“Engaging with Faith Groups to Prevent Violence against Women and Girls in Conflict-
affected Communities”.11 The three-year intervention and research project within 15 target 
communities near Rethy in the Ituri Province of the DRC started in April 2015 and is 
scheduled to end in 2018. The ultimate aim of the project is to contribute towards the 
prevention of VAWG, particularly sexual violence, through changing individual attitudes 
and behaviours and social norms relating to gender inequality and VAWG.

It should be noted that Rethy is in the north-eastern part of the DRC, which is still racked 
by on-going violence from different rebel groups. The violence has been going on for 
decades and the eastern DRC is known for its high rates of very violent and torturous sexual 
assault.12 The 15 communities targeted by the intervention are in a very rural, extremely 
remote area, which has very little infrastructure and has had very little intervention from 
the local, provincial or national government, from UN agencies or from international or 
local NGOs.13
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The key activity of the intervention is the selection, training and mentoring of faith leaders 
and gender champions within each of the communities. Faith leaders are from any faith 
or denomination, while gender champions are community leaders such as midwives or 
teachers who showed a willingness to address gender-related matters. The theory of change 
embraced by the project is based on the assumption that these leaders as key community 
influencers will spread the message to the rest of the community.

Seventy-five faith leaders (five per community) form part of the intervention. At the time of 
writing, the selected faith leaders have received a three-day training in August 2015 entitled 
“Transforming Masculinities”. Refresher trainings took place in March 2016 (one day) and 
September 2016 (one day). Furthermore, they receive monthly mentoring and monitoring 
visits from the Project Officer.14

A number of research activities has been implemented to date, including a baseline 
household survey (with a total of 769 interviews), a longitudinal panel study, interviews 
and focus groups with VAWG survivors and interviews with community members. In this 
essay, the author primarily draws on the longitudinal individual tracking that is being done 
with 16 faith leaders that form part of the intervention. The panel of faith leaders that are 
tracked originally consisted of 20 individuals, but due to attrition 16 remain. Nine are female 
and seven are male. They are from seven different villages, eight are from charismatic/
Pentecostal churches and five are from mainline churches, while three are Muslim. At the 
time of writing, three panel visits have been done at approximately seven-month intervals.

The Prevalence and Pervasiveness of Interpersonal Violence  
in Conflict-affected Communities
Due to the prolonged violent history of the DRC and the current rebel action in the region, 
there was the expectation that the VAWG that would be disclosed and the fears that people 
express about violence would primarily be conflict-related and perpetrated by the different 
militia groups that roam the area. 

Instead, it was found that IPV remains in the eyes of the community members and faith 
leaders the most common form of violence in the region. The challenges and issues related 
to IPV are discussed most often when participants talk about violence. The baseline 
household survey data showed that 68,8% (n=167) of the women who are in relationships 
reported having experienced some form of IPV within the preceding 12 months, while 68,2% 
(n=163) of men reported perpetrating IPV in the preceding 12 months.15 Furthermore, 
while the rate of non-partner sexual violence within the preceding 12 months was high 
(with 20,8% of respondents reporting experiencing it one or more times), only in 6% of the 
cases was the perpetrator a militia member or other unknown persons.16 Thus, non-partner 



Teaching for Change: Essays on Pedagogy, Gender and Theology in Africa

190

sexual violence is being perpetrated by family members or other known members of 
the community.

In the panel study with faith leaders, while stranger rape was listed when asked to name 
common forms of VAWG, violence against women and girls was consistently discussed 
within the context of marital relationships or the community, and rarely with reference to 
rebel groups or soldiers. Faith leaders identified various forms of IPV perpetrated by a man 
against a woman as the key concern within their communities when it comes to violence. 
In particular, crops and property are seen as key instigators of IPV. 

