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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

This working paper examines the potential of inter-church collaboration as an approach to community 

development in Africa. 

Churches are key social institutions in Africa for social welfare, especially provision of health and education 

services, and the promotion of social and political development such as democratisation, social justice, and 

poverty reduction. Since the 1980s, the churches’ crucial role in development processes has been accentuated by 

the HIV/AIDS pandemic and the challenges of neoliberalism.  

Inter-church, or ecumenical, collaboration stems back to the colonial period and it is characterised by two 

features. First, ecumenical organisations operate mostly at national and international levels. The common 

participants are bishops rather than the clergy and the lay people closer to the people at the grassroots. Second, 

the incentive for churches to unify may be counterpoised by the factors that divide churches; especially theology 

and competition. At the core of ecumenical work is the tension between churches as development actors working 

towards the common good and churches as organisations oriented towards their own progress.   

The international aid to HIV/AIDS has led to the emergence of new forums for ecumenical work at the national 

level in many African countries. This collaboration has seldom trickled down to the parish and village levels to 

incorporate the clergy and laity at the grassroots level. At the same time, and partly in relation to AIDS, many new 

churches have emerged at community level and this has increased the competition between churches over souls 

and access to external resources. Thus, at the national level, churches work more together on AIDS and 

development, whereas there is intense competition between churches and few forums for ecumenical work at 

community level. 

This working paper explores the potential of ecumenical collaboration to community development. It is based on a 

literature review of ecumenical collaboration on AIDS programs and a case study. The case study focuses on a 

project implemented by a faith-based organisation, Lifeline in Zambia. Based on the OECD/DAC criteria for 

development aid, the potential of the approach at the conceptual level can be summarised as below:  

Relevance: The approach is relevant for the target group because churches are established social institutions in 

the community that poor people generally trust; churches promote ideologies of charity and self-help, and have 
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experience in doing development. Some churches work together on pastoral activities, and are interested in also 

working together on community development. 

Effectiveness: The approach may be conducive for reaching project objectives because churches are locally 

embedded institutions and have relations to both rich and poor people. Besides, the mobilisation of volunteers 

and doing volunteer work is part of the institutional culture. 

Efficiency: The approach is efficient in its focus on one organisational level of the churches. In addition, churches 

are important channels of information and knowledge within a community.  

Impact: The approach may yield high impact through proficient outreach to the target group; encourage wider 

ecumenical collaboration and reduce strained relations between churches; reduce scepticism of churches as 

'businesses' by working together for the common good. It could promote inter-religious collaboration and reduce 

tensions e.g. between Christians and Muslims. 

Sustainability: The approach may lead to greater unity among church leaders and enhanced knowledge amongst 

the involved staff and volunteers, which is important for the sustainability of the achieved results. Institutional 

capacity is, however, critical for an ecumenical collaboration to pursue community development activities.  

At the level of practice, Lifeline in Zambia’s approach to ecumenical collaboration at community level is at an early 

stage and considerable modifications are required to bring out its potential. The working paper makes three key 

points: 

 It is critical to view ecumenical collaboration as an objective in itself, not only a means to an end.  

 It is pertinent to take actions that signal neutrality within the contested church landscape in order to 

achieve a wide mobilisation of churches; the basis for setting up ecumenical collaboration. 

 It is important to use standard project management and evaluation tools in ecumenical projects. 

That said, Lifeline in Zambia should be acknowledged for its endeavour  in working with ecumenical collaboration 

at the community level for developmental purposes. 

The overall conclusion of this working paper is that the approach has much potential for the promotion of 

community development in Africa. It is strongly recommend that the approach is further tested in a more 

developed organisational context. 
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'The church in Africa is undoubtedly a significant presence in the spiritual, social, political, and economic lives of the 

people. It is thus strategically placed to make a difference in contexts of HIV and AIDS (Chitando 2007:5). 

1. INTRODUCTION 

When churches in Africa work together they may achieve great results. For example, South Africa Council of 

Churches mobilised churches around the world to challenge Apartheid in the 1980s (Borer 1998). Besides political 

influence, churches are key institutions for the provision of social welfare, especially health and education 

services, and for the promotion of social and political development such as democratisation, social justice, and 

poverty reduction (Gifford 1995). This crucial role of churches in social welfare and development has been 

accentuated by the AIDS pandemic and the challenges of neoliberalism.  

The unity among churches in Africa has, however, become more complex due to a recent dramatic increase in the 

number of churches and church alliances, i.e. the organisational diversity has become more complex. The notion 

of the church in Africa (in singular) connotes a theological aspiration for the unity of the body of Christ whereas 

the plural 'churches’ in Africa refers to the sociological and historical pluralism within African Christianity; it 

recognises the diversity of organisations (Chitando 2007). This ambivalence between ideas of unity and 

organisational diversity is at the core of ecumenical collaboration. 

Church councils are the principal forum for inter-church collaboration; both for the promotion of cooperation 

among Christian churches and the mobilisation towards political, social, or economic targets. In East and Southern 

Africa, where about 80% of the population are Christian, church councils may claim to represent the public; a 

powerful platform and discourse for political influence. Church councils in this region also gain public authority 

from social service provision; churches run about 60% of the health services (Haynes 2007) and a similar 

proportion of the schools. It is significant that churches have an impressive outreach and are often the only 

institutions that reach out to the poor and the marginalised in remote areas. Besides, people in Sub-Saharan Africa 

hold more trust in religious organisations than in civil society organisations or government institutions (Gallup 

News Services 2007 in Patterson 2011: 25). 

It is characteristic that ecumenical organisations, such as church councils, operate mostly at national and 

international levels. Some ecumenical cooperation takes place at diocesan, and at times deaconry, level, whereas 

it is rare for church leaders at parish and village level to engage in formalised ecumenical cooperation. Hence it is 

more common that bishops from different churches work together than church leaders at the community level. 
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This is remarkable because most people in East and Southern Africa live in rural areas and express their spiritual, 

social, and economic concerns to the churches at the community levels. 

This working paper focuses on ecumenical collaboration at the grassroots level as a pathway to community 

development in Africa. It seeks to explore the potential of ecumenical collaboration for community development 

at a conceptual level and in practice. It is based on a literature review of ecumenical collaboration on AIDS 

programs in Africa and a case study in Zambia. The case study concentrated on one faith-based organisation, 

Lifeline in Zambia, and its application of ecumenical collaboration as an approach to community-based AIDS and 

poverty reduction projects on the Zambian Copperbelt. The assessed projects were implemented by Lifeline and 

funded by the Rockwool Foundation.  

ANALYTICAL FRAMEWORK 

The working paper takes its point of departure in three common ambiguities of inter-church collaboration. The 

ambiguities reflect tensions between Christian ideas about 'unity in the Body of Christ' and the diversity of 

churches as organisations (see Table 1). 

Table 1: Key Ambiguities of Inter-Church Collaboration 
 Issue Christianity as an ideology/unity Churches as organisations/diversity 

 Unity/diversity We are all Christians Christians belong to different churches 

 Equality/inequality We are equal in the eyes of God Unequal power relations in society 

 Common goal/individual   
interests 

Work towards the common god Interests in own church to benefit 

The numerous and competing denominations in Africa imply that it is only meaningful to use the phrase 'the 

church' (in singular) at a conceptual level. As this is a social science analysis of actual churches, the author will 

mainly use the term in plural, 'churches'. That said, the author will use 'inter-church' - more often than 

'ecumenical' - as a way of paying heed to the focus on churches working together on practical issues; not engaging 

in a theological dialogue. 

This working paper approaches churches as local social institutions through which people express their spiritual, 

moral, social, and economic concerns (Jones 2009). Churches are seen as unique institutions in terms of the ability 

to make people's concerns part of their work and social fellowships within which people try to build relationships 

of trust and reciprocity. That said, the working paper follows recent social science research on churches in rural 

Africa that has highlighted that churches are sites of struggles over power and resources, and argues for the 
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relevance of organisational theory, rather than theology, to understand how churches operate as organisations 

both in relation to pastoral work and development activities (Christiansen 2010).1 

It is the ideological emphasis on compassion and social fellowship that make churches sites where volunteers can 

be recruited to undertake a variety of outreach services; from prayer and healing rituals to health information and 

agricultural extension work. Particularly in the African context, churches have a legacy of doing social work, 

especially in terms of providing education and health services to the rural poor as well as of introducing new 

agricultural products and techniques. Inter-church collaboration may thus draw on the long tradition of 

volunteerism. 

The church leaders are either clergy or laity, and ecumenical collaboration usually involves collaboration between 

clergy. It is therefore interesting that this approach involves laity rather than clergy in setting up inter-church 

collaboration at the grassroots level. The study assumes that although many of the participants are not part of the 

clerical structures in the respective churches, they are prominent lay persons with high social and moral standing 

in the community.  

It is important to mention that inter-church collaboration is not cost free as it requires members to compromise, it 

necessitate regular communication and sensitivity to others’ needs, and demand time and effort. In Zambia, such 

challenges include debates about who set priorities for religious coalitions and how those priorities should be 

communicated' (Patterson 2011: 84). 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

The study’s first phase was a literature search to assess the novelty of the approach and to draw on experience 

from inter-church collaboration at the grassroots levels to further advance the approach as implemented by 

Lifeline. 

