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People-centred development policy must also observe the importance of  
their cultures, religions and views of the world. Sustainable development can 
only succeed through cooperation on an equal footing. Eight out of ten people 
in the world feel that they belong to a particular religion, and that religion 
plays an important role in their everyday life. Most of them live in conditions 
characterised by cultural and religious diversity in today’s networked world. 
Therefore, culture and religion can and should help to promote the strength-
ening of mutual respect and tolerance. Moreover religion can drive and 
motivate people to become socially engaged and thus improve the prospects 
for successful development.

We believe it is vital to shine a light on examples of successful partnerships 
between development cooperation agencies and religious organsations (ROs) 
and human rights organisations in order to strengthen the role of  cooperative 
approaches based on specific values. Coming straight from the field, the 
examples given here will also help to increase our knowledge of religions and 
common values all over the world. Indeed, the goal of improving religious 
 literacy is explicitly built in the German Federal Ministry of Economic Devel-
opment and Cooperation’s (BMZ) new series of dialogue-based events entitled 
“Religion matters – Rethinking the challenges of tomorrow” (also featured). 

In certain respects, cooperation with religious organisations is unlike any 
 other. Based on a preliminary analysis, it is primarily centred on education, 
peace and security, health, emergency aid, energy and environment. Moreover, 
the work of religious actors is characterised by long-term cooperation with 
local people and by the establishment of lasting relationships based on trust 
through local partner communities. In authoritarian states, ROs are usually 
the only effective manifestations of civil society. 

However, religion can sometimes have a negative impact on  development 
 instead of a positive one. It can be abused as a means of legitimising 
 domination and exploitation. For this reason, we need to be clear whether, 
under what circumstances and why religions either contribute to or hamper 
development.

We hope this brochure can help draw attention to the special nature and  
the potential of cooperation with religious organisations and human rights 
organisations and that it encourages further initiatives.



»We have to regard ourselves as an 
interconnected part of nature. All 
world religions remind us of this fact. 
We need to understand that the more 
we give back to Mother Earth, the more 
we will receive. We have to move away 
from consumerism and this extrac-
tive and exploitative mindset and an 
economic model based on permanent 
growth. This is the only way to leave 
behind the path to destruction.«

 What do we need to know to enhance sustainable development?
Firstly, we have to understand that Mother Earth is the basis of all 
life. We have to become aware of our deep interconnectedness with 
the Earth and develop a conscious connection with it. Then we will 
realise and value our sacred relationship with nature. As soon as we 
realise that the Earth is alive, our worldview, our behaviour and our 
identity will be transformed. What I mean by this is Earth Democracy 
– coming to regard ourselves as an interconnected part of nature, as 
humble members of the Earth Community. This realisation is a part of 
our spiritual evolution and helps to unleash positive energies. It is the 
only antidote to the global trend of consumerism and will help us to 
leave behind the path to destruction that we have been following over 
decades. 

We buy shirts for five Euro, wear them a few times and then throw 
them away without a thought for the difficult situation of the farmers 
in India and elsewhere who did not only grow the cotton but also 
invested money and hard work and eventually had to sell their crop 
for a low price. And we don’t think of the many women who produce 
cotton clothes under extreme conditions, like those who died when 
the Rana Plaza in Bangladesh collapsed. Consumerism is an epidemic 
of heavy addiction that brings us no satisfaction. Consumerism ham-
pers sustainable development. It produces social and environmental 
disasters. And its effects are brutal. So the first step is to move beyond 
consumerism.

 What do the major world religions have to tell us about common 
values that will help us to find answers to the fundamental challenges 
of the future?
Earth Democracy is very much about gaining a deeper sense of 
who we are. All religions remind us of the value of unity and of our 
spiritual needs beyond materialistic necessities. Without a spiritual 
rooting, satisfaction is impossible. This is a realisation based on 
experience. Transformation often begins after we have a personal or 
collective experience. People I know in the richer parts of the world 
have understood that consumerism is superficial and myopic only 
once they have met people in so-called ‘less developed’ countries 
who live a simple life. Although these people don’t have much, they 
are more satisfied than the rich. And their environmental footprint is 
much smaller.  

 What is the added value that religion can contribute to achieving 
the new Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)? 
Modesty becomes a natural part of us once we are spiritually rooted 
and learn from Mother Earth. Our environmental footprint will 
shrink once we move on from the fossil fuel era and stop trashing and 
exploiting the planet. We need to understand that the more we give 
back to Mother Earth, the more we will receive. So we have to move 
away from this linear extractive and exploitative mind-set and an 
economic model based on permanent growth and the mentality of 
consumption and waste. We need a model of a circular economy, of 
circular thinking. If we give more organic matter back to the soil, it 
will be more fertile and give us much healthier food in return. It will 
absorb more carbon dioxide from the air. It will help to solve climate 
change and help all species to thrive. So giving back to nature in fact 
gives us more.

All world religions remind us of our spiritual and global responsibil-
ity, including religious organisations working in the field of devel-
opment cooperation. I hope we will give more consideration to the 
wisdom of religion in our economic and political life.

n

This interview was conducted by Ulrich Nitschke, Sector Programme 
Values, Religion and Development, during the Bonn  Conference for 
Global Transformation on May 12th 2015. 

Dr Vandana Shiva was born in 1952 and lives in New Delhi. She is an 
Indian environmental activist and ecofeminist and has authored more 
than 20 books. She advocates considering spiritual wisdom in develop-
ment and suggests that a more sustainable and productive approach to 
agriculture can be achieved through a system of farming that is more 
centred on traditional practices and on women. Shiva is a member of 
various international organisations, including a Board member of the 
International Forum on Globalisation. She received the Right Livelihood 
Award in 1993 and has been awarded numerous other prizes. 

www.vandanashiva.com

Literature
–  Vandana Shiva, Earth Democracy –  

Justice, Sustainability, and Peace, 2005, South End Press.
–  Vandana Shiva, Soil Not Oil – Environmental Justice in  

an Age of Climate Crisis, 2008, South End Press.
–  Vandana Shiva, Making Peace With the Earth, 2013, Pluto Press.

