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positive change
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The influence of faith: How faith-based organisations 
can drive social change
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19 Faith is a deeply held personal belief that shapes an 

individual’s worldview and influences the way people act. 
Typically, a person of religious faith is on a journey of personal 
transformation. Sometimes this can result in a privatisation of 
faith, with an individual regarding their religion as an internal 
experience, which does not translate into everyday life.

Religious leaders encourage congregants to use their 
faith in daily interactions with others and in promotion of 
the common good. Richard Lundie, one of the pastors at 
Common Ground Church in Wynberg, Cape Town, explains: 
“When I read that 29% of South Africans are unemployed, 
what does that mean for me in my household? Many people 
see that as an external problem unrelated to an internal 
faith. Actually, your faith moves you to address and be part 
of the solution to that problem. We are perpetually trying to 
push people towards engaging in their communities.”

Imam Dr A. Rashied Omar of the Claremont Main Road 
Mosque (CMRM) agrees: “Poverty alleviation is not the sole 
responsibility of economists or public officials; it is an integral 
part of what it means to be an engaged and conscientious 
person of faith.”

FBOs have enormous reach; congregants are an audience 
who typically share a common value system and are open 
to religious instruction or at the very least, conversation. 
How can these faithful congregants become a transformative 
force in South Africa? Charity provided as ‘alms for the 
poor’ provides temporary satisfaction for both the giver and 
receiver, but rarely profoundly changes the lives of either. 
On the other hand, genuine upliftment and empowerment 
requires far more deliberate and sustained engagement 
with both communities and institutions. For many FBOs, the 
desire to be involved in fundamental social change creates 
a real dilemma when they start to organise themselves 
more professionally to be able to influence the levers of 
power. Often this takes the form of a new non-government 
organisation, only to lose the spirit of voluntarism and 
commitment of the wider congregation.

The potential of faith-based congregants to change society 
is largely untapped. In this brief, interviews with various 
faith leaders and congregants highlight six lessons of how 
FBOs can make the shift from doing charity only, towards 
mobilising their congregations to contribute to long-term 
social change in South Africa.

Faith-Based Organisations

3 A number of faith-based organisations (FBOs)1 played an influential role in the struggle against apartheid, 
but since the advent of democracy they have, with notable exceptions, been less visible agents for social change, 
despite continuing to provide relief for the poor. There is no doubt that faith has great transformative power, 
yet it is not always easy to see how this can be harnessed to help change society. This brief explores how FBOs 
can mobilise their members to bring about broader social change – an aim that is often expressed as part of 
their mission. 

1 This brief defines faith-based organisations as religious institutions and 
their congregations.
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 “We don’t just want people to throw money 
at something. We want them to go on a personal 
journey, get involved and transform themselves. 

Communities don’t need to thank us. We need 
to thank them for dignifying us and making us 

more whole and human, because if you develop 
selfishness and greed, and don’t think about 

others, what kind of faith, what kind of 
compassion and human being are you fostering?”  

Imam Dr A. Rashied Omar of the 
Claremont Main Road Mosque

1) PERSONAL TRANSFORMATION 
 IS FUNDAMENTAL

2) CHOOSE A FOCUS AREA 
 THAT WILL CONTRIBUTE 
 TO SOCIAL CHANGE
JL Zwane Church Centre in Gugulethu was established in 1994 as 
a joint initiative between Stellenbosch University, the community 
and the JL Zwane Presbyterian Church. Sakhele Plaatjie, an ordained 
elder, explains that Dr Rev Spiwo Xapile identified a leadership gap 
in the congregation and the community, and so in 2008 initiated 
‘The Platform (Stories Move Mountains) Programme’, which aims 
to empower communities through storytelling. He says: “We have 
found storytelling to be a powerful tool – not only does it include a 
people who are not necessarily literate, it also embraces and affirms 
a culture that has used storytelling as a means of communication 
for centuries. Consequently, the programme has had a lasting 
impact on people, helping them to lead richer lives. This is the only 
programme on leadership that meets people at whatever level of 
education they have.” 

THE PROGRAMME FOLLOWS THREE BASIC STEPS:
› Discover: listening to participants’ personal stories.
› Dream: co-creating competing images of what they want to be.
› Design: working out how they can get to their imagined future 

and who they want to enroll in the process.

