
Silent Protest and Praxis Reflection on GBV and Faith:  
#Unsilencing the Silence 

5-8 August 2019; Pietermaritzburg Campus UKZN 
Co-hosts: The Gender and Religion Programme and the Ujamaa Centre at UKZN, AIDS Healthcare 

Foundation, ACT Ubumbano and We Will Speak Out South Africa. 

Concept Note 
Background  
On the whole, Southern African countries have made strides in uplifting women and girls in their 
countries. Despite this progress, Gender Based Violence (GBV) still remains unacceptably high. Research 
shows marked increases in domestic, emotional, economic and sexual violence across the region in 
recent years, with countries such as Angola, Namibia, Botswana, Zimbabwe, DRC, South Africa and 
Swaziland among the worst (Gender Links, 2013).  Namibia, Swaziland, South Africa and Zimbabwe 
recently reported epidemic levels of femicide.  

Gender based violence is multidimensional and is rooted in the patriarchal nature of Southern African 
society and related gender power inequalities. Religion is often used to perpetuate patriarchal 
behaviour, using scriptural texts to justify outdated cultural practices that normalise SGBV. The 
intersection of patriarchal religious and cultural norms can mean that the very institutions where women 
seek healing and solace turn out to be toxic spaces of violence and further abuse.   On the other hand, 
in a context where over 80% of the population are registered as Christian, churches potentially have the 
power to reach massive sections of the population with non-patriarchal transformative ‘good news’.  

Sexual and Gender-Based Violence (SGBV) and the ongoing HIV epidemic in South Africa are symptoms 
of a deeply wounded society driven by socio-cultural and religious belief systems that promote 
domination, control and stigma. Tragically, these toxic dogmas continue to undermine the redemptive 
ideals of the democratic constitution and its vision of inclusivity and freedom from unfair discrimination 
based on race, creed, ethnicity, gender and sexual orientation.  

The focus on revisiting accepted religious and social teachings and practices is based on the conviction 
that SGBV will never be overcome unless the faith sector’s negative influence on individual and socio-
cultural assumptions is countered by a more life-giving influence grounded in an emerging liberatory 
and contextual African approach to doing theology together with ordinary people. 

Purpose 
The purpose of this week of diverse forms of engagement is to create a safe, authentic space to challenge 
the culture of silence within faith communities about the prevalence of sexual and gender based 
violence within church and wider society, and their roots in some key church teachings and practices.    

We will reflect together on the factors within faith communities that normalise, condone or even 
promote SGBV, and how these influence the continued spread of HIV. These factors include the 
uncritical assumption of gender inequality as well as the church’s lack of a clear theology of sexuality 
that is life-affirming. This not only renders women and girls more vulnerable to SGBV and HIV, but also 
makes survivors of SGBV and those living with HIV more prone to be stigmatised.  

At the same time, the consultation aims to explore the different ways that faith leaders and faith 
communities can and have in some cases become a positive influence in shifting attitudes and 
addressing key underlying drivers of SGBV, HIV and related stigma. It will celebrate some concrete 
examples of imaginative ways of being church that talk back to the dominant culture of silence and 
shame prevalent in so many churches.  



The consultation aims to create spaces for open conversations between academics, theologians, 
activists, survivors and faith leaders to explore alternative ways of making sense of and/or doing 
theology in relation to key GBV related issues like human sexuality (in its broadest sense), power,  
gender, violence, masculinity, femininity and shame. It will draw on the embodied knowledge of those 
present from various contexts, and from the best practices developed in a diversity of sectors.  

Moving from faith to action  
It is hoped that this exploratory journey together might be the start of a longer-term process of working 
together to address gender inequality, including considering possible coalitions or other networks to 
join or re-energise.  

A second possible joint type of action might be to map out a joint journey towards developing a 
prophetic theological discourse that disrupts traditional ‘church’ theology and practice and broader 
social assumptions, and brings us to new ‘Kairos moment’. The concept is based on an idea birthed by 
an emerging Anglican ‘Safe Church’ process in February 2019, looking towards the following outcome:   

In the end, as with the 1985 Kairos Document, the hope is that a coherent, co-created, 
challenging and contextual document would emerge that may attract the signatures and 

support of [and may become a conscientisation tool for] many, many Christians throughout 
Southern Africa...1  

 

At heart, the consultation aims to principally influence deep-seated attitudes in participants so that we 
can then impact others in our circles of influence. 