Interview with Vandana Shiva  
at the Bonn Conference for Global Transformation in May 2015

Ph
ot

o:
 G

IZ
/p

ho
to

th
ek



C
hr

is
ti

an
s

2.2 billion

M
us

lim
s

1.6 billion

U
na

f�
lia

te
d

1.1 billion
H

in
du

s
1 billion

Bu
dd

hi
st

s

500 million 405 million

Sikhs – 25 million

Jews – 14 million

A
f�

lia
te

s 
of

   
Fo

lk
 R

el
ig

io
ns

*

Taoists – 8 million
Baha’i – 5 million

Af�liates of Other Religions** – 20 million

Size of Major Religious Groups
Percentage of the global population

Pew Research Center 2012

* Includes followers of African traditional religions, Chinese folk religions, Native American religions and Australian aboriginal religions.
** Includes Jains, Shintoists, followers of Tenrikyo, Wiccans, Zoroastrians and many other religions.
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Afghanistan: Asserting women’s rights  →

Algeria: Teaching about biodiversity  →

Burkina Faso: Rural development based on interfaith cooperation  →
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Factsheets Religion matters – Rethinking the challenges of tomorrow



Afghanistan: Asserting women’s rights

Best practice

 
Afghanistan: Asserting women’s rights
Women in Afghanistan find it hard to assert their rights. For 
the vast majority of women, the right of access to education, 
health and social protection only exists on paper. This is 
because in Afghanistan several legal systems exist side by 
side: traditional, Islamic and constitutional law. The Afghan 
constitution privileges the Hanafi School of Sunni Islamic 
jurisprudence, but offers broad scope for realising women’s 
rights despite its religious orientation. However, traditional 
jurisprudence still prevails in many rural areas of Afghanistan. 
This has a strong patriarchal tendency and gives little consid
eration to women’s rights.

The BMZ project entitled Promotion of the Rule of Law in 
 Afghanistan therefore promotes access to formal legal 
institutions for women and girls. Its initial focus is on rural 
areas. To ensure that women can successfully assert their con
stitutionally guaranteed rights, the first prerequisite was to 
achieve a consensus in the Ulema Shura. The Ulema Shura is 
a national council of religious scholars appointed by the state, 
which acts in a subordinate capacity in all of Afghanistan’s 

provinces. Once a consensus on constitutionally enshrined 
women’s rights had been reached among Ulema Shura 
 members in Badakhstan and Takhar Provinces, they agreed  
to actively promote women’s rights through their networks 
and by addressing this subject in their Friday sermons.  

“The aim is to reduce discrimination and violence against 
women,” says Shafiqa Akbari, public prosecutor and consult
ant to the project. “90 per cent of Afghan women become 
victims of violence at some point in their lives.” This violence 

The biggest barrier to  
asserting women’s rights is men,  
whether they are husbands,  
fathers or colleagues.
Shafiqa Akbari, Public Prosecutor

Ghulam Jelani, Head of Mosques in Balkh Province  

Directorate of Hajj and Religious Affairs. Photo: GIZ

. 
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Another activity of the project involves taking a stand against 
the practice of traditional law, a legal system that conflicts 
with the Afghan constitution. The challenge encountered 
here is that large sections of the population nevertheless 
approve traditional law. In this field, targeted public education 
work was carried out with support from the Ministry of Hajj 
and Religious Affairs, local Ulema Shura members and civil 
society. Together with officials from the ministerial  gender 
units, they were trained at workshops in how to distinguish 
between traditional law and constitutional law. Appropriate 
teaching material was also provided. Involving the general 
public and especially influential Muslim actors in this process 

is extremely important, and it is  the only way to ensure that 
constitutional law will really become part of everyday life for 
Afghan women. And wher ever women enter the public arena 
and take part in policymaking processes, they enlarge their 
influence and their  possibilities for a selfdetermined life.

may take different forms, ranging from domestic, physical 
and sexual violence to mental cruelty and economic abuse.

Awarenessraising campaigns are also used to bring women’s 
rights to the attention of village councils and councils of 
elders as well as religious authorities. In this context, it has 
proved very important to bring men on board as cooperation 
partners. For Akbari it is a requirement that men in particular 

do more to promote women’s rights. “The biggest barrier to 
asserting women’s rights is men, whether they are husbands, 
fathers or colleagues.” This is where there is a need to create 
greater awareness. Women’s rights can only be realised if 
men are involved in the work that is needed to achieve them. 
Pointing at the chances of the implementation of women 
rights – for both genders and especially families – also 
convinces men. 

Moreover Civil mediators, public prosecutors and lawyers 
receive training in family law and inheritance law, and are 
made aware of the legal situation of women in the process. 
The number of women who turn to judicial offices and legal 
advice centres is now constantly growing. 

Project executing agency

Deutsche Gesellschaft für  
Internationale Zusammenarbeit (GIZ) 
Contact: Bernd Messerschmidt,  
bernd.messerschmidt@giz.de   
www.giz.de/de/weltweit/14663.html

90 per cent of Afghan women  
become victims of violence  
at some point in their lives.
Shafiqa Akbari, Public Prosecuter
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Algeria: Teaching about biodiversity