Initially only the ministers were upskilled, but then other members 
of the congregation, such as the elders, were also enrolled. Plaatjie 
shares: “Every Sunday morning at 8am, we as leaders, meet and share 
our experiences, stories and challenges to say, ‘How can we support 
one another?’ This has been something that has worked very well for 
us for the last 10 years or so, and so we don’t foresee changing it.” 

Sarah Binos of Common Ground Church2 explains that instead of 
trying to do a thousand things, they selected three specific areas 
that are high levers for change in terms of human potential. “We 
came to these by conducting research, asking: ‘What are the biggest 
issues in the city? Where do we feel we can leverage our collective 
social capital to make the biggest change? What is stopping the 
God-given potential of people from being realised?’” Through this 
process, they decided to concentrate their efforts on three aspects 
of human development: early life, education and employment (EEE). 

The Dutch Reformed Church (DRC) researched poverty and 
inequality in South Africa, and in consultation with leading 
economists, identified early childhood development (ECD) as the 
best intervention to effect long-term social change. After discussions 
with church leaders in 2013, the DRC dedicated the next 30 years to 
playing a leading role in ECD. In 2016 they formed a joint ministry 
group with the United Reformed Church of South Africa, with a total 
of 520 congregations. 

Education support has also been identified as a target area by 
JL Zwane. In 1996 it started an in-house programme, Rainbow 
Afterschool Programme, which assists primary school learners with 
their homework. The staff comprise mainly professional educators 
from the community and congregation who volunteer their time for 
a small stipend. 

CHOOSING TO BE A MOTHER 
‘MY PATH TO MOTHERHOOD’

“I moved to Common Ground when I was in my late 
twenties. I was a single working woman at the time and 
joined the evening service. The church ran a programme 
where volunteers could read bedtime stories to kids at 
the Christine Revell Children’s Home (a place of safety) in 
Athlone. I have always loved kids and it just felt like an 
easy opportunity to incorporate into my life. I had been 
volunteering there for about a year and a few of my 
friends at Common Ground were adopting, so it wasn’t 
far from my mind, but never something I thought I would 
do on my own. One day I just had this thought out of 
the blue: ‘Will you be Brody’s* mother?’ He was one of 
the little boys there. I did not know anything about him, 
really. It was just this random thought, but it definitely 
took root immediately and did not go away. 

Two weeks after this idea popped into my head I 
remember seeing the social worker at the home and 
saying: ‘I just want to know the answer to this question: 
Is Brody* available for adoption?’ She looked at me 
with big wide eyes and said: ‘Yes’. She also told me that 
of the 49 children in the home, only two were legally 
available for adoption, and he was one of them. And so 
my journey of discernment began. Being a mother didn’t 
scare me but being a single parent did. I didn’t have any 
role models or people who had done this before. After 
an intense four-month process involving my family and a 
small group of close friends, I eventually decided to say 
yes!  My son came home for good in December 2012.” 

� Christy Wheeler
*Not his real name

Common Ground Church has ten congregations in the Western 
Cape. Their experience is that community projects are less 
successful when too much focus is placed on volunteering, 
at the expense of the personal transformation journey. 
Therefore, they only host formal formal volunteer initiatives 
that achieve the following two things: (1) advance the internal 
transformation of the volunteer; and (2) deepen the impact of 
the programme.   

2 Binos is CEO of Common Good, a non-profit organisation of the Common Ground 
Church that has a very strong emphasis on social justice and drawing on the volunteerism of the 
congregations. 



S
E

P
T

E
M

B
E

R
  2

0
19

3
CREATE UNLIKELY NETWORKS TO STIMULATE POSITIVE CHANGE

3

 “Whatever challenges the community face, 
JL Zwane is a leader in that. We have to provide 

leadership to make a social difference within the 
community. That is why the church is called 

a beacon of hope.”

Sakhele Plaatjie, elder of the 
JL Zwane Church Centre, Gugulethu

3) BUILD ON STRENGTHS, 
 WORK AROUND WEAKNESSES
Common Good (the NPO of Common Ground Church) recently 
conducted research to determine what contribution the local church 
could make in support of the First 1 000 Days3  of a child’s life. They 
found that congregations often have difficulty sustaining community 
development and delivering social welfare services for which they 
are not equipped, but that they can make a significant contribution 
if they build on their core strengths. They further report that local 
churches are uniquely positioned to make a positive impact in the 
First 1 000 Days by practically showing love, kindness and empathy 
to mothers, fathers, carers and the youngest of children within 
communities, and can make a significant contribution towards the 
flourishing of young lives. 