In trying to understand why IPV increases during and after armed conflict, Horn et al. argue 
that those who experience their status within the family to be inconsistent with social norms 
may use violence as a way of compensating for their loss of power.17 Women are often better 
able to maintain their gender identity despite conflict as they keep their traditional roles 
and responsibilities. But men are more likely to suffer a loss of gender identity, especially if 
that identity is built around ideas of being a protector and provider.18 This corresponds with 
James Messerschmidt’s explanation of male violence.19 He argues that criminal behaviour 
by men is because other ways of enacting masculinity are not available to them. Violence 
against women is such a form of criminal behaviour that serves to affirm masculinity and 
violence, and is resorted to also in the private sphere. Wife battering and rape are common 
ways of asserting masculinity in the face of unemployment or low occupational status.20 
As  the willingness and ability to use violence are related to some forms of masculinity, 
violence is often resorted to when more acceptable, traditional displays of masculinity 
(such as steady employment and a good salary) are unavailable.21

However, IPV can also be facilitated by a culture of violence and violent sexuality. Within 
military masculinity, violence and the willingness and ability to use it are of extreme 
importance.22 Furthermore, the military devalues women and typically feminine traits, 
while at the same time it values men and typically manly traits, which promote the needed 
violent agenda.23 The emphasis on gender differentiation, as well as on violence, leads to 
violence against women, and especially sexual violence, which then becomes a normalised 
form of aggression.24 Unfortunately, this military culture also affects civilian masculinities. 
In post-conflict settings, military masculinities often give rise to what has been termed 
a form of hypermasculinity among both civilian and military men. Hypermasculinity 
leads to civilian men displaying the same militarised, hypermasculine attitudes of violent 
aggression (verbal or physical), sexual relations that establish male dominance and female 
submissiveness with no concern for the female’s experience and entering into dangerous 
situations.25 Militarisation thus shapes not only the masculinity of soldiers, but also that of 
civilian men in areas affected by armed conflict.26
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However, it does not mean that these violent practices only entered these communities with 
the outbreak of armed conflict. Male privilege, wife beating, forced marital sex – these are 
socially accepted, long-standing practices. Prior to the wars, violence against women was 
not an uncommon occurrence. On the contrary, customary law endorsed it. In the DRC’s 
dual legal system, customary law still allows transactional fines for sexual abuses. Thus, for 
example, the rape of a girl is resolved by the victim’s family and the perpetrator’s family 
agreeing on the form of restitution that should be paid to the girl’s family.27 Customary law 
remains powerful, especially in rural and conflict-ridden areas.28

In the panel visits with the selected faith leaders, one can also see the pervasiveness of 
beliefs regarding women’s lesser value compared to men and how this justifies VAWG. In 
the first panel visit, conducted prior to the start of the intervention, the majority of the faith 
leaders felt that their faith places men above women and that wives should submit to their 
husbands. In a focus group discussion during the first panel visit, violence against women 
was explained in the following way:

Because (violence against women) can be due to lack of respect of rights, everyone should know 
what his or her responsibilities is, as Ephesians 5:24 and so on says that: the wife has duties she 
has to do to her husband by submitting herself to him and all that she is instructed. And the husband 
also should not miss [sic] to respect the wife’s rights, otherwise everything won’t work well in 
their home. So everyone should know what his or her duties within the family are. This is what is 
destroying people’s homes: because women are not submitting themselves to their husbands. And 
this pushes the husbands to not respect their wives’ rights if the wives are not submissive. All this 
is bringing conflicts in homes.  (FGD, PV1)

At the time of writing – eight months into the intervention – ideas about gender equality 
are for some of these targeted faith leaders still reconcilable with beliefs about submission. 
In other words, even though men and women are equal, women must submit to men. 
When seeking counselling from these faith leaders, abused wives are still fairly consistently 
advised to stay in abusive relationships. Even by the third panel visit, some of the faith leaders 
struggle to reconcile their newfound understanding of gender equality and non-violence with 
their long-standing beliefs in male superiority and female submission, particularly as they 
play out in terms of wife beating and male rights to sex. This is discussed in more detail below.

The Counter-intuitive Nature of Male versus  
Female Faith Leader Involvement
Increasingly, GBV interventions target men and boys specifically, sometimes even 
exclusively, based on the argument that such interventions are needed in order to dismantle 
how patriarchy and rape culture operate politically, socially and psychologically.29 Some 
scholars are strongly critical of this approach and argue that few if any male-focused 
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projects are truly pro-feminist and transformative. How, it is asked, can men dismantle a 
system that benefits and privileges them?30 

Elsewhere, I have pointed out the importance of engaging with both women and men when 
responding to GBV within local faith communities.31 It was argued that in faith communities, 
in the Global South in particular, an integrated approach is needed as patriarchal structures 
are so dominant and restrictive that no headway could be made without including men and 
male faith leaders as partners. What Rethy shows us, is that such an integrated approach is 
important, not only in order to have access to a community, but also because male faith leaders 
are counter-intuitively, potentially more active change agents than female faith leaders.