The review was based on an assumption that the literature would be published by scholars in theology, social 

science, development studies, or in African studies. It made broad initial searches with different combinations of 

the words 'church', 'collaboration', 'HIV', 'AIDS', 'community', and 'Africa' on Google Scholar going back to around 

year 2000. These searches got thousands of hits. It was soon obvious that most literature was about church-based 

                                                           

1
 Maiden name of the author of this working paper. 
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activities that involved only one church and there was very limited literature on inter-church collaboration at 

community level per se. This finding formed a basis for making broad, systematic searches on 'church' and 

'collaboration' at the following databases and resource libraries: 

 The Cartography of HIV and AIDS, Religion and Theology. A partially Annotated Bibliography, (CHART), 

University of KwaZulu-Natal, South Africa (www.chart.ukzn.ac.za)  

 Nordic Africa Institute Library (AfricaLit; E-AfricaLit) (www.nai.uu.se) 

 The Royal Library and Copenhagen University Library (www.kb.dk) 

 Ecumenical Advocacy Alliance (www.eaa.com) 

 Knowledge Centre Religion & Development (www.religion-and-development.nl) 

 UNAIDS (www.unaids.org) 

 Health Economics and HIV/AIDS Research Division. Evidence for Impact in Health and HIV 

(www.heard.org.za) 

 Pan-African Christian AIDS Network; E-library with books/reports from development agencies, theological 

institutions, and FBOs. (www.pacanet.net) 

 Berkeley Center for Religion, Peace & World Affairs 

(www.berkleycenter.geogrtown.edu/subprojeccts/the-hiv-aids-epidemic) 

The review visited websites of ecumenical organisations and research institutions such as: 

 Ecumenical organisations like World Council of Churches 

 Global Christian organisations like World Evangelical Alliance 

 Christian development organisations like ACT Alliance 

 Research institutions like University of KwaZulu Natal, South Africa 

 Research networks like Religion, Aids and Social Transformation in Africa (www.rasta.com) 

 The literature on ecumenical work at the grassroots in Africa was assessed and compiled in an Endnote 

library with a total of 130 reports, articles, books, and policy papers. Almost all of this literature deals with 

http://www.chart.ukzn.ac.za/
http://www.nai.uu.se/
http://www.kb.dk/
http://www.eaa.com/
http://www.religion-and-development.nl/
http://www.unaids.org/
http://www.heard.org.za/
http://www.pacanet.net/
http://www.berkleycenter.geogrtown.edu/subprojeccts/the-hiv-aids-epidemic
http://www.rasta.com/
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the intersection of religion and AIDS in Africa.2 Theologians and ecumenical organisations author most of 

the literature and much has been published in relation to programs.  

CASE STUDY 

The second phase of the study was a three-week field study undertaken in Zambia during August-September 2012. 

Interviews and focus group discussions were conducted with Lifeline staff, local leaders, church leaders, 

volunteers, and beneficiaries at the Lifeline offices and at three project sites. 

Table 2: Overview of data collection during the field study 
 Location  People interviewed Participants in FGDs 

 Ndola 5 Lifeline staff  

 Mutende  8 (coordinator, pastors, church leaders,     
volunteers) 

27 (church leaders, volunteers, beneficiaries) + 
12 members of PAG 

 Kafulafuta  11 (coordinator, priests, church leader,   
volunteers, beneficiaries, CHAZ staff) 

21 (church leaders, volunteers, Lead Farmers, 
beneficiaries) 

 Nsansa  3 (coordinator, volunteers) 13 (volunteers) 

 27 interviews 73 people participated in FGDs 

 

FOCUS 
The field study investigated the following four research questions: 

 How does inter-church collaboration operate at community level?  

 Which churches participate, who are the representatives, how is it organized, and with which purposes? 

 How is inter-church collaboration integrated into the structures of the various churches? 

 What are the implications of collaboration within Lifeline projects for the dynamics and power balances in 

the local church landscape? 

                                                           

2
 Interestingly, there are a few articles on inter-church collaboration on HIV and AIDS at community level in USA. One study 

explored 14 urban congregations and their relationships with other organisations around HIV and other health issues, and it 
showed that only 11% of these relationships were with other congregations (Werber et.al. 2012). A recent review argues that 
there is a vast and growing literature on congregation-based health programs in USA, yet limited attention to the role that 
congregations can play in HIV and AIDS prevention, testing, treatment, and care (Williams et. al. 2011). The limited literature 
is explained as due to churches have generally not engaged in HIV/AIDS activities and to a preference for statistically 
significant studies in the literature (Ibid).  
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 In which ways (if any) does the collaboration lead churches to speak with one voice towards the local 

government or other actors? 

LIMITATIONS 
The case study was limited to one organisation and to three project areas, which were in different project phases. 

The latter provided valuable insights into the dynamics of inter-church collaboration at different project stages, 

yet lowered the comparability of the three project areas.  

OUTLINE 

Chapter 2 introduces the emergence of ecumenical alliances during the 20th Century. It underlines the dynamics 

of unity and division and suggests that these alliances present the main capacity and the greatest challenge to 

collaboration between churches. The chapter also describes the churches’ response to AIDS in Africa, highlighting 

the remarkable growth of ecumenical cooperation at global, regional, and national levels.  

Chapter 3 attends to the lack of literature on ecumenical collaboration at community level in Africa. 

Chapter 4 turns attention to the case study in Zambia. After an introduction to the church landscape in Zambia, to 

Lifeline, the faith-based organisation, and its project under study, the chapter focuses on issues particular to inter-

church collaboration for community development. In doing so the chapter argues for the importance to secure 

and maintain a neutral position in the eyes of the key churches in a project area.  

Chapter 5 attends to the importance of making use of standard project management and evaluation tools in inter-

church collaboration projects. For example capacity building, advocacy, and Monitoring and Evaluation system to 

monitor project results, Best Practices, and Lessons Learned. 

Chapter 6 sums up the potentiality of the approach and ends with a strong recommendation for Rockwool 

Foundation to further develop this approach to community development in rural Africa. 
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2. ECUMENICAL COLLABORATION  

This chapter introduces to inter-church collaboration in Africa, starting with the modern ecumenical movement 

that led to the foundation of several ecumenical alliances during the 20th Century. It moves on to the churches’ 

response to HIV and AIDS in Africa and describes this with an emphasis on the remarkable emergence of 

ecumenical cooperation at global, regional, and national level. 

THE MODERN ECUMENICAL MOVEMENT 

The modern ecumenical movement is commonly dated from the gathering of Protestant churches at the World 

Missionary Conference at Edinburgh in 1910. The movement grew after World War I to include cooperation from 

the Orthodox Church and the Roman Catholic Church. Like the foundation of the League of Nations (the 

forerunner of United Nations), the churches discussed the idea to found a 'fellowship of churches'. In 1937, about 

100 churches voted to found a World Council of Churches, yet its inauguration was delayed following the outbreak 

of World War II. The first meeting took place in 1948 in Amsterdam with 147 member churches. It focussed on the 

damage created by the war and on efforts to unite the church globally around the idea of helping those in need 

whether it be a physical, emotional, or spiritual need. The historical context of the two world wars is highly 

important for the emergence of the ecumenical movement and the foundation of the World Council of Churches 

(WCC): 

'The movement led to an understanding amongst the churches that despite differences they could join 

together to be an element of great change in the world. To be an agent of hope and peace amongst the 

chaos and destruction that humans seem to create.'3 

WCC initiated a number of programs, amongst other, on justice, peace and ecumenism. During the 1960s, the 

members expanded from its originally mainly Protestant and Western churches to more Orthodox churches from 

the East and the newly autonomous churches from former colonies in the South, for example United Church of 

Zambia and Reformed Church in Zambia. There was also a move within the Roman Catholic Church to improve its 

relations with the WCC, which became evident after the Second Vatican Council (1961-64) that addressed 

                                                           

3
 http://www.oikoumene.org/en/about-us/achievements/history (accessed 10.09.2013) 

http://www.oikoumene.org/en/about-us/achievements/history


ROCKWOOL FOUNDATION RESEARCH UNIT 

INTER-CHURCH COLLABORATION: A NEW PATHWAY TO DEVELOPMENT 

 
 

 17 

relations between the Catholic Church and the modern world4. At the end of 2012, the WCC had 345 member 

churches in more than 110 countries throughout the world, ‘representing over 500 million Christians and including 

most of the world's Orthodox churches, scores of Anglican, Baptist, Lutheran, Methodist and Reformed churches, 

as well as many United and Independent churches’.5 

The spirit of ecumenism led to the formation of several global alliances during the 20th century. Besides WCC, 

which is the global alliance of churches commonly known as 'mainline churches' or 'mission churches' in Africa, the 

World Evangelical Alliance (WEA) is the global alliance of churches known as 'Evangelical', ‘Charismatic’ or 

'Pentecostal' in African countries. WEA was formed in 1951 and is a network of churches in 129 countries and 

represents more than 600 million Christians.6 

In addition to the global alliances, ecumenical cooperation was initiated at continental level. In Africa, All Africa 

Conference of Churches (AACC) is an ecumenical fellowship founded in 1963 and it represents more than 120 

million African Christians in 174 churches and church councils7.  