Best practice

 
Algeria: Teaching about biodiversity
Algeria’s fast economic development and the strong growth 
of urban agglomerations are leading to drastic environmen-
tal pollution, the overuse of water resources, high volumes 
of refuse and rising levels of exhaust fumes. Yet respect for 
creation is firmly embedded in Islam, as in all of the other 
major world religions. This was the starting point for BMZ’s 
project for environmental management, which was launched 
in Algeria in 2007. In cooperation with Islamic  authorities, 
the aim was to raise environmental awareness among 
the Algerian people in order to deal more effectively with 
environmental challenges. Since then, Islamic theologians 
of both genders have been addressing the subjects of envi-
ronmental awareness and environmental protection in their 
Friday sermons to a broad section of the public. One exam-
ple is the eastern Algerian city of Annaba with its 270,000 
inhabitants, which was selected as a pilot region. Twenty 
imams and Qur’anic school teachers took part in a seven-day 
workshop that was organised for local representatives of 
the Algerian Ministry of Religious Affairs and Endowments 
and the city government. “Religious institutions and Islamic 

office-holders have grown in importance in recent years. 
In many places, these actors provide basic social services and 
thus contribute to poverty reduction, education and medical 
care,” says Peer Gatter, coordinator of the GIZ Programme 
Office for Intercultural Relations with Muslim Countries, 

which provides conceptual support to the programme. The 
organised workshop informed participants about national 
and international environmental problems and encouraged 
them to define shared values and perspectives. The event was 

Religious institutions and  
Islamic office-holders have grown  
in importance in recent years.
Dr. Peer Gatter, Coordinator of the GIZ Programme Office for  
Intercultural Relations with Muslim Countries

Qur‘anic school teachers during a field trip. Photo: GIZ | Gatter
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ronment and of biodiversity was explained in an appropriate 
manner for Qur’anic school students and was underpinned 
by religious arguments. More than 30 imams and Qur’anic 
school teachers were trained in how to use the textbook and 
in suitable teaching methods. They now apply this knowledge 
in their lessons and on excursions, and pass it on to students. 
By the end of 2011, over 4,000 textbooks had been distributed 
at the roughly 120 Qur’anic schools in the city of Annaba. 
Apart from fostering a growing awareness of the need for 
environmental protection and the conservation of biodiver-
sity in Annaba, this approach has also made a name for itself 
in other Muslim countries. “The textbook on biodiversity is 

now well known in Jordan, Morocco, Yemen, Pakistan and 
other countries, too,” Gatter points out. It is also meant to 
serve as a foundation for further projects in cooperation with 
religious office-holders. A regional exchange on this topic 
was initiated in Pakistan. BMZ supports this South-South 
cooperation.

a new experience for participants, both in terms of its format 
and content. They were given a new opportunity to put into 
practice the Qur’anic obligation of unity of word and deed in 
their mosques and Qur’anic schools, and to motivate believers 
to act in an environmentally friendly manner by address-
ing the themes of water, hygiene, refuse, green spaces and 
environmental education. The technical know-how had been 
missing before.

Many of the themes discussed at the workshop were then 
incorporated into a handbook for imams on the role played 
by mosques in defining our relationship with the environ-
ment. This handbook supports imams in preparing their 
Friday sermons (khutbah) on the subject of water and resource 
conservation. It was written by Islamic scholars and environ-
mental experts, and was distributed on a large scale in 2011 
among imams in Annaba Province. Bouabdallah Ghoulamal-
lah, the Minister of Religious Affairs, made a personal effort to 
ensure the handbook was disseminated throughout the coun-
try. This gave rise to the network Green Hand, in which the 
imams developed an action plan designed to raise awareness 
of environmental protection issues among believers.

In 2010, a textbook was developed at Qur’anic schools on the 
theme of biodiversity. Therefore, the importance of the envi-

Project executing agency

Deutsche Gesellschaft für  
Internationale Zusammenarbeit (GIZ)  
Contact: Dr. Peer Gatter, peer.gatter@giz.de 
www.giz.de/en/worldwide/309.html

The textbook on biodiversity  
is now well-known in Jordan,  
Morocco, Yemen, Pakistan and  
other countries, too.
Dr. Peer Gatter, Coordinator of the GIZ Programme Office for  
Intercultural Relations with Muslim Countries
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Burkina Faso: Rural development based on interfaith 
cooperation

Best practice

Burkina Faso:  
Rural development based on interfaith cooperation
The northern part of Burkina Faso lies within the Sahel 
region. Rainfall here is rare and sparse. The groundwater level 
is decreasing, desertification is advancing relentlessly, and 
soil fertility is declining. Over 90 per cent of the constantly 
growing predominantly Muslim population in this part of the 
country depend on agriculture for their livelihoods. Usually 
they produce just enough for their own needs. Recurring 
droughts regularly threaten the very existence of large 
sections of the population. Even in normal years, the income 
they make is barely enough to satisfy their basic needs. 
Against this backdrop, local leaders in the provincial town of 
Dori in the extreme Northeast of the country formed already 
in 1969 an association to improve the living and working con-
ditions of the local people and to preserve their habitat. This is 
where Cissé Nassourou, Grand Imam of Dori, and his Catholic 
counterpart Paul Ouédraogo, Bishop of Fada N’Gourma, work.
They are members of the Union Fraternelle des Croyants de 
Dori (Fraternal Association of Believers in Dori, UFC Dori), 
which in the initial years focused on hydraulic structures and 
resource conservation. The initiative has now evolved into 

an integrated regional rural development project that serves 
some 400,000 people. Priority is given to water management 
in order to improve people’s access to drinking water and 
water for producing crops. This involves building rainwater 
reservoirs and installing solar systems to operate pumps. The 

reservoirs collect rainwater in natural and artificial conduits. 
That is sufficient to water the surrounding fruit and vegetable 
plots for five months of the year. In addition, a number of 
farmers’ organisations have been trained in self-management 

Now we can harvest during  
the dry months too, even so much  
that we can sell the surplus  
on the market.
Ibrahim Ouedraogou, Djomga’s village chief 

Donkey carts make it much easier to transport water. Photo: Misereor
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This involvement by the religious communities in Dori is vital 
because the state does not offer any comprehensive exten-
sion and support programmes for rural areas. And above all, 
the cooperation between Muslims and Christians is a model 
of good practice in terms of interfaith dialogue. Today, they 
perceive their differences as enriching and fruitful rather 
than as a threat. “Muslims and Christians realise that each of 
their religions motivates them to become involved in social 
activities, and that there are strong commons within social 
ethic that also promote development,” says Paul Ouédraogo. 
Interfaith cooperation and intercultural dialogue also work  

so well because they are not explicitly pursued as a separate  
or possibly as the sole objective of the project. In Dori, the 
joint development cooperation provides as a by-product a 
potential for interreligious understanding.

methods and vegetable growing. Moreover, learning groups 
composed of members from the different farmers’ organi-
sations share their knowledge with each other. The creation 
of plots for irrigated horticultural crops and training for 
micro enterprises and craftworkers are geared particularly 
towards women, who are especially disadvantaged in this 
region. As incomes increased, school enrolment for girls rose 
from around 40 to 60 per cent in some of the region’s villages. 