“We don’t necessarily want to create a ‘programme’. Rather, we are 
asking: ‘What does the church already do to support families? The 
answer is it provides loving human connections. Now the question 
for us is how can this be focused and strengthened to provide 

stronger support for the First 1 000 Days?” asks Ruth Lundie, 
leader of Common Good’s Early Life initiative.   

The DRC learned a similar lesson through experience. Nioma 
Venter, minister in the synodical service of DRC in the Western 
Cape and member of the ECD steering committee explains: 
“Initially we thought that support groups for pregnant mothers 
would be a helpful initiative for congregants to participate in, 
however, it soon became clear that support group sessions 
required quite a bit of planning and facilitation skill. Therefore, 
the requirement of motivated, skilled local leadership with 
available time and expertise meant that these groups could only 
be activated in a few congregations. However, reading to children, 
in support of the Nal’ibali4 reading-for-enjoyment campaign, 
proved to be a good match because it required little local skill 
and resources with limited planning, while the enthusiasm of 
children works to keep the motivational levels and commitment 
of volunteers high.” Venter believes congregants are willing and 
eager to do something meaningful. “It is often church leaders who 
fail to offer pragmatic ways in which congregants can participate,” 
says Venter, “most likely because such transformative ministry 
is a recent development in the DRC and will take some time to 
take root.”      

“Supporting the sources of strength can unlock indigenous, 
organic resources, which can make the community self-sufficient 
and self-propelling – this is the most important challenge; it is 
easy to speak about, but not easy to do,” says Dr Omar from the 
Claremont Mosque. Dr Xapile’s narrative approach to leadership 
and community building invites people to reclaim and co-create 
their own stories of strength and hope. It helps bridge divides, heal 
relationships and leverage a group’s diversity as people coalesce 
around common goals and collective action. The approach is also 
strength based.

3 The First 1 000 Days – from conception until a child is two years old – offers a unique 
and invaluable window of opportunity to secure the optimal development of the child, and by 
extension, the positive development trajectory of a country. 

4 Nal’ibali aims to inspire a reading nation. The campaign creates opportunities for 
children to have caring adults read stories to them in their mother tongues.  Read more about the 
evidence-based reading-for-enjoyment campaign at: https://nalibali.org

“People with a strong sense of religious faith represent a 
powerful influence throughout society � often for good, 
sometimes for bad. Their strong sense of mission imbues 
real dedication to the causes they champion. They really 
care. Their focus on values tends to drive a commitment 
to prosocial behaviour. They are often great role models.

The essence of faith is about relationships, which allows 
them to respond to the hard soft-aspects of social 
transformation. Love is an instrument of change they’re 
not afraid to use. They are often sensitive to differentials 
of power, and pay attention to those that society ignores.

They are bound together by a common identity that 
transcends class and race.

These attributes make faith-based organisations powerful 
agents of social change. But sometimes they are part of 
the problem. The dominance of men in religious hierarchies 
reinforces patriarchy. Few faith-based organisations in 
South Africa have owned up to their role in perpetuating 
the diminution of women in our society or confronted the 
power dynamics of gender-based violence. Strict moral 
codes often alienate young people, and there are still 
congregations that ostracise pregnant young women, just 
at a time when they need love and support most.

Radical transformation must start deep within each one 
of us.”

� David Harrison, CEO of DGMT

THE POWER AND PERILS OF FAITH-BASED ORGANISATIONS
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4) GET PEOPLE TO UNDERSTAND  
 AND CARE
Pastor Lundie says they do not want Common Good to become 
the outsourced ‘do-good’ department of Common Ground 
congregations, so they are constantly seeking ways to get 
congregants involved. Common Good’s research revealed that 
there was not much awareness of the importance of the First 
1 000 Days within local churches across Cape Town, so they ran 
events across the city, specifically for clergy and congregants, 
explaining the significance and unique role that churches can 
play in positively changing the trajectory of children’s lives in 
South Africa. 

Once the pastors and congregants were on board, they held 
a planning event with church volunteers, looking at their 
particular strengths, and seeing how the First 1 000 Days could 
be incorporated into church activities. They are also developing 
ways to ensure that the First 1 000 Days can be integrated into the 
activities of the church and featured in sermons, by developing 
biblical reflections and sermon guides to equip church leaders. 
Pastor Lundie acknowledges that it is challenging to build enough 
capacity to spread the big idea, so Common Good also provide 
access to information and resources on digital platforms.