Ecumenical collaboration has proved capacity to be an element of great change in the world (quote from previous 

page) in the political history in Africa. Towards the end of the 20th century, national church councils were 

significant 'voices of the people' against repressive regimes.  For example in Kenya, National Council of Churches 

of Kenya was the only voice of civil society during the most difficult times of the Moi regime (Karanja 2009). The 

most well known case is the churches’ contribution to bringing an end to the political regime in South Africa. 

South African Council of Churches was prominent in the anti-apartheid struggle and with leaders such as 

Archbishop Desmond Tutu, its appeal for political measures against the Apartheid regime received tremendous 

international support from Western countries (Borer 1998).  

It is striking, however, that the ecumenical scene at the beginning of the 21st century is characterised by several 

ecumenical alliances operating at global, regional, and national levels; alliances that promote unity amongst their 

members but tend to create tensions towards other alliances. The dynamics of unity and division take place at 

various organisational level - both between church councils at national level and between their respective 

                                                           

4
http://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/documents/vat-ii_const_19651207_gaudium-et-

spes_en.html 
5
 Same reference as footnote number 3. 

6
 http://www.worldea.org/whoweare/history 

7
 http://www.aacc-ceta.org 

http://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/documents/vat-ii_const_19651207_gaudium-et-spes_en.html
http://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/documents/vat-ii_const_19651207_gaudium-et-spes_en.html
http://www.worldea.org/whoweare/history
http://www.aacc-ceta.org/
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alliances at global level. We may view the global alliances and national church councils as, at one and the same 

time, presenting the main capacity and the greatest challenge to the promotion of understanding and 

collaboration between churches; the core of ecumenism and the modern ecumenical movement.  

THE CHURCHES AND AIDS IN AFRICA 

Churches in Africa have undergone a long journey before reaching the current high level of engagement with HIV 

and AIDS in East and Southern Africa.   

In the early 1980s, when people started to suffer from 'slim', African church leaders claimed that their clergy and 

members were not among the people infected by a virus that had no cure. The denial was closely related to the 

common understanding amongst church leaders that AIDS was God's punishment to human sin, especially sex 

outside marriage. Towards the late 1980s, the impact of AIDS was visible in the everyday life of families, churches, 

and communities, and it was obvious that HIV did not spread according to church belonging. In fact, there is no 

clear correlation between HIV transmission and church affiliation (Denis 2011). AIDS activists argued that the 

churches were 'part of the problem, not the solution' as the understanding of AIDS as a divine punishment added 

to the secrecy and stigmatisation that fuelled the spread of HIV and the suffering from AIDS. As the historian 

Philippe Denis writes, churches (and Muslim organisations) have shaped the discourse on HIV and AIDS in two 

ways: they contribute to the perception of HIV infection as caused by individual behaviour; and they spread the 

idea that it is a moral problem. They both individualise and moralise the issue' (ibid: 60). 

The churches' response to the pandemic was also challenged from within; theologians debated perceptions of 

AIDS that recognised the relationship between AIDS and poverty, inequality, and structural violence. Whereas the 

early response of the churches in Africa were characterised by denial, judgement, and stigmatisation, the turn of 

the century seem to mark a change towards engagement, inclusion, and care. The change is apparent in the shift 

away from a condemning attitude that 'they have HIV/AIDS due to their sinful behaviour' to an all-encompassing 

'we are all sinners in the eyes of God'. Some scholars argue that the position of religious leaders and organisations 

towards HIV prevention may be understood in two historical periods on either side of the century, and as a 

movement away from theologically validating HIV prevention to a focus on the social problems that inhibit HIV 

prevention measures such as poverty and structural inequalities related to gender and generation (Manning 2011: 

338). If we say that theologians dominated the first period, the second one has to a great extent involved people 

infected or affected by AIDS. We may view this change as a shift from discourse to action: The religious leaders 

contributed significantly to the public discourse on HIV and AIDS; the local congregations increased action towards 
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behavioural change, reduction of stigma, and support for people living with HIV/AIDS (see also Denis 2011). The 

churches could access large-scale international funding for undertaking the impressive social work on prevention, 

care, or treatment programs; especially from PEPFAR. 

ECUMENICAL COLLABORATION ON AIDS IN AFRICA 

The response of the ecumenical alliances to AIDS has followed a journey similar to the churches with mainly 

theological discussions during the 1980s and 1990s, and then a marked increase in programmes after year 2000. 

This section makes two points. First, the established alliances have been important for the churches’ response to 

AIDS in Africa at global, regional, and national levels. Second, since World War II, the AIDS pandemic has been the 

main occasion for the emergence of ecumenical coalitions, alliances, and networks; a point that brings out the 

dynamic features of ecumenism and that it is at the core of ecumenical collaboration to respond to a this-worldly 

concern. We will look into the various main types of responses, namely statements, programmes, networks, and 

coalitions. 

STATEMENTS 
Most ecumenical alliances have issued statements on HIV and AIDS. Besides WCC, WEA and AACC, this includes 

Lutheran World Federation, Reformed Ecumenical Council, Anglican Communion, and Young Women's Christian 

Association (Frederiks 2011: 110).8 The Roman Catholic Church has also been a key player, making statements on 

HIV in general and on the African situation in particular (Bujo & Czerny 2007). According to professor in missiology, 

Martha Fredericks, the Roman Catholic statements focus primarily on marital and sexual ethics, emphasising 

fidelity and self-discipline, and pay less attention to action plans than the statements made by ecumenical 

organisations and national church councils (Fredericks 2011: 119).  

PROGRAMMES 
Some alliances have implemented large-scale programmes targeting churches in Africa. The most well known one 

is EHAIA (Ecumenical HIV and AIDS Initiative in Africa), launched by WCC.  

'EHAIA was launched in 2002 to enable churches in Africa to access information, training, and resources and to 

make contact with other churches and bodies working in the same case to help them deal with AIDS in their 

                                                           

8
 Amongst Muslim organisations, the South African network Positive Muslims seems to have most consistently drawn 

attention to the epidemic in East and Southern Africa. In Burkina Faso and Senegal, Muslim and Christian leaders have formed 
inter-faith alliances to respond to HIV and AIDS at national levels (Frederiks 2011: 115-117). 
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communities. In this way the project brings an ecumenical dimension to the churches’ care, education, and 

counselling programmes. It strives to assist churches and related organizations to achieve professional levels of 

efficiency, coordination, capacity building, and communication in all HIV-related activities'.9  

Over the years, EHAIA has facilitated that thousands of church leaders have been trained on HIV and related issues 

and gained a deeper understanding of HIV, of evidence-based prevention and life-long treatment (WCC 2011). 

Moreover, EHAIA has changed hitherto stigmatizing attitudes and promoted the human rights of people living 

with HIV as well as those of other populations at risk, especially in relation to stigma, discrimination and gender 

inequality10. EHAIA has worked with churches inside and outside the WCC, including the Roman Catholic church, 

Evangelical and Pentecostal churches. We return to this programme in Chapter 5. 

GLOBAL ADVOCACY NETWORK 
Ecumenical alliances, especially the WCC, have worked towards setting up a global network of churches and 

church-related organisations committed to campaigning together on common concerns (Frederiks 2011: 110). The 

Ecumenical Advocacy Alliance (EAA) brings together Catholic and Protestant organisations, and represents over 1 

billion people around the world. As stated in the final communiqué from the Founding Meeting in year 2000, 

'ecumenical advocacy' is a basis of working towards a more just, peaceful, and sustainable world:  

'we understand ecumenical advocacy as a specific form of witness on political, economic, cultural and social 

issues by churches and their members, church-related agencies and other organizations which aims to 

influence policies and practices of governments, international institutions, corporations and our own 

communities in order to bring about a more just, peaceful and sustainable world11.  

The Founding Meeting identified AIDS and economic justice as the two most pressing issues at global level. 

EAA has developed strategies and educational material, especially on HIV prevention and stigma12, enhanced 

the collaboration between FBOs and the public health sector in Africa, organised pre-conferences to the bi-

                                                           

9
 http://www.oikoumene.org/en/what-we-do/hivaids-initiative-in-africa 

10
 Although the human rights strategies may challenge religious teachings, there are many examples of churches' constructive 

efforts to face such challenges, e.g. the EAA has invited the Orthodox Church to collaborate with HIV prevention efforts 
among drug users in eastern Europe (Manning 2011: 329, see also Lux and Greenaway 2006). 
11

http://www.wcc-coe.org/wcc/news/press/00/communique.html 

12
 HIV Prevention: A Global Theological Conversation (2009) is a good example of the way in which EAA works with 

theologians from various continents and denominations to develop a common view on a key issue in relation to AIDS. 

http://www.oikoumene.org/en/what-we-do/hivaids-initiative-in-africa
http://www.wcc-coe.org/wcc/news/press/00/communique.html
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annual international AIDS conference, and established working relations with key secular organisations such as 

UNAIDS. 