 Altogether, general levels of nutrition have improved signifi-
cantly through consumption of the newly cultivated vege-
tables. “We only used to grow crops in the rainy season, and 
then it was mainly millet. When harvests were poor, we were 
hungry by the middle of the dry season if not before. Now we 
can harvest during the dry months too, even so much that we 
can sell the surplus on the market,” says Ibrahim Ouedraogou, 
village chief in Djomga.

Project executing agency

Misereor  
Contact: Dr. Markus Büker,  markus.bueker@misereor.de 
www.misereor.de/projekte/projektpartnerschaften/ 
burkina-faso-gemeinsam-kaempfen.html

Muslims and Christians realise  
that each of their religions  
motivates them to become involved  
in social activities, and that there is  
a shared social ethic that also  
promote development.
Paul Ouédraogo, Bishop of Fada N’Gourma
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Market day in Dori. Photo: Misereor/Käfer



Cuba: Healh and inclusion

Best practice

 
Cuba: Health and inclusion
“For a long time, people with disabilities in Cuba had to live 
on the margins of society. They were excluded and forgotten,” 
observes Ernesto González Sotolongo, Deputy Manager of the 
pastoral unit for disabled people set up by the Cuban Council 
of Churches (CIC). The fact that this situation is slowly chang-
ing is partly due to his work. The pastoral unit for disabled 
people acts as a bridge between the Cuban Council of Churches 
and local communities. First of all, the unit looks for two vol-
unteers in each community to identify the specific local needs 
of people with disabilities. “We then provide training for those 
volunteers,” explains González Sotolongo, adding that while 
communities had shown a tremendous willingness to take on 
this voluntary role, they often lacked the financial resources 
to promote the initiatives.

Together with teams made up of other dedicated community 
members, the volunteers assess the individual needs of those 
concerned. These can range from practical support with 
housekeeping to wheelchair repairs. Sometimes help is also 
needed by disabled people who are studying for a school-leav-

ing qualification. The aim is to allow persons with disabil-
ities to lead an independent life. “The pastoral unit is keen 
to promote the issue of inclusion, and we have had a good 
deal of success in this area. Today, all the Council’s member 
churches are involved in measures of this kind,” says González 
Sotolongo.

The Cuban Council of Churches brings together 42 evangelical 
churches and ecumenical institutions. It focuses above all on 
welfare and social work and is active throughout the country. 

For a long time, people with disabilities  
in Cuba had to live on the margins of  
society. They were excluded and forgotten.
Ernesto González Sotolongo, Deputy Manager of the pastoral unit for  
disabled people set up by the Cuban Council of Churches

A qualified project volunteer displaying her diploma 

Photo: Uta Wagner, Brot für die Welt
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“There are so many challenges facing people with disabilities 
– living independently, finishing school, finding a job – but 
as a community we can help to overcome them,” concludes 
González Sotolongo. 

Specially trained helpers are on hand to explain to people 
with an addiction that alcoholism is an illness and how it can 
be treated. They also discuss the physical and mental effects 
of alcohol abuse, the issue of violence and the social conse-
quences of addiction. All these measures are implemented 
through the churches, which therefore act as centres for 

inclusion and rehabilitation. People with an addiction cannot 
turn to the state health care system for medical treatment or 
psychological support, and this gap is filled by CIC projects.

It works with a large number of volunteers within the com-
munities covered by its member churches, and its focus on 
social welfare is based on the Christian vision of justice, peace 
and caring for God’s creation.

The programmes set up by the Council even reach people in 
more remote areas through its member churches and their 
communities. Church structures are more tightly woven and 

more widely represented than those of secular civil society 
organisations. That means they can reach a greater number of 
people. The project, funded by Brot für die Welt, carries out its 
work in 12 communities in Cuba’s five extremely poor eastern 
provinces. However, its objectives go beyond providing sup-
port for the inclusion of people with disabilities. At present, 
the Council of Churches is striving to integrate nearly 1,500 
members from various socially marginalised groups, includ-
ing people with addictions and people living with HIV.

The CIC and many of its member churches are highly focused 
on social issues and support community welfare projects in a 
variety of ways. In many cases, they lend financial support to 
volunteer activities and community infrastructure already in 
place. 

Project executing agency

Brot für die Welt 
Contact: Konrad Rauber,  
konrad.rauber@brot-fuer-die-welt.de 
www.brot-fuer-die-welt.de/projekte/cic

There are so many challenges  
facing people with disabilities –  
living independently, finishing school,  
finding a job – but as a community  
we can help to overcome them.
Ernesto González Sotolongo, Deputy Manager of the pastoral unit for  
disabled people set up by the Cuban Council of Churches
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A craft workshop for disabled children. Photo: Uta Wagner, Brot für die Welt



Egypt: Coptic organisation provides educational 
opportunities for women

Best practice

Egypt: Coptic organisation  
provides educational opportunities for women
It is estimated that at least 50 per cent of adult women in the 
region El Mashawda are unable to read or write. This level of 
illiteracy is perfectly normal in rural areas of Egypt. There is 
a widely held view that girls would not need to be educated. 
Indeed, this traditional perception of a woman’s role prevails 
among both Muslim and Christian communities. As part of a 
series of integrated village development programmes, how-
ever, a Coptic organisation entitled Bishopric of Public, Ecu-
menical and Social Services (BLESS) now enables many women 
from both religious communities to attend literacy courses 
and catch up on the education they have missed. BLESS has 
been successful in challenging the traditional social structure, 
thanks in part to its religious authority and the trust it enjoys 
among local people. 

