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My name is Zanele Macombe. I am the program advisor for gender and SIHR at Act Ubumbano. Act Ubumbano 

is a new initiative that was initiated that was jointly created or jointly founded by faith-based institutions. That's 

Christian aid, Church of Sweden, Bread for the World, and at some point, Norwegian Church Aid was part of it. 

Act Ubumbano is a Southern Africa-based organisation. Our work is about social justice. How do we work with 

both faith institutions and faith organisations and also secular organisations in the same space to actually 

confront dehumanisation of people where we confront invisibilizing of people and actually make sure that they 

are heard ahead and amplify voices of communities. So we work in Southern African countries, in six of them. 

And so I am Zimbabwean and based in South Africa, currently working in South Africa.

I do a lot of work on gender-based violence. In gender-based violence, you find there are issues of power. There 

are issues of power of men mostly, over women. There are issues of economic injustice or not being 

economically independent for women. There are issues of unsafe spaces where women find themselves to be in. 

So it's a question of how do we as faith communities actually start addressing issues of power and also issues 

of silencing women and children in some instances, and also issues of not listening, not listening to what's 

happening in communities. How do we also as faith leaders start opening up and listening to what's happening? 

So for us to listen, we also need to be one with the community. We need to be also part of the community to see 

what's happening. So how do we start making sure that we respond to what we hear based on what people are 

telling us what not to do?

In terms of the challenges that we are facing is that as a new initiative, we came into a space where we found 

that communities are not mostly heard and communities are also struggled with resources. And we also 

realised during the COVID pandemic, how communities were the first line of response in these crises when 

there were problems, how we saw how also churches were actually quite active and actually responding to the 

needs of the local people, and also how neighbours were able to reach out and see the support before the big 

NGOs started coming in or even the government started reacting.

So as Act Ubumbano, we keep saying, how do we make sure that communities are actually, we recognize the 

power communities hold before the power is sent from extender or what they call outsourcing power. So within 

the working with CBOs, community-based organisations and faith communities, we are saying, how do we 

support you?



Well, recently we've been having a conversation about are we doing enough as a faith community, as a social 

justice organisation? So one of the things that we said, we said we are convening spaces so that we can hear 

the voice of God much more closely, so that we are able to listen collectively to what the voice of God says. So 

we've recently convened what we call an intergenerational dialogue where we had faith communities and 

secular organisations coming into space to have conversation around sexual productive health and rights. You 

know, people were present to the realities of the different groups dynamics and what it means for them to be in 

the church and what we consider church. So the conversations were able to actually raise issues of how people 

are sidelined, ignored, or pushed away from the church and also not embraced.

What has since happened in communities is that after that breakaway, after that session, we've had people 

coming to us for more information. Can we speak more? How do we make our churches inclusive? How do we 

actually start getting more information for us to be able to change our policies and actually our practice within 

our own congregations to be much more inclusive, to be much more diverse, and also to see the other within 

each of us. So it was a beautiful start for me, and this is still follow up work that needs to be done.

As a faith community, we are called to be with the marginalised. We know God exemplified it. When Jesus was 

here, he exemplified that that you are seen and are spending more time with the marginalised. Check your 

power and position, because if people are not there, that you're meant to serve, are you still serving God? Are 

you still listening to the voice of God? Or now you're listening to the voice of power? Because sometimes 

churches or faith communities, we don't accommodate others. So we end up not accepting them in spaces. We 

talk of migrants coming to spaces. We are still othering them. We're still seeing them as others, but are they not 

human beings? Are we not called to serve the humanity and the human being in the next person?

In our African context, we call it Ubuntu, you know, which is, you know, we see you, your humanity. And this is 

what we are called to do. Ubuntu is our call that is set for us. And even in the biblical terms, when we start 

saying, "Welcome, the stranger." How are we doing it? I also like the Book of Esther, especially the verse where 

she says, "I've been created for such a time as this." It makes me understand that I'm born at the right time. You 

know, when your work and your faith meet, you know, it's such a beautiful thing. I call them the God moments, 

because when they come together, what is my moment? What is my role? And am I reflecting the face of God in 

my space right now, because the timing is now. So I have to do my part now.

Yeah, if we're saying what the community of Christ, the community of Christ is not limited by boundaries. The 

community of Christ is every human being. So if there's an injustice in your neighbourhood, speak up if there's 

an injustice in the world, speak up, we shouldn't be silent.