REGIONAL COLLABORATION BETWEEN CHURCH COUNCILS  
At the regional level, church councils have set up new forms of ecumenical collaboration as part of their response 

to HIV and AIDS in Africa. Three celebrated examples will suffice here. One example is the Nordic-FOCCISA church 

cooperation; a cooperation between the church councils in the five Nordic countries and the eleven councils of 

churches in southern African (de Gruchy 2011: 175). This collaboration was set up in 2002 as a dialogue between 

North and South church councils and paid attention to four core issues: stigmatisation; human sexuality and 

gender; the church as an inclusive community; and images of God. It was known as 'One Body' and led, amongst 

other, to the publication of two volumes with questions and Bible references that churches may use to discuss 

core issues related to HIV and AIDS; one volume presented theological reflections on matters of sexuality, sin, 

stigma, and discrimination; the second one suggested actions to build an inclusive church that is sensitive to the 

concerns of those living with HIV and AIDS (Knox-Seith 2005).  

COLLABORATION BETWEEN RELIGIOUS LEADERS IN AFRICA 
The second example is African Network of Religious Leaders Living with or personally Affected by HIV and AIDS 

(ANERELA), which started in Uganda in 2002 marking the 10 years of Canon Gideon Byamugisha living openly with 

HIV. Since 1992, when Canon Byamugisha was the first HIV positive religious leader in Africa to publicly disclose 

his HIV status, more African clergy had disclosed their HIV+ status and many had experienced that 'breaking the 

silence' involved first hand encounters with stigma and discrimination. Some clergy lost their jobs, for example. It 

follows that ANERELA works towards breaking stigma, silence, indifference, and discrimination around AIDS within 

as well as outside churches. ANARELA is critical of the ABC-model of HIV prevention and promotes a model called 

SAVE (Safer practice, Available medical interventions, Voluntary counselling and testing, and Empowerment), 

which has been adopted by many church networks in Africa, for example PACANet that we turn to below. In 2006, 

ANERELA merged into the International Network of Religious Leader Living with or Personally Affected by HIV and 

AIDS (INERELA+) and further strengthened its powerful voice in the international policy debates on the pandemic, 

health, and development aid.  
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PAN-AFRICAN COLLABORATION BETWEEN CHURCHES AND CHRISTIAN AID ORGANISATIONS 
The third and final example is Pan African Christian AIDS Network (PACANet); which 'was born out of the need for 

a sustained, faith driven and grassroots response to HIV and AIDS in Africa'.13 PACANet aims at making churches 

and Christian organisations and networks in Africa more effective and efficient partners in the response to AIDS by 

sharing resources, ideas, skills, experiences, and stimulating strategic partnerships. Started in 2002 by 

representatives from 19 African countries, PACANet has set up national networks of churches and Christian 

organisations in six countries; Burkina Faso, Liberia, Madagascar, Sierra Leone, Swaziland, and Uganda - and is in 

the process of setting up country networks in the Republic of South Sudan, Cameroon, and the DRC. As a 

networking organisation, PACANET’s 'work is based on her mandate to mobilize and coordinate the church’s 

response to HIV and AIDS in Africa. To accomplish this work, PACANet facilitates the sharing of information among 

Churches and various Christian organizations, help them mobilize their resources and build their capacity to serve 

those in need' (Ibid). 

Similar to Nordic-FOCCISA and ANARELA, PACANet has developed education material for churches to discuss core 

issues around HIV and AIDS at the local level and for church leaders to enhance leadership and capacity as part of 

making churches more inclusive communities, characterised by care and compassion for people living with or 

affected by HIV and AIDS.  

 SUMMING UP 

This chapter has made three key points. First, most churches are part of an ecumenical alliance, but no alliance 

can claim to include most churches. The point is very relevant for the discussion in Chapter 4 about the challenge 

to involve all churches in a locality for a development project. Second, churches and ecumenical alliances generally 

promote an inclusive and compassionate attitude towards people living with or affected by HIV and AIDS. Third, 

the pandemic has led to the emergence of new forms of ecumenical collaboration at national, regional, and global 

level. 

                                                           

13 (http://pacanet.net/newsite/about-us/) 

http://pacanet.net/newsite/about-us/
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3. ECUMENICAL WORK AT THE GRASSROOTS 

The new forms of ecumenical collaboration at global, regional, and national levels do not appear to have led to 

similar innovation at community level. This section looks into this observation and the very limited literature about 

ecumenical work on HIV and AIDS at community level in Africa. While one could argue that the observed 

innovation at international and national levels follows the trend that ecumenical work mostly takes place at these 

high organisational levels, we will argue that the lack of innovation at local level is due to weaknesses in the 

programmes implemented by ecumenical alliances and to the intense competition between churches at 

community level in Africa. 

World Council of Churches, for example, has published several theological books and manuals in relation to EHAIA 

and with much attention to what churches should do i.e. why churches should become 'AIDS competent' and how 

churches could do so. However, this literature pays little regard to practice i.e. how churches become, or do not 

succeeded in becoming, more competent, and is seldom followed up by evaluation reports on actual practice. 

Moreover, the programmes presume a trickle down effect from the higher organisational levels to the churches at 

the grassroots. For example, EHAIA trains people at the diocesan level on HIV/AIDS and in methods to discuss the 

disease with the clergy and the laity within their own church, and it is expected that this training will reach the 

lower organisational levels, where it will lead to more competence in dealing with issues like stigma e.g. fear of 

infection through shaking hands or sharing a church bench. Besides the competence on stigma reduction, EHAIA 

builds capacity at the national level on advocacy, fundraising, and in project management, for example in 

monitoring and evaluation as well as documentation of results. It is assumed that the churches are capable of 

implementing development programs, hence it is not seen as relevant to pay attention to the ways in which 

programs may (or may not) trickle down from the national to the local level. The apparent lack of ecumenical 

activities at community level, and lack of documentation of ecumenical programs at community level, suggests 

that ecumenical programs seldom trickle down from national to local levels. 

Along similar lines of argument, ecumenical AIDS programs rarely attend to the different circumstances of inter-

church collaboration at various organisational levels. For example, bishops may enjoy the benefits of a leadership 

position, network of other powerful people, and an urban life-style whereas pastors at the village level may 

struggle for survival through subsistence farming and the Sunday collection is a critical source of income. In other 

words, there are different issues at stake for leaders at various organisational levels and these matters for their 

interest in working together.  
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We argue that these ill-founded assumptions - that projects may more less automatically ‘trickle down’ from the 

diocese to village churches and that bishops and pastors have similar motivation to engage in ecumenical 

collaboration - to a large extent explain the lack of ecumenical work on AIDS at community level. Moreover, as the 

literature on religion in Africa vividly describes, the dramatic growth of new churches since 1980s and the fierce 

competition over members, resources, and influence in the public domain give pastors at community level little 

incentive to collaborate (see e.g. Patterson 2011 on Zambia, Englund 2003 on Malawi, Christiansen 2010 on 

Uganda). In brief, while the ecumenical programmes do not ‘trickle down’ through church structures, the initiative 

to work together rarely comes 'from below' due to tough competition between churches at the grassroots level. 

The author has discussed the lack of literature on inter-church collaboration on HIV and AIDS at grassroots in 

Africa with academic colleagues working on the intersection of religion and AIDS on the continent. This included 

communication with Professor Amy Patterson who has published the book 'The Church and AIDS in Africa' (2010), 

which draws on an extended case study from Zambia. The scholars concur that the absence of literature reflects 

that churches at the local level seldom work together on HIV and AIDS related issues.  

 
.



ROCKWOOL FOUNDATION RESEARCH UNIT 

INTER-CHURCH COLLABORATION: A NEW PATHWAY TO DEVELOPMENT 

 
 

 25 

4. CASE STUDY IN ZAMBIA 

Turning to the case study of Lifeline in Zambia (Lifeline), the chapter begins with an introduction to the church 

landscape in Zambia, Lifeline, and the projects under study. It then looks into Lifeline’s method of setting up inter-

church collaboration and the ways that the initial mobilisation shapes the project implementation. In doing so the 

chapter argues for the importance to secure and maintain a neutral position in the eyes of the key churches in a 

project area. 

HISTORY OF CHURCHES AND SOCIAL ACTION 

Zambia has been declared ‘a Christian nation’ and the majority of the population are Christians. Christianity in 

Zambia has been shaped by a diversity of churches and shifting political contexts. Anglican, Evangelical, 

Presbyterian, and Roman Catholic mission societies were among the churches that established their presence 

soon after David Livingstone in 1857 stated that 'those two pioneers of civilisation - Christianity and commerce - 

should ever be inseparable' (Ferguson 2004: 154). The churches became heavily involved in education and 

healthcare and to a less extent in agricultural extension. Following Independence in 1964, the colonial mission 

churches came under pressure from the emergence of African Independent Churches and, beginning in the 1980s, 

from an influx of American missionaries who were sent out by Charismatic and Pentecostal churches.  