BLESS has established a presence all over the country. The 
project, funded by Brot für die Welt, focuses on 30 rural com-
munities each with a population of up to 5,000. The problem 
of how to overcome patriarchal structures is common to both 
Christians and Muslims; it is a challenge that makes co- 

operation essential and possible. Adherents of both religious 
communities gain a greater understanding of each other by 
working together. The objective of the project is to improve 
people’s living conditions in every area. One of its cross-cut-
ting tasks is to promote gender equality. The project offers 
support to around 100,000 people.

“We select communities on the basis of specific criteria,” 
explains Bishop Youannes, the current Director of BLESS. 
“We are a church organisation, and Christians are naturally 
more willing to approach us for support than Muslims. This 
means that for our work to succeed it is important that the 

Bishop Youannes explained that we  
have to be patient, patient and  
even more patient. And he was right!
Village development worker Damiana Soliman

Now adult women have an opportunity to continue learning as well. 

Photo: Thomas Einberger, Brot für die Welt
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Marina Ghattaz plucked up the courage to attend the literacy 
course. That meant she could go on to attend a business 
start-up training course. Marina is now the proud owner 
of her own shop. “I will earn more than my husband!” she 
explains, full of pride. “At last we won’t have to worry any 
more about finding the money to send our two sons to 
school.”

Bishop Youannes is clear about what is needed: “Although 
many problems appear to be separate, they are actually linked 
together. You can only make lasting and positive changes to 
the general living conditions in a community if you tackle 
all those different areas at the same time.” That is why many 
communities have set up temporary nurseries to improve the 
situation of women and the educational prospects of their 
children. Childcare staff was employed, but their efforts to 
provide suitable early years education were initially unsuc-
cessful because the women were untrained and did not 
really know how to deal with the infants in their care. Within 
each community, the nursery staff are now given additional 
training. 

Thanks to the holistic approach adopted by BLESS – not only 
providing childcare to support the women who attend liter-
acy courses but also offering the prospect of further training 
and employment – the number of women who can read 
and write in the region covered by the project has increased 
demonstrably by a substantial margin, in some cases as much 
as 100 per cent. 

majority of the community is Christian and that local people 
from different religions get along well with each other.” The 
organisation also trains local development workers, who go 
on to set up working groups in their own villages to deal with 
issues such as education, health, agriculture, the empow-
erment of women, youth work, environmental protection 
and infrastructure. This creates opportunities for women to 
participate. 

One of those women is 20-year-old Damiana Soliman. “What 
an opportunity,” she thought when she was approached by 
BLESS with an offer of work. She was told that her job would 
involve going from door to door and cautiously recruiting 
women for the organisation’s literacy courses. Initially, many 
women lack the confidence to take such a step as they are 
expected to seek their husband’s permission. However, this 
reticence is lessened thanks to the religious legitimacy of 
BLESS and its deeply rooted social position as a Coptic organi-
sation. “Bishop Youannes explained that we have to be patient, 
patient and even more patient,” says Damiana Soliman. She 
laughs. “And he was right!” 

Project executing agency

Brot für die Welt 
Contact: Lutz Wollziefer, 
lutz.wollziefer@brot-fuer-die-welt.de 
www.brot-fuer-die-welt.de/projekte/projektliste/ 
aegypten.html
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Bishop Youannes has led the development organisation BLESS for 20 years. 

Photo: Thomas Einberger, Brot für die Welt



India: Integrated engery-saving technologies

Best practice

  
India: Integrated energy-saving technologies
Nagamanni starts her day early. The 23-year-old woman  
gets up before 6 am to take care of the household and prepare 
breakfast together with her mother-in-law. She lives in 
 Paderu in Visakhapatnam District, in the southern Indian 
state of Andhra Pradesh and belongs to the Adivasi, an 
Indigenous tribe practicing religious traditions connected 
to nature. The two women almost always have Nagamanni’s 
eight-month-old daughter with them. Cooking is becoming 
an increasingly onerous task for the women because there are 
fewer and fewer trees. That is why they have to walk a long 
way to collect wood. In India alone, some 800 million people 
use wood, coal or cow dung as fuel for their cooking stoves, 
which is exhausting and time-consuming. To make matters 
worse, over-exploitation of the remaining forests is continu-
ing at an increasing pace.

Normally Nagamanni would have to collect firewood  
every day, but that has changed since she was given a fuel- 
saving stove. Although it consists of nothing more than a clay 
block with a small opening for inserting pieces of wood, two 

cooking rings and a fire-resistant stove pipe flue, its effect is 
enormous: “The new stove produces a lot less smoke in the 
kitchen, so my children and I don’t have to cough so much,” 
says a delighted Nagamanni. She now has time for other 
things, too: “Now I only have to drag heavy bundles of wood 
from the forest once a week.” 

“In all, we have built almost 4,000 energy-saving stoves 
in more than 100 villages,” reports Christian Griebenow, 
 Managing Director of Klima-Kollekte. Through the local 

The new stove produces  
a lot less smoke in the kitchen,  
so my children and I don’t  
have to cough so much.
Nagamanni, Woman from Andhra Pradesh, South India

Young woman is proud of her new stove. Photo: Brot für die Welt | Püschner
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Another advantage is that jobs are created. Local women are 
trained to build and service the stoves, and can then go on to 
offer workshops themselves, where they train others in the 
construction and use of the stoves. 