In Rethy, it is the male faith leaders on the panel who are the best at understanding and 
internalising difficult concepts such as “gender equality”, who apply the concepts in their 
reading of their sacred texts, who consistently denounce all forms of VAWG and who 
enthusiastically support and promote gender equality in their sermons and community 
awareness campaigns. During the last panel visit in November 2016, all seven of the male 
panel members were eloquent in defining and motivating gender equality and in describing 
their work on gender equality in the community. The following quote from the third panel 
visit’s interview with an Imam illustrates this point:

… In fact, in all my teachings, I speak about gender equality the most … This is because I know it 
is something that is needed in our community. When we talk about gender equality, I often say, God 
created men and women equal. If God wanted, he would have said that men should rule over their 
wives and wives should not rule over their husbands. But he never said that; and that is what I keep 
emphasising when I go out for awareness campaigns … So, gender equality was not happening here 
in the past. We used to witness men treating women as though they were their slaves.  
 (FLm16, PV3)

Counterintuitively, it is the female faith leaders who support views that disempower women. 
During the last panel visit, three female faith leaders still quoted Scripture to justify male 
domination and female submission. Directly or indirectly, all of the female faith leaders 
to some extent tried to justify wife beating and forced marital sex and some still opposed 
gender inequality. One female faith leader said:

Most often, I have the habit of counselling people to not have the idea of gender equality since it is 
because of that there is violence. Why? I have just said that, for example, a man can say that doing 
laundry or even cooking it’s not my job; whereas if the woman is also busy, a man can cook or even 
do the laundry; and if one does not do that, the man would say that this is your job and through that 
there is violence straightaway. And it is not good to put that into practice. That is what I teach in 
the community – to not have the idea of gender equality  (FLf04, PV3).

Rethy has shown us that there may be a need to work in a more concerted and focused 
way with some female faith leaders in order to change their thinking. But why are some 
female faith leaders complicit in beliefs and practices that subjugate and disempower 
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women? One possible reason is an ideology that Sarojini Nadar identifies as “formenism”. 
She explains that “[f ]ormenism, like masculinism, subscribes to a belief in the inherent 
superiority of men over women … but unlike masculinism, it is not an ideology developed 
and sustained by men, but constructed, endorsed, and sustained by women.”32 This ideology 
created and upheld by women chiefly benefits men. Women subscribe to it for a number 
of possible reasons – it gives men power that is disciplinary and not forceful; it increases 
men’s responsibility, which can ultimately reduce the household responsibilities that women 
traditionally carry, and it helps to reduce existential anxiety.33 In a process of patriarchal 
bargaining, “formenism” thus buys into a “liberation through submission” discourse as 
doing so is judged to improve the lot of women. However, while it may do so in the short 
term, it fundamentally disallows women’s agency and equality, positioning women as the 
weaker “other” and ultimately putting women’s well-being and freedom at risk.34

Another possible reason might be that women who have sought and found power within 
a patriarchal system consciously or unconsciously are loath to give up the system, not 
knowing whether they will again find power. Some female responses to female genital 
mutilation and cutting (FGM/C) arguably illustrate this whereby some women who have 
experienced FGM/C vehemently defend and promote the practice. In many countries, 
FGM/C is synonymous with women’s power and as a process of women’s initiation it is 
highly organised and hierarchical.35 

While these are possible reasons why women uphold patriarchy, they do not explain why 
male faith leaders subvert it. It is the male faith leaders on the panel who have internalised a 
progressive approach – one that affirms gender equality and condemns all forms of violence 
– much more than the female faith leaders. A possible reason might be that embracing 
gender equality requires more of a change of mind and heart and commitment from a man 
than it does from a woman. Responses suggest that men have had to grapple with a mind 
shift regarding their own behaviours, which in turn has led to embodied self-change in a 
way that women in the group have not always been required to do. One male faith leader 
explains how his own life has changed thus:

We have found that this awareness has changed us within our own households as couples and 
from there we went to the community … From what I am seeing, as I said, it started transforming 
my household because we are a couple. The wife also participates in the awareness at church. 
I have realised that I have also changed. When she changed, I changed and so did the children. 
We are all fine.  (FLm13, PV3)