It is notable that the phenomenal popularity of the Charismatic and Pentecostal churches during the 1990s was 

closely linked with the emergent AIDS epidemic: in the early 1990s, 'a time of denial', the rise in deaths was 

associated with witchcraft and this spurred the fear of witchcraft, and the newly arrived churches preached that 

strong belief in Jesus could protect from witchcraft as well as heal any illness, including AIDS (Colson 2010, see 

Christiansen 2009A on Uganda). Around the turn of the millennium, the face of the massive epidemic and the 

diagnostic skills acquired through experience meant that it was no longer possible to deny that pastors and 

Christians were amongst those suffering from AIDS (Colson 2010: 136). The acknowledgement marked a shift 

towards action; most churches became active in HIV-prevention, set up home-based based programs for those 

suffering from AIDS, and, especially the Roman Catholics, embarked on the provision of the life-prolonging 

medicine. This significant increase in action was made possible by international funding for faith-based 

engagement with HIV/AIDS and by the churches general role as service providers - 60% of the health care 

provision in Zambia is church-related. It is notable that the large funding has had much impact on the religious 

sectors in many African countries (Christiansen 2009B). 
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UNITY AND DIVISION WITHIN THE CHURCH LANDSCAPE 

Churches in Zambia assemble around three national alliances known as 'Church Mother bodies'. Each body 

represents about 30% of the Christians yet differ considerably in its number of Churches. The Episcopal 

Conference of Zambia (ECZ) is only for the Catholic Church whereas the Evangelical Council of Zambia (EFZ) has 

more than 200 Charismatic and Pentecostal church members. The national bodies correspond with global church 

alliances, e.g. Protestant mission churches belong to the Christian Council of Zambia (CCZ) and the World Council 

of Churches (See Table 3 below).14 

Table 3: Overview of churches' membership in church mother bodies and global alliances. 

Churches Church Mother Body Global Alliances Folk term in Zambia 

Roman Catholic Church ECZ Roman Catholic Church ‘traditional church’ 

24 Protestant mission churches e.g.  

Anglican, Lutheran, Methodist 
CCZ World Council of Churches ‘traditional churches’ 

More than 200 Pentecostal and 

Charismatic church denominations 
EFZ Wor ld Evangelical Alliance ‘born-again churches’ 

The Catholic Church is by far the largest church and it dominates on development issues like health and education 

and runs businesses like radio stations and an insurance company. The second largest church is United Church of 

Zambia.  

Most collaboration between churches takes place within the church mother bodies. This implies that the Catholic 

Church often operates on its own. It does, however, have a history of working with the other 'traditional churches' 

on political and development issues, whereas the Catholic Church and 'born-again churches' seldom work 

together. CCZ churches may work with both the Catholic Church and 'born-again churches'. That said, the high 

competition over souls, resources, and influence gives churches strong preference to operate individually rather 

than in cooperation.   

                                                           

14
 Besides the organisation around the Church Mother Bodies, there is a host of churches that are known as 'independent 

churches'. Amongst these are African Independent Churches established during the colonial time in opposition to the mission 
churches and the British regime, Jehovah's Witnesses, and New Apostolic Church. These churches have varying reasons for 
working independently and for seldom taking part in inter-church collaboration. 
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The clearly demarcated church landscape means that there is no neutral position for a church or a Faith-Based 

Organisation (FBO); any Christian organisation is seen as linked to 'traditional' or 'born-again’ churches. This is a 

critical point because it has a bearing on how a FBO is perceived by its potential partners and thereby on church 

leaders’ interest in working together in a project.  

LIFELINE IN ZAMBIA 

Lifeline is one of the numerous FBOs that have emerged since year 2000 and in response to AIDS in Africa.15 

Lifeline is registered as a Christian inter-denominational NGO and ecumenical collaboration is a core value and an 

approach to community development. According to the staff, inter-church collaboration is a good principle about 

'unity in the body of Christ' and 'different churches coming together for one goal'. Different from the common 

ecumenical work at national and international levels, Lifeline engages both clergy and lay people in the 

ecumenical collaboration.  

At the time of this study, all but one staff belonged to ‘born-again churches’ under EFZ. The staff was not 

concerned about this heavy bias towards one section of the church landscape nor the implications for project 

implementation. Rather, the staff was conscious about getting an equal number of representatives from the 

participating churches, yet, as we shall see, my observations indicate that Lifeline did not take sufficient measures 

to ensure a fully balanced representation of churches among the volunteers.  

Lifeline operates in Ndola province, which is located in the Copperbelt and is an area marked by AIDS16, food 

insecurity and severe poverty. Food security is a key concern for the rural poor population, and particularly for 

HIV+ people, as a balanced diet is critical for the ARV medicine to work (CAN 2013). Lifeline selects project areas 

on the basis of the impact of AIDS, the degree of food insecurity and poverty as well as population density, access 

to schools and health clinics, and, of course, the number of churches. 

The Rockwool Foundation has supported Lifeline through funding projects in three phases:  

Phase 1 (2008-2009): Orphan and Vulnerable Children project (OVC) focused on: a) strengthening the 

organisational capacity of two targeted communities (one rural and one urban) by organizing and building the 

                                                           

15
 The growth of FBOs and church involvement in social work has been stimulated by the increased access to international 

funding. Lifeline, for example, has received funds from the Global Fund on HIV/AIDS, Malaria and Tuberculosis, the Rockwool 
Foundation, Danish churches, and private persons in Denmark. 
16

 Zambia has a generalised high-level epidemic of around 15% of the population aged 15-49 years, about 80% of the approx. 
1 million people living with HIV have access to ARV (UNAIDS 2012).  
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capacity of volunteers, and supporting orphans and caretakers; b) some pilot agricultural and income generating 

activities. 

Phase 2 (2009-2011): Continued OVC project with a more household focused approach to address the needs of 

the host families and sustaining their livelihood skills and self-support. One additional rural community was added. 

Phase 3 (2012-2015): A more holistic project approach targeted new project locations. The interventions focused 

on three main areas in the household: a) Poverty reduction through improved knowledge and skills in the area of 

farming; b) Educating on health issues and build the capacity of beneficiaries to improve own health status and 

well-being; c) Ensuring that education becomes a priority for all targeted households, including orphans within the 

home.  

Recruiting volunteers from the various churches and building their capacity was a strategy in all three phases 

The field study for this working paper took place in the rural project areas of Mutende (Phase 2) and Kafulafuta 

(Phase 3), and, secondly, in an urban project area, Nsansa (Phase 1). 

PROJECT AREAS  
The data from Mutende give insight into the experiences and results of inter-church collaboration set up by 

Lifeline over a three year period, whereas the data from Kafulafuta informs about the organisation of and 

expectations to inter-church collaboration on a social development project. 

Tag-Argan, also known as Mutende, is about 10 km from the main road between Ndola and Lusaka. The project 

area includes a part of old military barracks where families may live for years, even after retirement, and within 

which there are well-equipped schools and health facilities. The barracks were established during the colonial time 

and is the largest one in Zambia today. Civilians may enter the barracks for health services, otherwise the area is 

closed-off from the public. Lifeline started project implementation in 2009 and in 2012 activities was coming to an 

end.   

Kafulafuta is located along the main road that connects Ndola and Lusaka. It is a site for a lively market two days a 

week, shops, bars and other small businesses, a health clinic and two primary schools. The clinic provides ART 

medicine to 500 people living with HIV and it runs a home-based care program that has trained 22 volunteers to 

do visitation and sensitization about HIV/AIDS and TB. The Christian Health Association in Zambia (CHAZ) funds the 

home-based care program and the clinic is part of the Catholic mission. The mission has a lot of land and it runs 
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projects experimenting with horticulture and animal farming. Besides a fairly busy trading centre, the project area 

is made up of many small villages with households scattered all over. The Catholic Church and the Baptist churches 

are the largest ones; then follows SDA, JW, and UCZ. House of Prayer is the fastest growing church. The Catholic 

Church, Baptist Union, and UCZ work together on funerals, overnight prayers, and choir performances.  

MOBILISATION OF CHURCHES 

In a landscape demarcated by rather clear boundaries between competing churches and where there is no neutral 

position, how can a Christian organisation establish collaboration between churches at the grassroots level? This 

section looks into Lifeline’s method of setting up a project. 

The entry point is often a personal contact between a Lifeline staff and a pastor. It may not be a personal 

relationship, but the church leader has been recommended to the staff as 'someone who is good to work with'. 

This person functions as an entry point for the staff to meet up with church leaders in a project area and inform 

them about the plans and visions of the intervention. In practice, Lifeline gives the pastor a letter to distribute to 

all church leaders in the area with invitation to attend an information meeting, which takes place at the church of 

the 'entry' pastor. Considering the divisions within the church landscape, it is relevant to inquire into the means 

and outreach for the pastor to conduct this initial mobilisation of church leaders.  

In Mutende, the entry point was a soldier who asked a friend, pastor Peter, to hold the introductory meeting.17 

Pastor Peter is in God’s House and he has developed a large church with an active congregation and advanced 

income generation activities like computer courses. The pastor was well-known in the community and, as a social, 

development-oriented, and obviously successful, person, he could mobilize most church leaders for the 

information meeting.18 In Kafulafuta, Pastor Michael in House of Prayer was in a rather different situation. The 

pastor was relatively new to the area and generally not familiar with the community; he led a new, yet fast 

growing congregation, which had quickly built the rough structure of a large church building. Different from most 

other churches, White people occasionally took part in Sunday service and it had become well-known that the 

pastor had become 'well-connected'. As it is common in this area when someone has a lot of prosperity, the fast-

growing wealth of the church raised suspicions about whether God had given the pastor 'strong blessings' or if he 

was doing 'satanism' i.e. the use of evil magic to enrich himself and potentially harm other people. The pastor 

                                                           

17
 The names of people and of ’entry churches’ have been changed to pseudonyms. 

18
 Lifeline does not have recordings of the churches that attend the information meetings hence the data is restricted to 

people’s memory. 