The Adivasis are a special target group for the stoves because 
they differ in many ways from other tribal groups in India. 
The name “Adivasi” means “original inhabitant”, and the 
 Adivasis do indeed believe they were the first people to 
inhabit the subcontinent. The various Adivasi groups in 
India number some 70 million people, most of whom live in 
harmony with nature. Their way of life, which protects the 

environment, is unique and closely connected with their 
endangered culture. At their festivals, the Adivasis worship 
creation in its seasonal manifestations. In this case, ethnicity 
and religion are inseparably entangled and infused by Hindu-
ism. The new stoves thus fit in with the Adivasis’ traditional 
and spiritual convictions.

religious network even remote villages could be reached. The 
stoves are made of locally available clay and can also be heated 
with alternative biomass fuels rather than wood. “In ten years 
from now, all these stoves together will have reduced green-
house gas emissions by more than 47,000 tonnes,” Griebenow 
points out. The new stoves have to be adapted to traditional 
cooking methods for people to accept them. They are also 
decorated with intricate kolams, patterns that call on the 
goddess Lakshmi to bring good fortune and avert evil. 

The new stoves offer significant ecological and health bene-
fits. They require 25 per cent less wood than traditional stoves. 
The resulting fall in demand for wood reduces deforestation, 
which is already very advanced, as well as the over-exploita-
tion of forest resources. They also offer health benefits. Every 
year, some two million people worldwide continue to die 
from respiratory diseases that are caused in part by smoke 
from cooking indoors. Since the stoves are more energy- 
efficient and better insulated, they produce less smoke. That 
results in fewer respiratory diseases and improves the health 
of women and children who spend most of their time inside 
their huts. The project also supports the efforts of villagers 
to find, use and disseminate other local energy resources. 

Project executing agency

Brot für die Welt – Evangelischer Entwicklungsdienst e.V.  
Contact: Kirsten Gade,  
kirsten.gade@brot-fuer-die-welt.de,  
https://klima-kollekte.de/de/info/projekte

In all, we have built almost  
4,000 energy-saving stoves in more  
than 100 villages. In ten years  
from now, all these stoves together  
will have reduced greenhouse gas  
emissions by more than 47,000 tonnes.
Christian Griebenow, Managing Director of Klima-Kollekte
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The new stoves are also decorated with traditional rice flour patterns.  

Photo: Brot für die Welt | Püschner



Jordan: Religious authorities help to use water 
efficiently

Best practice

Jordan:  
Religious authorities help to use water efficiently
Jordan ranks among the world’s most arid countries. Popula-
tion growth, rising economic development and the growing 
number of Syrian refugees are all adding to water consump-
tion. Yet despite the tense water supply situation, neither 
the Jordanian people nor the Syrian refugees are  sufficiently 
aware of the need to conserve water. Since water scarcity is 
exacerbating social tensions between the two groups, there 
is an urgent need to lay the foundations for more efficient 
water consumption. Their religious convictions provide huge 
potential to achieve this. Over 90 per cent of the Jordanian 
population and Syrian refugees living in Jordan are Muslims. 
Their religion acts as a guideline both for their individual 
conduct and for political discourse. Small wonder, then, 
that religious office-holders exert considerable influence on 
public opinion and are highly respected social figures. Water 
plays a central role in the sources of Islamic revelation. These 
sources are the Qur’an and the Sunnah, but also the consen-
sus of scholars on a particular point of Islamic law (ijma) and 
juristic reasoning through analogy (qiyas). “The term ‘water’ 
is mentioned over 60 times in the Qur’an and it highlights its 

importance for life on earth,” explains Sheikh Abdel Majid, 
a lecturer at the Faculty of Sharia and Islamic Studies at the 
University of Jordan in Amman, who supports the project. 
The stories about the life of the prophet Mohammed (hadith) 
also provide numerous examples of the sparing use of water. 

Furthermore, given that Islam arose in an arid desert region, 
it is very conscious of the importance of water as the origin of 
all life. This Muslim concept of how to live a good life calls for 

The term “water” is mentioned  
over 60 times in the Qur’an,  
and it highlights its importance  
for life on earth.
Sheikh Abdel Majid, Lecturer of Sharia and Islamic Studies  
at the University of Jordan

Water plays a key role in Islam, as in many religions. Photo: Depositphotos 
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A code of ethics goes hand in hand with this pragmatic view of 
reality. Encouraged by the Ministry of Religious Endowments 
and Islamic Affairs, Friday prayers are to be held throughout 
the country on water conservation and water efficiency. 
This will make it possible to reach up to three million believ-
ers who attend the Friday sermons in the country’s roughly 
7,000 mosques. Selected mosques will also be equipped with 
systems for collecting rainwater and recycling greywater. The 
potential savings offered by these “water-collecting” mosques 
are intended to demonstrate the positive benefits of resource 
conservation. At the same time, faith-based teaching materi-
als are being developed for schools and universities in order 

to mainstream the topic of water scarcity and water conserva-
tion at religious teaching institutions. To this end, the project 
is working together with the Jordanian Ministry of Water and 
Irrigation, the Ministry of Religious Affairs and Endowments, 
the Ministry of Education and water service providers. 

the careful management of natural resources. This attitude 
can be put effectively into practice through GIZ´s technical 
knowledge for sustainable development.

The core idea of the BMZ project implemented by GIZ is 
therefore to help imams and female teachers of religion to 
become water ambassadors, especially in communities in the 
north and centre of the country that take in a large number of 

refugees. Teachers of religion are in direct touch with the pop-
ulation. They can mediate wherever tensions and resource 
conflicts arise and disseminate the idea of saving water from 
an Islamic perspective at grassroots level. “No Muslim has the 
right to steal water from the community,” underlines Sheikh 
Abdel Majid who supports the project, adding that everyone 
should follow the prophet’s example and conserve water.