The Training of Trainers Model
In the intervention in the 15 target communities in Rethy, a training of trainers (ToT) model is 
used across a number of disciplines. ToT is an educational model which relies on a cascade 
approach, whereby training is conducted at two or more levels by trainers selected from 
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the level above.36 The ToT model within community-based work relies on an organising 
institution with expertise (and usually funding) relating to the subject matter that identifies 
potential trainers with ties to the community that has been selected for training. These 
potential trainers are then trained by the organising institution, which provides the 
education, instructional tools and programmatic guidelines. The trained trainers in turn 
are then expected to provide specific training to the target community to which they 
are linked.37 

The ToT model is often used by FBOs in responding to GBV for it has a number of  
advantages. First and foremost, while it originally relies on the organising institution’s 
resources, it can theoretically be sustained indefinitely by the trainers based in the community. 
Thus, it is a cost-efficient model of intervention. Sustainability is also supported by the fact 
that there are a number of trainers in each community. Thirdly, as the model relies on the 
trained trainers’ embeddedness within the community, it benefits from their established 
trust and credibility. While the organising institution provides scientific credibility to 
the training programme, the information is trusted when delivered by a trusted insider. 
Furthermore, training programmes with roots in a community are viewed as empowering 
to the community. Lastly, the ToT model benefits from and promotes social capital within 
the community as it facilitates the building of relationships in the community. This in turn 
maximises the benefit of the programme at least theoretically.38 

In Rethy, it appears that the ToT model is working, although the endline household survey 
will be needed for conclusive proof regarding its community-wide impact. However, the 
longitudinal tracking shows us that the 16 faith leaders on the panel are already “paying it 
forward”. This is demonstrated in two areas, namely their activities on violence and their 
activities on gender equality.

In terms of activities on VAWG, there was a remarkable increase after the panel received 
the original (2015) training by HEAL Africa and Tearfund. Of the 16 panel members, 
only five (four men and one woman) had done any teaching or talk to address or prevent 
VAWG in the six months preceding the first panel visit. However, after being trained for the 
first time, all of the panel members organised sessions on VAWG within their respective 
communities. These sessions were formal such as sermons or sessions during or just after 
a church service, as well as more ad hoc, for example, talking to a group of women about 
VAWG while cultivating fields. It has continued this way for more than a year. 

In terms of their activities around gender equality, there was once again a definite increase 
after the faith leaders were trained by HEAL Africa and Tearfund. In the six months 
preceding the first panel visit, only three of the faith leaders had done any kind of teaching 
on gender equality. In the period between the first and second panel visits, at least eight 
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faith leaders conducted sessions on gender equality (ambiguity in the data means that there 
might have been more). By the third panel visit, all of the panel members except one had 
organised sessions on gender equality in the preceding eight months. A good example of a 
very active member in this regard is FLm16 an Imam who is passionate about teaching on 
gender equality. He uses both the Quran and the Bible during his sessions and stated that:

[A session that went well] is definitely the one that I did last Friday at the mosque. We had an 
awareness campaign there, and we used a Quran verse that is closely related to the one in Genesis 
that says God created us all equal. We spoke about that last Friday. And on Sunday, our theme was 
gender equality. We talked about it and we even made reference to a verse in the book of John 
where it says something about sexual violence, which brings havoc in many families and even in the 
churches. We spoke about it and people listened. Even this coming Friday we will talk about it again. 
We often use scriptures to explain so that people can understand well what we mean.  
 (FLm16, PV3)

Further evidence of the impact of the faith leaders’ increased activities is community 
members’ reflections on it. Interviews with community members show that they have 
begun to appreciate and internalise what is being shared by the faith leaders. They all felt 
that the sessions conducted by the faith leaders and gender champions are changing how 
people see men and women, as well as the relationships between men and women. For 
example, three male community members’ explanations of how the faith leaders’ activities 
had changed their relationships and their own perpetration of violence are noted below:

I felt very good because I am not without knowledge of this. I, myself was also in one of these cases 
of violence; I was also in part in [sic] that violence. So, exactly as they were giving explanations 
about it; I realised that I had fallen into that too because at home for example or within the 
community for example, or anywhere, one cannot always be unfair; there are times when we must 
also let go. I felt that I found it beneficial that such people go to villages as it can put someone on 
the right path, just like that.  (CMm15)