 ROCKWOOL FOUNDATION RESEARCH UNIT 

INTER-CHURCH COLLABORATION: A NEW PATHWAY TO DEVELOPMENT 

 

 

 30 

made efforts to invite all churches to attend the invitation meeting and it was a good turn up, though some people 

attended with a lot of suspicion towards the host and Lifeline staff.  

The Catholic priests, representing about one out of three Christians in both communities, did not attend any of the 

two information meetings. When the parish priest in Kafulafuta received the written invitation, he was sceptical 

towards Lifeline's intentions with the inter-church collaboration and community intervention. From his 

perspective, Lifeline had a connection to House of Prayer as it had organized for the meeting to take place in that 

church. Some Catholics had shifted to this very Pentecostal church and the priest did not want to invite House of 

Prayer to 'take' more Catholics. The priest requested two church counsellors to invite Lifeline staff to the mission 

and give him more information about their motives. No one came to the mission and the priest disallowed 

Catholics from getting involved with the project.  

While the Catholic priest was concerned with loosing members, other people suspected that the relationship 

between Lifeline and House of Prayer was based on a hidden agenda to engage people in satanism. The 

association between development projects and satanism is not uncommon as potential recipients are sceptical 

towards the genuine motives of a development project. The scepticism was manifest in Kafulafuta where many 

church leaders had doubts about pastor Michael and ‘his’ fast growing church, whereas there were no such 

reservations towards pastor Peter and 'his' church in Mutende. The concerns that Lifeline was not 'an organisation 

of God' but related to Satanism led some leaders amongst the Seventh Day Adventist and the Pentecostals to stay 

away from the information meeting in Kafulafuta. The reason being that people in need may do 'anything' in order 

to access resources. There were slight differences in the ways that pastor Michael and the project's target group 

were seen as potential victims of evil work. Several informants phrased their suspicions along the lines that you 

can 'sell your years to the Devil', which means that a person may have some years of great prosperity and then die 

a sudden death. A person may also be tricked into evil work through receiving gifts and other things with hidden 

powers or strings attached. Zambians may speculate about the strings attached to the funds entering 'our' 

community; how will the outsiders benefit from funding the development of our community? Although there 

were concerns about Lifeline, the principal question was directed to the 'entry' pastor: Which evil doings did he 

commit to in order for him to access the resources to build a church and initiate a development project? 

People were in general mindful of malicious actions. In Kafulafuta, at least one person in every group discussion 

would mention Satanism (without the researcher asking about it) and narrate a story about satanism within the 

community. According to these stories children and young people are the common victims of people from the 



ROCKWOOL FOUNDATION RESEARCH UNIT 

INTER-CHURCH COLLABORATION: A NEW PATHWAY TO DEVELOPMENT 

 
 

 31 

'outside' who deceive them with promises of wealth, success, and prosperity and youngsters are initiated into 

powers that make them do wicked deeds or they are victims of malicious actions. One old church leader told 

about an experience in which pastor Michael figured as a malicious person. In brief, the man's grown up daughter 

had been going through a divorce, she had belonged to another Pentecostal church, but one day she went for a 

Sunday service at House of Prayer. During the following week she had become obsessed with pastor Michael, had 

intimate dreams about him and it made her scared - how had he gained access to her mind? The House of Prayer 

church leaders had written down her name and the family interpreted the preying on her mind as an obsession, 

which was caused by evil work based on the writing down of her name. The family prayed for her within their own 

fellowship. It was powerful evil work, as she got fatally ill during the one month of prayers. Unlike other victims of 

malicious work, the woman survived. Lifeline staff did not address the suspicions of satanism. According to the 

leaders, their experience was that such suspicions were reduced during the implementation of project activities. 

Lifeline proves its innocence, so to speak, through actions of community development. 

Returning to the former issue, Lifeline leaders are reluctant to address hesitations among individual church 

leaders to attend the information meeting. According to the leadership in Lifeline, the staff should not 'give in' to 

requests as expressed by the Catholic priest in Kafulafuta who requested more information before he would allow 

the Catholics to get involved with the project. Their reasoning was that Lifeline offered the community resources 

and 'if some church leaders did not accept the gift, it was their own loss'.19 This attitude is somehow peculiar. 

First, it does not consider the church environment in which Lifeline operates. As active Christians, Lifeline staff is 

well-aware of the competition between churches and the strained relations between churches belonging to 

different church mother bodies. Second, it is devoid of awareness about the positioning of Lifeline within the 

church landscape in a project area. Most remarkably, some staff regards Lifeline as neutral within the local context 

because it is an inter-denominational organization. It is critical to point out that there is no neutral position within 

the church landscape in Zambia. Third, the attitude does not recognise the ambivalent meanings of poor people 

receiving resources from outsiders whom they do not know. Beliefs in 'the power of things' are prominent in 

Evangelical theology, i.e. the churches that Lifeline staff belongs to, which depicts a cosmology with an ongoing 

battle between God and Satan and every believer must strive to stay on the side of God and not be tempted to 

follow Satan.  

                                                           

19
 Quote from an interview 5th September 2012. 
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The two former issues are both about the operation of a Christian development organisation, and about local 

doubts regarding international development aid. By not addressing these basic matters and leaving the 

mobilisation to one local pastor, Lifeline fails to secure a neutral position in the eyes of the key churches in a 

project area. The consequence is a narrow mobilisation of churches that represents only part of the community 

and which does not benefit from the capacity of the largest church with extensive experience in community 

development. These shortcomings have influence on both the short-term and long-term capacity of the inter-

church collaboration and, as the next section will look into, project implementation. 

RECRUITMENT OF VOLUNTEERS  

According to the leadership of Lifeline at the time of study, churches are approached for the 'purely practical' 

purpose of getting access to volunteers. The recruitment process is that at the information meeting, every church 

is encouraged to identify five volunteers in its congregation and give forms that each applicant is to fill out and the 

pastor is to sign as a kind of approval. Lifeline identify 30 volunteers for one project area, typically amongst people 

engaged in social work, lay leaders, Christians with competence in health and agriculture, and the pastors. Lifeline 

interviews every applicant about experience in community work, education, physical strength, ability to look after 

ill people, and motivations for becoming a volunteer. The organisation aims at a fair representation of gender, age 

groups, and church affiliation.  

The data collected during the field study, i.e. through interviews and focus group discussions with volunteers, 

conversations with Lifeline staff and project documents made available by Lifeline, such as the selection of 

volunteers in Kafulafuta, indicated bias towards Pentecostal and Evangelical churches. Although every church is 

encouraged to identify five volunteers, there is a great variation in the number of volunteers from the various 

churches. In Mutende, for example, there are four volunteers from Seventh Day Adventists churches yet only one 

volunteer from CMML and one from the Catholic Church. While this could be due to the fact that CMML 

congregation is much smaller than the Seventh Day Adventist, this is not the case of the Catholic Church, which 

has the largest congregation in the project area. In other words, the uneven number of volunteers does not 

necessarily reflect the size of the various churches. Moreover, in some project areas 'entry churches' have the 

highest number of volunteers - God’s House in Mutende has eight volunteers and House of Prayer has nine 

volunteers in Kafulafuta. This is both a result of the circumstance that these 'entry churches' were very active in 

the mobilisation of volunteers and of the fact that other churches did not mobilise a sufficient number of 

volunteers that could pass the interview. If there are not sufficient volunteers, Lifeline would request the 'entry 

church' to mobilise more volunteers in order to reach the planned number of 30 volunteers. In Kafulafuta, for 
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example, House of Prayer had six volunteers and was requested to identify another three volunteers within its 

congregation. This is one important way in which the 'entry church' has a special position in shaping the 

intervention in a project area. However, it should be noted that this may not always be the case. In the project in 

Nsansa the three churches - House of Prayer (the ’entry church’), United Church of Zambia, and the Roman 

Catholic Church – thus had a similar high level of about four volunteers. 

The dominance of Pentecostal and Evangelical churches is not merely numerical; about one third of the volunteers 

are pastors. The pastor's active engagement enhance the project's local status since pastors are attributed 

spiritual authority, compassion, and interests in 'serving the poor'. According to the staff, pastors are invited to 

participate in the initial meeting but are not particularly encouraged to become volunteers. However, Lifeline 

often appoints pastors as chairmen of the local project committee. When many pastors sign up as volunteers, non-

Pentecostal people seem to easily get the idea that Lifeline runs a 'Pentecostal project'. This sense is further 

enhanced by the fact that volunteers elect the local committee i.e. decide who coordinates the project activities, 

communicate with Lifeline, and manage a small emergency fund set aside for the volunteers and beneficiaries. 

The local committee consists of a coordinator, a secretary, and a treasurer, and the committee is formed on the 

last day of the volunteer training. 

CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Lifeline has used an approach where the churches mobilised through the information meeting, recruit volunteers 

among their own members, and these volunteers elect the local project committee. Thus, there is a 

methodological clear connection between the initial mobilisation of churches, the recruitment of volunteers, and 

the election of a local project committee. This chapter has pointed to the importance to secure and maintain a 

neutral position in the eyes of the key churches in order to create a broad-based collaboration between churches 

in a project area.  