Project executing agency

Deutsche Gesellschaft für  
Internationale Zusammenarbeit (GIZ)  
Contact: Björn Zimprich, bjoern.zimprich@giz.de, 
www.giz.de/de/weltweit/31932.html

No Muslim has the right  
to steal water from the community.
Sheikh Abdel Majid, Lecturer at the Faculty of  
Sharia and Islamic Studies at the University of Jordan
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Participants at a workshop in Amman. Photo: GIZ/Rababah



Lebanon: Promoting dialogue and reconciliation

Best practice

 
Lebanon: Promoting dialogue and reconciliation
Stroll around Beirut and you will find people of just about 
every religion including Christians, Sunnis, Druze and Shias. 
Members of all eighteen of Lebanon’s officially recognised 
religious groups live here in close proximity. At first sight,  
it may not be obvious which religion a person belongs to.  
The general picture is one of harmony. Yet in many ways 
 Lebanese society is highly fragmented, with each religious 
group occupying its own districts, partly obeying its own 
laws, and running its own schools and social institutions. All 
this creates divisions among the population and reinforces 
 existing prejudices. There has been little effort to process 
the experience of the civil war between 1975 and 1990, and 
politicians have exploited this fragmentation for their own 
ends. On top of all this, the Syrian refugee crisis threatens to 
undermine the country’s delicate balance. 

Many Lebanese adults and young people still have an 
ingrained sense of being threatened by “others”. They see 
themselves and their community as the only victims and 
blame those “others” for the economic precarious post- 

conflict situation in which they live. That makes it even more 
 necessary to break down xenophobia and stereotypes, high-
light alternatives, strengthen links between people and insti-
tutions and bring about changes in behaviour that encourage 
people to live together rather than simply alongside each 

other. The BMZ project entitled Strengthening civil conflict 
transformation helps to break down taboos by establishing a 
structured dialogue and bringing people together in a secure 
environment: very cautiously at first, but then gradually in a 

I never thought we could possibly talk  
about religious and political issues  
in an atmosphere of freedom and  
mutual respect such as we have here.
Media workshop participant

Mural in Beirut. Photo: GIZ
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ingrained cultural memories of different religions in relation 
to the Lebanese civil war, the resulting dialogue can help to 
foster a shared cultural memory and thereby prevent the 
emergence of new faith-based narratives rooted in violence. 
Furthermore the conflict is analysed in cooperation with 
religious partners such as Makased University and the Islamic 
University of  Lebanon. When religion is part of the problem, it 
needs to be part of the solution as well. The goal of the project 
Documenting and Popularizing Experiences of Non-violent 
Activism in Lebanon is to open up this neglected aspect of Leb-
anese conflict to the  public in the form of video material and a 

database. Target groups from every religion are given training 
and are encouraged to participate in a dialogue with the aim 
of raising awareness for the social potential of constructive 
conflict transformation in Lebanon.

more direct manner. The inclusion of religious actors makes 
it easier for participants to build up the required trust. Once it 
has been established, however, young Shias, Sunnis and Chris-
tians will openly discuss conflicts and possible responses, 
question their own prejudices and gradually cast them off 
together, to be replaced by non-violent forms of communica-
tion. “I never thought we could possibly talk about religious 
and political issues in an atmosphere of freedom and mutual 

respect such as we have here,” said one media workshop 
participant. Within a solely secular setting an important level 
of dialogue would have been missing. Another participant 
summed up the experience as follows: “Inviting others into 
your home and being invited are a part of our tradition. 
 Praying together could become perfectly normal. Being 
invited to a mosque, though, is very unusual, and praying  
here together is something quite unique.” 

As centres of education, schools can play a key role in efforts 
to bring about social change and overcome the divisions 
between communities. A teacher’s handbook has been 
 developed with ideas on how to deal with the past.  Entitled 
Tell me – I am listening! Memories of War, it is used with 
associations, in schools and even with the youth organisa-
tions of Lebanon’s political parties. By openly addressing the 

Project executing agency

Deutsche Gesellschaft für  
Internationale Zusammenarbeit (GIZ),  
Forum Ziviler Friedensdienst (forumZFD) 
Contact: Mona Ahmed, mona.ahmed@giz.de 
www.giz.de/Entwicklungsdienst/de/html/1415.html

Inviting others into your home and  
being invited are a part of our tradition.  
Even praying together could become  
perfectly normal. Being invited  
to a mosque, though, is very unusual  
and praying here together is  
something quite unique.
Workshop participant
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Young women taking part in a project workshop. Photo: GIZ



Mauritania: Religious leaders speak out against female 
genital mutilation

Best practice

Mauritania: Religious leaders  
speak out against female genital mutilation 
Over two thirds of all girls and women in Mauritania undergo 
female genital mutilation. The vast majority are under five 
years of age when the practice is performed. Female genital 
mutilation (FGM) is a gross breach of human rights and a 
harmful cultural practice. It has serious mental and physi-
cal consequences and restricts the life chances of girls and 
women. Although the practice has been illegal in Mauritania 
since 2005, it remains common for a number of reasons.  
Many women and men – including religious leaders – 
wrongly believe that FGM is prescribed by the Qur’an. That is 
why religious actors were involved to address this problem. 
Religion plays an important role in the everyday lives of many 
families and communities in the Islamic Republic of Mauri-
tania. If people whose actions are shaped to such an extent by 
their religion think that FGM is a religious duty, they will not 
give up the practice – hence the fundamental role of imams 
and ulemas (religious scholars) when it comes to raising 
awareness. These figures of social and religious authority can 
use their influence to either maintain or overcome practices.

On behalf of BMZ, GIZ has been working with reform-minded 
religious leaders in Mauritania for a long time. In this context, 
one of GIZ’s key partners is the Forum of Islamic Thought and 
Dialogue of Cultures (FPIDC), which was founded in 2005. The 
forum has set itself the goal of promoting debate on current 

themes in Islam and leading a dialogue with other religions 
and organisations. 