I was abusive on economic violence aspect; even physical violence. After that teaching I live in 
peace with my wife at home.  (CMm14)

When I heard the teaching, first of all, I felt that it is a good teaching as for my family it helps to 
make sure we help each other … What touched me is that when you are a father in a family you must 
not let anger control you; and don’t have a habit of beating people physically. Also, you should not 
react in a way that can harm somebody physically. Well, I saw that it can be a good thing helping 
people to live in peace in marriage.  (CMm10)

Why is the ToT model working in Rethy? Over the past ten years I have studied and 
evaluated various faith-based models of GBV-intervention, most of which relied on some 
form of the ToT model. And so very often it fails, for one of two reasons. Firstly, faith 
leaders are unmotivated to do trainings within the communities citing their busy schedules 
or lack of payment as reasons. Or there is a ‘broken telephone’ effect with the complex 
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gender messaging that is communicated at the original training gradually becoming more 
and more distorted as it is passed on to the community.

These two issues are also what much of the literature identifies as problematic with the 
ToT model. The “broken telephone” effect is a common complaint; the information that 
is transferred may be diluted, or even skewed when delivered by intermediate trainers.39 
Some scholars have argued that this happens where trainings are conducted in a purely 
transmissive mode and that active participation and mode of training – which are 
experiential and reflective – are needed at all levels in order for the cascade approach to 
work.40 Thus, it appears that it is the linear nature of the model with its implicit assumptions 
of a unidirectional flow of information, which often challenges the effectiveness of the 
model.41 Furthermore, fidelity of implementation is a challenge as trainers do not always 
strictly adhere to the curriculum and training protocol.42 At the same time, expecting those 
trained to adhere rigidly to the curriculum and protocol can potentially jeopardise their 
willingness to undergo, and their effectiveness in, training.43 

As seen in the previous section, there is a “broken telephone” effect in Rethy. This is possibly 
because the training that the faith leaders received is not intensive enough. While these 
faith leaders have shown remarkable change and activity within their communities, there 
remain concerning beliefs on the relative value of men and women (as discussed earlier). 
Tearfund and HEAL Africa have recognised these and are in the process of organising added 
training sessions. However, it is clear that in the case of issues as embedded and sensitive as 
gender equality and gendered violence, training should continue over an extended period. 
In Rethy, the faith leaders have been meeting with a mentor at least once a month and this 
has provided support and to some extent educational follow-up for them. More in-depth 
training and guidance are needed as some of these faith leaders themselves struggle with 
issues that they are expected to teach on in their communities.

Sadly, trainers refusing to train is a universal complaint. In a study by Hahn et al., less 
than half of the trainers who were trained went on to conduct trainings.44 This appears 
to be – across the different fields in which the ToT model is used – one of the biggest 
challenges, leading to the strong recommendation from many programmes that trainers 
should be supported through educational follow-up, assistance in marketing and logistics 
and compensation or some form of incentivising.45 Surprisingly, very few trained faith 
leaders on the panel are unwilling to train their community members. Why is this so? The 
research will explore this further in the coming months, but for now it offers the following 
tentative suggestions. 

Firstly, the intervention is being implemented in an isolated, rural, resource-poor setting 
affected by conflict. The message that is offered is thus fresh and novel. Could that be the 
reason that the faith leaders are willing and eager to spread it and the community members 
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are particularly receptive? When comparing what is happening in Rethy to where a ToT 
model has been implemented in settings where multiple organisations are doing training 
and education around GBV, it appears that the ToT model is most effective when it is 
implemented in a setting where there is low-saturation of the message being conveyed. 

It could also be that faith leaders in such communities are positioned and see themselves 
and their roles differently compared to faith leaders in more urban settings. The trained 
faith leaders in Rethy are not being paid to conduct these sessions and only receive a stipend 
to cover their travel costs. Moreover, they are not less busy than faith leaders in urban areas. 
On the contrary, almost all of them have other jobs and land to farm as well. Could it be 
that the cohesiveness of the community makes a difference since these are smaller, isolated 
communities where people know each better? Does a sense of community cohesion 
increase faith leaders’ willingness to conduct such awareness raising as they themselves are 
aware of the value of the message and want to improve the community? These are some of 
the issues that will be explored further in future.