We have argued that it is pertinent for a Christian development organisation to acknowledge that there is no 

neutral position in the local church landscape, be aware of its own positioning and take measures to engage 

churches belonging to the other church mother bodies. This could include: 

 Identifying an 'entry church' of a different church mother body than the implementing organisation. 

 That the implementing organisation is active in mobilisation, especially of churches belonging to the other 

church mother bodies. 

 That the implementing organisation deals with rumours of satanism during the mobilisation process. 
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 That information meetings are held at places that are not associated with one church, for example at 

public institutions like a community hall, a school or the local government offices. 

 Mapping out the churches in a potential project area so that an intervention will be based on solid 

knowledge of the local church landscape. 

The establishment of a broad-based collaboration would greatly enhance the viability of ecumenical collaboration 

as an approach to community development in terms of representation and capacity. 

 

5. MANAGEMENT OF INTER-CHURCH COLLABORATION 

After looking into the particularities of setting up inter-church collaboration at the community level, this chapter 

will compare Lifeline's project with national and international ecumenical HIV/AIDS programs in Africa. It will focus 

on programs implemented by World Council of Churches (EHAIA), and Pan-African Christian AIDS Network 

(PACANet), which were introduced in Chapter 2. As EHAIA and PACANet's programme have not been implemented 

in Zambia, the basis for comparison is at the programmatic level. The analysis will focus on aspects related to 

project objectives, organisation, strategies, and project management (see Table 7 on page 33).20  

Starting with the project objectives, EHAIA and PACANet aim at enhancing the churches' response to HIV and AIDS 

in Africa. EHAIA formulates its overall objective as the development of 'AIDS competent churches' i.e. churches 

that respond appropriately and compassionately, have theological competence on HIV and technical competence 

on programme management, and operate in a socially relevant, inclusive, sustainable and collaborative way (Parry 

2008: 19). The main objective for PACANet is 'to positive engage and position the Church in Africa as an effective 

and efficient partner in the response to HIV and AIDS'. Along similar lines, Lifeline's vision is:  

 'to mobilize and support the local churches to establish Christian community projects throughout Zambia, which 

provide holistic care to orphans, the vulnerable and the terminally ill (Lifeline in Zambia Strategic Plan 2011: 5).  

The objective of enabling churches to start community projects does not appear on Lifeline's website, in Lifeline's 

projects in Nsana (2007-2009), in Mutende (2009-2011) or in the project document for Kafulafuta and Kabalangalo 

(2002-2015). According to the website and the most recent project document, Lifeline's objective is 'to improve 

                                                           

20
 Aspects related to finances are not included due to insufficient information about the resource availability. 
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the resilience and capacity among vulnerable communities affected by HIV/AIDS'. The 'communities' are not 

described as religious communities and churches are merely to play a facilitating role in the initial project stage 

and, only later on, 'these church leaders can play [a role] with regard to anchoring the project in the community' 

(Project Document 2012: 41). While the discrepancy between Lifeline's strategic plan and interventions may be 

particular to certain projects, such as those funded by the Rockwool Foundation, the implication is that those 

projects do no support the churches or inter-church collaboration at the institutional level and this lack of 

institutional capacity is a major obstacle for the project implementation as well as for the local churches to start 

community development beyond the Lifeline project.  

With regard to organisation, inter-church collaboration across the church landscape is at the heart of WCC, 

PACAnet, and Lifeline. The organisations are dominated by Protestants (including 'colonial mission churches' and 

'Evangelical and Pentecostal' churches), engage many Protestant churches, and propose to work with Catholic 

churches in projects. The success rate of the latter is uncertain. Lifeline has not established much collaboration 

with the Catholic Church in most project areas and there is limited information about Protestant-Catholic 

collaboration in the two other programmes.  

In terms of organisational levels of operation, Lifeline seems most able to reach the primary target group; 

churches on the grassroots level. EHAIA has the longest journey, so to speak; with headquarter in Geneva, 

coordinators in various regions of Africa, national committees are the ones supposed to reach churches at local 

level. According to the impact assessment of EHAIA 2002-2009, the national committees face major challenges in 

reaching rural areas and community level (WCC 2011). PACANet's program operates from headquarters in Uganda 

to a national coordination committee, which has representatives from various parts of the country and ' Christian 

grassroots HIV and AIDS interventions'. The inclusion of ‘regional’ representatives and from grassroots 

interventions in the coordination committee is aimed at creating close links between the national and the local 

level in order to better reach local churches. Unfortunate we do not have access to reports about the operation of 

this structure. Lifeline has to make a short journey, so to speak, as its office and project areas are located in one 

province in one country. The local presence gives Lifeline great advantages e.g. a coordinator spends two days a 

week in a project area. 

EHAIA and PACANet have developed comprehensive strategies on training and resources, capacity building, and 

advocacy. Both programs conduct workshops and training programmes and distribute information and resource 

materials. PACANet underlines that participants share resources, ideas, skills, and experiences and that training 
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stimulates strategic partnerships; and intertwining of training and networking. EHAIA's capacity building aims at 

strengthening churches and ecumenical cooperation at the local level through extensive activities on attitudes, 

knowledge, leadership, competence, and network. It also assists churches to achieve professional levels of 

efficiency, coordination, and communication in all HIV-related activities. Similar to EHAIA, PACANet builds capacity 

through a pool of experts and focus on programme design and management, organisational development, 

financial accountability, resource mobilisation, leadership, and monitoring and evaluation. Besides, both 

programmes facilitate Bible discussions in order to deepen the theological understanding of HIV and AIDS. The 

participants are expected to use the training, resources, and capacity building to do advocacy towards the 

objectives, values, and methods within their own church. Moreover, PACANet and EHAIA are active in doing 

advocacy towards governments and donors. 

Lifeline's strategies are at a comparative early stage. The volunteer training focuses primarily on topical issues like 

HIV/AIDS, hygiene, farming techniques, and Godly parenting, and secondly on issues related to volunteer work, 

team work, and financial management. There is some training on health and agriculture, yet it has not been 

systematised into a training programme that can ensure an equal level of training in all project areas. Lifeline does 

not distribute printed resources to the local stakeholders, and the website avails only basic information about the 

organisation. The Strategic Plan mentions capacity building for staff but not for the local stakeholders and 

institutions (Lifeline in Zambia Strategic Plan 2011: 8-9). Lifeline has not focused so much on advocacy, which is 

most likely due to the focus on individual volunteers and households. According to one Lifeline founder, capacity 

building and advocacy are vital components of NGO work that the organisation will develop at both strategic and 

programmatic levels. 

Table 4: Overview of three different forms of ecumenical collaboration on HIV and AIDS 
 National Level/ 

Lifeline 
African Level/ 

PACANet 
Global Level/ 

WCC 

 
PROJECT OBJECTIVE 

 

Objectives for 
the response 
to HIV/ AIDS 

Improve capacity among 
vulnerable communities 

affected by HIV/AIDS 

Position the Church in Africa as an 
effective and efficient partner in 

response to HIV and AIDS 

Develop 'AIDS competent churches' 
at national and local level in Africa 

 
ORGANISATION 
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 National Level/ 
Lifeline 

African Level/ 
PACANet 

Global Level/ 
WCC 

Type of 
Organisation 

Christian interdenomi-
national NGO in Zambia 

Organisation of churches and 
Christian FBOs in Africa 

Global ecumenical organisation 

History Formed in 2004 by 
individuals engaged in 

the response to HIV and 
AIDS in Zambia 

Formed in 2002 by church and 
church-related organisations from 

19 countries as part of the 
response to HIV and AIDS in Africa 

Formed in 1948 by 147 churches to 
enhance ecumenism, justice, and 

peace in the world. WCC arose from 
the modern ecumenical movement 

HIV/AIDS 
Work 

Build resilience to the 
impact of HIV and AIDS at 

individual, family, and 
community level 

Works to link Churches, Christian 
organisations and networks in 

Africa to enhance their HIV and 
AIDS responses 

Launched EHAIA in 2002 to enable 
churches in Africa to deal with AIDS in 

their communities 

Involvement 
of churches in 

a project 
context 

Open for all churches. 
Has mostly mobilised 

churches  from two out 
of three church mother 

bodies* 

Open for all churches. In Zambia, 
PACANet has mobilised churches 

from all church mother bodies (for 
a situational analysis in 2003) 

Open for a wide spectrum of 
churches including Catholic, African 
Instituted Churches, Evangelical and 

Pentecostal churches 

Inter-church 
collaboration 

Establish inter-church 
coordinating committee 

at community level 

Establish national coordinating 
body of churches, Christian 
organisations and networks 

Establish contact between churches 
and bodies working in the same field 

in Africa and at national level 

Level (s) of 
operation 

Local (one province in 
one country) 

International 
national 

regional (within a country) 
local 

International 
Africa 

national 

 
STRATEGIES 

 
Training and 

resources 
Lifeline conducts 3-

month volunteer training 
in HIV/AIDS, hygiene, sex 

education, agriculture, 
Godly parenting, 

evangelism, voluntarism, 
team work, and financial 

management. 

PACANet conducts workshops and 
training programmes; provides 

information and networking across 
the continent, gathers and 

communicates Best Practices on 
HIV and AIDS. It works through 
sharing resources, ideas, skills, 

experiences and stimulating 
strategic partnerships. 