“The starwalkers* of Sutherland read the book Leopold’s First Hunt yesterday. 
It is a lovely illustrated book � the children immersed themselves in Leopold’s adventures. 

At the back of the book is a nice game where they could paste pictures of an animal 
next to the animal’s name. They pasted, they laughed and enjoyed eating their snacks!” 

The DRC developed awareness videos, both on the importance 
of ECD and on different project/programme options, such as 
Nal’ibali and SmartStart5. Currently a congregation mobilisation and 
sign-up process is being developed that includes sermon outlines on 
ECD, workshops, facilitated ministry formation, community mapping 
processes, introduction to programmes, and guidelines on what the 
appropriate intervention for the specific community could be. Venter 
says a congregation needs to commit whole-heartedly before they 
engage, otherwise it leads to disappointment and failure.

5) COLLABORATE WITH AND DRAW  
 ON THE RESOURCES OF 
 CIVIL SOCIETY
Rabbi Emma Gottlieb of Temple Israel, a Progressive Jewish 
congregation in Gardens, Cape Town, says the shul most often partners 
with non-profit organisations (NPOs) for community development 
initiatives. “In terms of getting involved in civic justice and social 
action, we’ve noticed that people are very stretched for time, for 
money; they are overcommitted and overwhelmed by the amount 
of need. I think what works well is giving people tangible things that 
they can do within a system that is already created. So, when we 

5 SmartStart is an early learning social franchise with the objective of expanding 
access to quality learning for children aged 3-4 years old. Read more about the initiative and 
its programme here: https://www.smartstart.org.za

– Shared by Helen van Dyk of Sutherland on the DRC reading club Facebook Page (13 August 2019). 
Congregation members in Sutherland were trained by Nal’ibali to start reading clubs for children in this small and remote town 
in the Northern Cape in 2018. They form part of a network and have continued support through the DRC-Nal’ibali partnership. 

*The starwalkers is the name the children chose for their reading club. 
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partner with organisations, there is already an infrastructure in 
place. We are just asking if people have a specific amount of time 
for a specific task that they can fit into their busy lives, and still be 
engaged in good work – not be overwhelmed with recreating the 
wheel or starting something from scratch. In our community those 
options tend not to work as well.”  

Faith-based institutions are not opposed to their members piloting 
volunteer initiatives, such as starting a moms-and-tots group, but 
experience has taught them that most successful interventions 
require an experienced partner. Binos shares: “The minute 
that we expect a pastor to be a development specialist, or that 
he/she assumes that role, things don’t often work out well. 
Well-meaning people with big hearts don’t necessarily implement 
the best development initiatives.” Immediate relief projects, 
such as collecting food or clothes, are often successfully led by 
volunteers in the congregation. However, more complex theories 
of change or complicated interventions to trigger and support long-
term behaviour change require people skilled in a particular area. 

As mentioned, the DRC collaborates with specialist programme 
implementers, Nal’ibali and SmartStart. Nal’ibali provides train-
the-trainer opportunities to local reading champions (congregation 
members or other members of the community mobilised by 
congregation members), and offers them ongoing support, while 
the DRC promotes the programme to congregations and funds the 
training workshops. Congregants offer their time to reading projects 
or start their own reading clubs for children in their communities. 
The DRC has also become one of 14 SmartStart franchisors 
throughout the country. Through the partnership, community 
members are empowered to start and run good quality early 
childhood development playgroups that can function as their own 
small enterprises.

 6) BRIDGE DIVIDES [RESPECTFULLY]  
 AND SPREAD THE BENEFITS OF  
 SOCIAL CAPITAL
Pastor Lundie of Common Ground says that for congregants to 
contribute effectively they need to understand their impact. Hence, 
Common Good created a course to help people understand the 
context of initiatives, and to develop sensible and sensitive practices.  
A degree of self-awareness is required to cross cultural and socio-
economic divides. South Africa’s painful past means that intentional 
work is often necessary to help people recognise the value of 
the other person. Over the years Common Good and Common 
Ground have created resources, courses, campaigns, sermons and 
devotionals to help people cross bridges. Ruth Lundie shares: “The 
only times you can cross the divide is when people have invested the 
time to build a genuine relationship. Where people say: ‘I am going 
in to learn, not to fix.’”