Outline of the Process and its Approach 
During the week 5-8 August 2019 on the Pietermaritzburg campus of UKZN, between 60-80 people of 
diverse backgrounds various sectors (academics, theologians, activists, survivors and faith leaders) 
will take an ‘unsilencing’ journey together that will take shape progressively. 2 

Drawing from the insights of Liberation Theology praxis, the process will be framed by a dynamic and 
continuously evolving SEE-JUDGE-ACT process. 

5-6 August: Theory and Practice in Conversation 
(Beginning at 14.00 on the 5th August) 

The Conversation process will draw on a limited number of inputs to be used as ‘codes’ in the Freirian 
sense from either a text (biblical or other), good-practice sharing for activist formations, telling of stories 
that can be used as ‘parables’, and/or a very limited number of theological papers in panel discussion 
format. 

 THEMES: “Power and Violence”; “Belief, doctrine and theological underpinnings of violence (including 
theologies or silences around human sexuality)”; “Religio-cultural practices, worship and violence”; 
“Masculinities, Femininities, Nonconformity and Violence”.  

7th August 2019: Silent Protest – The Silent Violence of Stigma  
At the heart of the journey we will host a Silent Protest to experience collectively the silencing and 
dehumanizing effects of Gender Based Violence. The consultation participants will join members of the 
broader UKZN community and Theological Cluster theological institutions in this protest, as a form of 
embodied resistance against the effects of rape and sexual violence that collectively affect all those who 

                                                           

1 Rev Chris Ahrends, Anglican Church of Southern Africa Safe Church Commission advisory body 
2 40 participants will be pre-selected through internal local networks and the remaining slots will be filled by those 
who express interest to an open call for contributors.  
 



find themselves in the South African context, and that cuts across race, gender, class, sexual orientation, 
culture and religious affiliation.   

During the hours of silent protest, participants will be given opportunities to express their embodied 
experiences and feelings in a variety of silent activities and forms of creative self-expression, such as 
art, yoga, creative writing and contributing to a “solidarity quilt”.  

Those willing to do so, will have an opportunity to share their creative expressions online under the 
#UnsilencingtheSilence.  

8th August: Debriefing and Planning Future Collaboration  
(Ending at 1pm) 

• The final day will begin with participants together reflecting on their experience during the Silent 
Protest through a shared morning worship ritual.  

• The remainder of the morning might entail planning some concrete ways to collaborate into the 
future. These may include several options, including: 
 Sharing of successful collaborative initiatives by representatives of key coalitions – Side by 

Side, We Will Speak Out, the Circle of African Women Theologians, INERELA+, GIN.  
 Practical planning for possible joint work under Side by Side and the other above coalitions – 

and a conversation about improving synergies between them.  
 Planning a process for developing an integrated prophetic theology across church boundaries 

to enable churches to address the complexities of human sexualities in healthy-life-giving 
ways, thus contributing to a reduction in SGBV and HIV and related stigma. This may include 
a possible “New Kairos” journey over 12-18 months, with those interested.  

CLOSING SESSION:  
 Keynote Speaker – We will request one or two eminent persons to act as ‘listeners’ 

throughout the process, and to present their reflections as a kind of mirror of the process, 
and to challenge those present to continue to break the silence in creative and impactful 
ways.   

 If it feels appropriate, the process might end with joint Declaration or media statement.   
 

Theory of Change 
While it is of course vitally important to influence overt policy shifts and religious protocols, the 
consultation aims to principally influence deep-seated attitudes in participants so that they can then 
impact others in their circles of influence. The underlying theory of change adopted by the participating 
hosting partners is based on the belief that opening such spaces for religious students as well as other 
religious leaders, activists and survivors to influence and be influenced by one another, one is 
contributing to the transformation of faith landscapes in the South African context in a holistic way so 
that these leaders become change agents in their churches and community contexts. 

The focus on revisiting accepted religious and social teachings and practices is based on the conviction 
that SGBV will never be overcome unless the faith sector’s negative influence on individual and socio-
cultural assumptions is countered by a more life-giving influence grounded in an emerging liberatory 
and contextual African approach to doing theology together with ordinary people. 
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