EHAIA conducts workshops and 
training programmes; responds to 
individual requests for advice from 

churches on HIV church policy 
development, pastoral training or 

project planning support; and 
distributes information and resource 

materials in the regions and via a 
website and electronic newsletter. 
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 National Level/ 
Lifeline 

African Level/ 
PACANet 

Global Level/ 
WCC 

Capacity 
Building 

Lifeline works on building 
'capacity of the people' 

i.e. volunteers and 
families in project areas. 

 
The organisations is yet 
to develop a strategy on 

capacity building in terms 
of human resources and 

institutional capacity 

PACANet aims at building capacity 
in the individual church and in the 

country level network. It avails 
information and a pool of experts 
to its partners to build capacity on 

issues like project development 
and  management; institutional 
development and management; 

financial management, 
fundraising,and leadership 

EHAIA aims at strengthening churches 
and ecumenical cooperation at the 

local level. Capacity building involves 
change of attitudes, knowledge, 

leadership, competence, and 
network. It also strives to assist 

churches to achieve professional 
levels of efficiency, coordination, and 

communication in all HIV-related 
activities 

Theological 
Competence 

No Yes, focus on building theological 
competence for an inclusive church 

Yes, focus on building theological 
competence for an inclusive church 

Advocacy Lifeline is not explicit 
about encouragement or 
expectations to leaders 
to advocate the project 

values within own church 

Training of leaders are viewed as 
training of Trainers (ToT) with 

expectations that leaders advocate  
PACANet objectives, values, and 

methods in their own church. As an 
organisation, PACANet is very 

active in advocacy. 

Training of leaders are viewed as 
training of Trainers (ToT) with 

expectations that leaders advocate 
EHAIA objectives, values, and 

methods in their own church. As a 
programme, EHAIA is engaged with 

advocacy. 

 
PROGRAMME MANAGEMENT 

 

Human 
Resources 

About 15 people at the 
office in Ndola; including 

coordinators who are 
regularly in the project 
area, often with health 
and agricultural staff. 

About 15 people at the 
headquarters in Kampala; works 
through Country Christian AIDS 
Networks that may consist of a 

chairman, 10 members, and five 
technical staff 

A project leader and assistant based 
in Geneva, five staff and theological 

consultants based in Africa head 
implementation, with guidance from 

an International Reference Group 
with 21 representatives from FBOs, 

NGOs, and UN agencies. 

M&E, 
Document 

results, 
Lessons 

Learnt, Best 
Practices 

Lifeline faces major 
challenges in the 

documentation of results, 
Lessons Learnt, and Best 

Practices* 

PACANet has developed 
managerial and financial systems, 

including M&E tools. It has not 
been possible to find reports about 
the operation of these systems at 

national and lower levels. 

The evaluation of EHAIA 2002-2009 
pointed out major weaknesses in the 

M&E system, difficulty in impact 
assessment, and document Lessons 

Learnt and Best Practices. It is unclear 
the extent to which actions have 

been taken to counteract these flaws 

*Based on the information made available to the consultant during the course of the study. 

 

As part of programme management, Lifeline is well staffed at headquarters and gives technical assistance to the 

project areas on a regular basis. The human resources for EHAIA and PACANet are more difficult to appraise. 

According to the impact assessment, EHAIA was encouraged to further develop its monitoring and evaluation 
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system in order to better document results, Lessons Learnt and communicate Best Practices. M&E is a common 

challenge to churches and FBOs (see also Manning 2011), yet PACANet has made it a priority to develop sound 

systems, gather Lessons Learnt, communicate Best Practices and encourage its members to use M&E as a tool for 

accountability and as a tool for learning. It is strongly recommendable that Lifeline takes inspiration from 

PACANet. 

CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

The comparison with other ecumenical HIV/AIDS programmes has highlighted serious weaknesses in Lifeline’s 

mode of operation, which is most likely due to difference in scale and organisational capacity.  The analysis leads 

to a number of recommendations that are relevant for Lifeline specifically and generally for ecumenical 

collaboration at community level. 

OBJECTIVES 
Make ecumenical collaboration an objective in itself, not merely a means to an end. This could form the basis for 

setting up capacity to commence community development beyond a specific project. 

ORGANISATION 
Initiate a 'church council for community development'. Inspired from national church councils, a church council 

could anchor development projects at community level. Similar to most community-based organisations, the 

council may consist of two sections: a council and an executive committee. The council should include a fair 

representation of churches to ensure a sense of ownership and relevance by the wider community and it should 

select the members of an executive committee, which may operate efficiently. Besides relevance and efficiency, 

this institutional set up may enhance efforts to sustain project results and start new community development 

projects. 

STRATEGIES  
Develop strategies on capacity building, advocacy, and M&E to form a conducive basis for strategic planning, 

enhance efficiency and effectiveness, and for expansion of the target group to include local government. It is 

critical to ensure strong coherence between strategic and programmatic levels.  
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PROGRAMME MANAGEMENT 
Train church leaders in project management. Local church leaders would benefit tremendously from training in all 

aspects of program management, including project design, proposal writing, financial accountability, M&E, and 

strategic networking.  

Develop a knowledge platform on ecumenical collaboration at community level. In light of the scarce knowledge 

on ecumenical collaboration at community level, it would be useful to set-up a platform for key stakeholders to 

interact and share ideas, knowledge, and experiences as well as for collecting systematic knowledge on the topic. 

A platform could start within one organisation operating in several localities, such as Lifeline, or between 

organisations. PACANet could provide inspiration and experience in the establishment of such interaction.  

6. CONCLUSION 

This study was conducted with the objective of exploring the potential of ecumenical collaboration as an approach 

to community development in Africa. It took its point of departure in the long history of inter-church collaboration 

for political and social development purposes and the recent growth of ecumenical programs related to HIV/AIDS 

in Africa. 

Most ecumenical work takes place at international and national levels, and the literature review asserted that 

ecumenical collaboration at these high levels of operation has expanded tremendously with the churches’ 

response to AIDS in Africa. It was unexpected to find very little literature about ecumenical collaboration at 

community level in Africa and, specifically, that the greater ecumenical collaboration at high organisational levels 

have not led to similar innovation at community level. We argued that the lack of innovation at local level is due to 

weaknesses in programmes by international ecumenical alliances, especially the absence of a ‘trickle down effect’, 

and to the intense competition between churches at community level in Africa. 

The case study of Lifeline in Zambia’s approach to ecumenical collaboration underlined the importance to secure a 

neutral position in the eyes of the key churches in order to create a broad-based collaboration between churches 

in a project area. We argued that a development organisation must be aware of its own positioning in the local 

church landscape and take measures to engage churches belonging to the other lines of Christianity. In case the 

implementing organisation does not establish an inclusive ecumenical collaboration, the feasibility of ecumenical 

collaboration as an approach to community development is at risk, especially in terms of capacity and 

representation. 
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After looking into some particularities of inter-church collaboration, the final chapter attended to the importance 

of using standard project management tools. It emphasised that ecumenical projects require paying attention to 

religion and faith as well as to mundane organisational and managerial competence. International ecumenical 

HIV/AIDS programs incorporate both the religious and the standard programme management, and, though these 

programs can be improved, they could inspire the advance in developing an approach to ecumenical collaboration 

at the community level. 

Based on the OECD/DAC criteria for development aid, the potential of the approach at the conceptual level can be 

summarised as below:  

Relevance: The approach is relevant for the target group because churches are established social institutions in 

the community which poor people generally trust; churches promote ideologies of charity and self-help, and have 

experience in doing development. Some churches work together on pastoral activities, and are interested in also 

working together on community development. 

Effectiveness: The approach may be conducive for reaching project objectives as churches are locally embedded 

institutions and have relations to both rich and poor people. Besides, the mobilisation of volunteers and doing 

volunteer work is part of the institutional culture. 

Efficiency: The approach is efficient in its focus on one organisational level of the churches. In addition, churches 

are important channels of information and knowledge within a community.  

Impact: The approach may yield high impact through proficient outreach to the target group; encourage wider 

ecumenical collaboration and reduce strained relations between churches; reduce skepticism of churches as 

'businesses' by working together for the common good. It could promote inter-religious collaboration and reduce 

tensions e.g. between Christians and Muslims. 

Sustainability: The approach may lead to greater unity among church leaders and enhanced knowledge amongst 

the involved staff and volunteers, which is important for the sustainability of the achieved results. Institutional 

capacity is, however, critical for an ecumenical collaboration to pursue community development activities.  
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At the level of practice, Lifeline in Zambia’s approach to ecumenical collaboration at community level is at an early 

stage and considerable modifications are required to bring out its potential. The working paper makes three key 

points: 

 It is critical to view ecumenical collaboration as an objective in itself, not only a means to an end.  

 It is pertinent to take actions that signal neutrality within the contested church landscape in order to 

achieve a wide mobilisation of churches; the basis for setting up ecumenical collaboration. 

 It is important to use standard project management and evaluation tools in ecumenical projects. 

That said, Lifeline in Zambia should be acknowledged for its endeavouring into working with ecumenical 

collaboration at the community level for developmental purposes. 

The overall conclusion of this working paper is that the approach has much potential for the promotion of 

community development in Africa. It is strongly recommended that the approach is further advanced in a more 

developed organisational context. 
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