Mensch is an NPO that seeks to support and empower Jewish 
people and those they work with in social change to increase their 
impact, and the impact of their organisation. Through professional 

development and capacity building, Mensch offers a network 
of over 70 changemakers in the Western Cape, the skills they 
need to serve their beneficiaries better. Mensch also facilitates 
bridge-building connections between these changemakers and 
the broader community. Gina Flash, Mensch CEO, says the Jewish 
community in Cape Town is small, but has many community 
members actively working to improve the lives of those outside 
of the Jewish community to create a more equitable South Africa 
for all. Mensch community partnerships are not once off, but are 
meant to be sustained connections, either by hosting regularly 
recurring volunteering events or by helping community members 
identify particular needs, which might be addressed by someone 
in the Mensch network. In this way social capital is shared 
between two different communities that normally would not 
be very accessible to each other. “Cape Town today is still a very 
segregated society,” explains Flash, “but people really do want to 
be part of a creating a better country, and Mensch’s mission is 
helping us get there.”

Similarly, the Claremont Main Road Mosque is sharing social 
capital between communities through a project interacting with 
a group of impoverished farmworkers outside Paarl. This began 
about seven years ago during wildcat strikes on farms in the 
Western Cape. The mosque invited farmworkers to speak to the 
congregation and discovered that they were living on farms in dire 
conditions. The mosque decided they could not help everyone 
but partnered with a trade union representing farmworkers and 
adopted one farm as a pilot project. Congregants now conduct 
regular visits to the farm, interacting and listening to their stories. 
Besides making individual donations to farmworkers as needs 
are communicated, they have also established little libraries for 
the farm children. Imam Omar’s hope is that this support of a 
single farm can inspire a larger project that will involve more 
congregants and farms. 

Faith-based organisations can encourage and facilitate the sharing 
of social capital by creating platforms for people to connect and 
to form relationships. For example, congregants from Common 
Ground run financial literacy workshops for participants in the 
The Zanokhanyo Network (TZN), Common Good’s employment 
initiative. Through this platform they get the opportunity to share 
their employability and financial knowledge and experience.

WHAT IS SOCIAL CAPITAL? 

The inherent value associated with social networking 
is called ‘social capital’. While social capital includes 
money and material objects, it is much more than this. 
It is everything that people share through networks 
to benefit others – such as information, mobility, 
time, expertise, experience, skills, acceptance 
and support.
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Brief developed by Daniella Horwitz 

This learning experience is shared by:

WWW.DGMT.CO.ZA

Published by:

6 For more about the history and the impact of Catholic Education in South 
Africa, read: 200 years of the Catholic Church in South Africa. Available at: https://www.cie.
org.za/uploads/files/CatholicEducationMagazine_Issue1_2018_Small4.pdf. Read Jonathan 
Jansen’s article explaining how the strong education system (until recently) in Zimbabwe, 
is due to Catholic and Anglican church management systems. Available at: https://www.
timeslive.co.za/ideas/2017-11-30-sa-can-learn-a-thing-or-two-from-zimbabwes-
education-system/. 

CONCLUSION
People trust their mosque/synagogue/church. Faith-based 
institutions have an authoritative voice and their value and belief 
systems can influence helpful actions, debunk myths and inspire 
social change. Religion is a powerful vehicle for motivating 
people, but it is important to recognise that it is not the only 
one. FBOs have always had an impact on social development. 
Sometimes their theology/ideology has hampered social 
development, but often they have made huge contributions 
‒ consider, for example, the impact of Catholic education in 
Africa6. However, through government funding criteria and/or 
for the sake of providing a more consistent, professional service, 
participation in social development efforts by faith-based 

› Common Ground Church and Common Good Foundation

› Claremont Main Road Mosque 

› Dutch Reformed and United Reformed Church

› Temple Israel

› Mensch

› JL Zwane Church Centre and the Zwane Presbyterian Church

organisations have generally been outsourced to an NPO closely 
associated to the church. In many cases these NPOs have become 
fairly divorced from the theology of the mosque/synagogue/church 
and its congregants. The rise of civil society organisations that call 
not for specific services, but for large-scale behaviour and cultural 
change (for example, valuing and supporting the journey of pregnant 
women and helping children to read for enjoyment as a foundation 
for lifelong learning) is an opportunity for faith-based organisations 
to once again offer platforms for congregants to actively engage in 
a personal transformation journey – while contributing to long-term 
social change in South Africa. 