Change – Being Realistic
Sustainable Development Goal 5 calls for the world to “achieve gender equality and empower 
all women and girls”.46 While this is, of course, what interventions around gender inequality 
and gender-based violence should strive to achieve, making this goal the standard around 
which the effectiveness of all interventions are judged is arguably unfair and irresponsible. 
One has to take the context in which an intervention is based into account and be realistic 
in terms of the change that can and should be expected, especially given the timeframe of 
an intervention. The issue of wife-beating in Rethy illustrates this.

The training and mentoring that faith leaders have received has been progressive and 
consistent in terms of content – decidedly opposed to all forms of violence against women, 
convincingly explaining and arguing for gender equality and engaging with Scripture to 
oppose VAWG and argue for gender equality. Yet, 18 months into the intervention, some of 
the faith leaders were still making statements that support violence and gender inequality 
when they explained how they counsel couples on wife-beating. For example:

I gave them advice. I told them that: ‘You are not supposed to make use of violence. Your wife is not 
a drum that you can beat. As for you, the wife, you should behave and be obedient to your husband. 
That’s not a sin. If you had listened to what he had told you, none of this would have happened.’ 
 (FLf18, PV3)

(In advising a couple where the man was beating his wife because she complained about his 
infidelity) That man said, he loves both of them, I told him it is good to love two women. Just remain 
with one wife only, it is enough. You can create conflict like that between the two.  (FLf23, PV3)
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It is demoralising! Has the intervention achieved nothing – why are they still saying that 
women must behave and be obedient, why are they still blaming women, why is it still 
acceptable for men to be unfaithful? However, this knee-jerk reaction only shows the 
importance of having realistic expectations in order not to be blinded to positive changes. 
Yes, these quotes can be interpreted as showing that patriarchy and victim-blaming are 
alive and well, because they are. However, they can also be read as signalling tremendous 
change. In the first quote, the female faith leader used to strongly support wife-beating, but 
now she is strongly opposed to it. The female faith leader in the second quote also used to 
support wife-beating, but now she opposes it. It is true that she still sees it as acceptable for 
a husband to be adulterous, but now she counsels the man not to beat his wife. We need to 
keep in mind the “starting point” and not just the ultimate end-goal. 

SGD  #5 is an excellent goal and it is what one should strive towards. However, it is also 
important to be sensitive to context. Evaluating impact has to take into account local 
realities: be cognisant of the lenses worn while working with change agents, as well as of the 
expectations that result from it. Otherwise, there is the risk of being blind to the positive 
changes that have actually begun.

Conclusion
It is extremely challenging to counter VAWG in settings affected by armed conflict. The 
resources needed to do so holistically are always limited and often non-existent. This is 
why engaging with local faith communities is potentially an effective way of producing 
change. Many African societies affected by armed conflicts are poor, agrarian societies 
where local faith communities such as churches and mosques fulfil an important role in 
giving support, guidance and social structure to the community. Local faith communities 
are thus positioned to influence and take the lead in issues and problems with which they 
are not traditionally associated. 

Tearfund and HEAL Africa’s intervention in Rethy, DRC is showing that local faith 
communities, particularly the faith leaders of these communities, can be effective agents of 
introducing new ideas about gender equality and non-violence to the broader community. 
Despite the infrastructural challenges and the limited resources, despite how common 
and accepted VAWG and specifically IPV are and despite how culturally and religiously 
engrained ideas about male power and female submissiveness are, these faith leaders 
have begun to influence their communities. By studying how and why they do so in an 
area affected by armed conflict, one learns valuable lessons about engaging with faith 
leaders as change agents around gender equality and non-violence in general. The findings 
suggest that male faith leaders might at times be more receptive change agents than their 
female counterparts and that this needs to be taken into account in programme planning. 
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Furthermore, the effectiveness of a ToT intervention could be due to the previous low 
saturation of gender messaging and the existence of social cohesion within a community. 
Therefore, the nature of change should be evaluated based on the starting point and not on 
the ultimate goal of an intervention. 

The last year of the qualitative research, and especially the endline household survey, are 
key to a deeper understanding of how and why this intervention is making an impact on 
these 15 communities in Rethy. Indeed, much has already been learned about how faith 
leaders can be change agents in their communities. 
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