We got used to the custom. We don’t  
even ask any more whether it is a religious 
duty. It is only now we are talking about  
it that we are questioning the custom  
from a religious perspective.
One of the participants at a discussion between religious leaders

Religious leaders in Mauritania. Photo: GIZ
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In 2010, the FPIDC again brought together religious leaders 
from all over the country to a conference at which a national 
fatwa (an Islamic legal opinion or learned interpretation) was 
drawn up and adopted. The fatwa was signed by 33 religious 
leaders and makes clear that FGM is forbidden on account 
of its harmful effects. The fatwa was disseminated across the 
region and in 2011 was confirmed at an international confer-
ence attended by religious leaders from several countries. For 
many this was a turning point in their personal convictions. 
“I used to think the custom had been recommended by the 
Prophet Mohammed,” said an imam of Hodh El Gharbi, “but 
when I saw the fatwa, signed by respected imams, I under-
stood. That gave me confidence.” In order to further support 
this successful educational work, FPIDC and GIZ, together 
with religious authorities, developed a handbook. This mate-
rial offers interpretations of certain sections of the Koran 
dealing with FGM and an overview on earlier fatwas against 
FGM.

In the context of the fight against FGM, experience in Mau-
ritania has shown that, wherever social norms and tradi-
tions are heavily influenced and defined by religion, success 
depends crucially on establishing strategic partnerships with 
religious leaders and institutions. Thanks to their authority in 
religious and social matters, religious organisations are well 
placed to work with other civil society actors as multipliers 
and agents of change when it comes to persuading people to 
abandon the practice of female genital mutilation. 

Although many religious leaders were initially reluctant to 
extend their cooperation with GIZ to addressing the issue 
of female genital mutilation, the FPIDC organised its first 
national conference on the subject in 2007. The aim was to 
encourage the many religious scholars and leaders taking part 
in the conference to talk about FGM and its harmful effects 
on women. A series of training courses were held to explain 
and discuss the practice. “We got used to the custom. We don’t 

even ask anymore whether it is a religious duty,” explained 
one of the participants. “It is only now we are talking about it 
that we are questioning the custom from a religious per-
spective.” That questioning is particularly important because 
there is a great deal of resistance against this prohibition in 
Mauritanian society. In a country where religion and tradition 
are so strongly interconnected, adopting a position against 
FGM necessitates a process of reflection within society. This 
will lead to of societal change. Project executing agency

Deutsche Gesellschaft für  
Internationale Zusammenarbeit (GIZ) GmbH 
Contact: Claudia Freudigmann,  
claudia.freudigmann@giz.de 
www.giz.de 
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A conference of religious leaders and scholars from West Africa. Photo: GIZ



Pakistan: Healthcare services that meet the needs of 
people

Best practice

Pakistan: Healthcare services  
that meet the needs of people
Despite certain reforms, Pakistan lies well behind many 
comparable nations in terms of basic healthcare provision. 
In the province of Gilgit-Balistan, way up in the north of the 
country, the Kreditanstalt für Wiederaufbau (KfW) and the 
Aga Khan Health Service (AKHS) have joined forces to try and 
make basic healthcare available to everyone. The recently 
inaugurated hospital provides obstetric services, neonatal and 
paediatric care and general medical services to the region’s 
population of over 100,000. Training has been organised for 
both health centre staff and community-based healthcare 
workers.

Within the area covered by the project, the vast majority of 
the population are either Sunni or Ismaili Muslims. Ismailism 
has 20 million followers and forms part of the Shia branch of 
Islam. Its imam (spiritual leader) is the Aga Khan.

In traditional rural areas, the level of basic healthcare 
available to women is minimal. “Religious and traditional 
beliefs and customs prevented women especially from going 

to the health centre or hospital,” explains Andrea Godon, 
Senior-Project Coordinator for KfW’s healthcare division 
in Pakistan. In many cases, women are unable to decide for 
themselves whether to ask for medical help. “Giving birth 

away from home – even in a hospital or health centre – was 
regarded as taboo. Issues that affected women had to be 

There has been a rapid change in  
traditional and religious convictions.  
Today, families and women can go  
to the health centre as soon as they notice  
the first symptoms of illness and receive  
help for themselves or their children.
Andrea Godon, Senior-Project Coordinator for  
KfW’s healthcare division in Pakistan

Training professionals for the health care system in Pakistan. 

Photo: GIZ Pakistan
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people, the prospects of achieving sustainable improvements 
are very good. “There has been a rapid change in traditional 
and religious convictions,” observes Godon. “Today, families 
and women can go to the health centre as soon as they notice 
the first symptoms of illness and receive help for themselves 
or their children.” She believes this is mainly due to the efforts 
of AKHS workers to educate and mobilise the population in a 
way that respects their religious beliefs and cultural identity. 
The healthcare teams have managed to overcome the tradi-
tional scepticism of local people towards western medicine 
and give them confidence in the new services being offered. 
The quality of care has also improved, notes Godon, because 
the AKHS and even the government now pay greater atten-
tion to the quality of the medical services they provide. She is 
also keen to stress that the new healthcare services are there 
to help patients from every community regardless of their 
religious or political affiliation. As further evidence of the 
project’s success, the quantitative data show increases in both 
the number of births at health centres and the number of 
babies vaccinated against measles. The number of outpatient 
treatments has quadrupled since 2013. Surveys indicate that 
88 percent of all patients (over two-thirds of these are women) 
are very satisfied with their treatment.

settled within the pardah system, which stipulates that only 
fathers, brothers and husbands are allowed to see a woman 
without the veil.” 

The Aga Khan Health Service has been working in the 
region since back in the 1980s and is very familiar with the 
challenges involved. The first step towards providing and 
promoting health training and education was to set up village 

and women’s organisations. For the work of the AKHS to 
succeed, the organisation must appear neutral. Although the 
Aga Khan Development Network is based on Islamic ethical 
principles – above all solidarity, autonomy and human dignity 
– it does not primarily regard itself as a religious organisation. 
In fact, the AKHS stresses that its projects support people of 
different faiths across national boundaries, even in industri-
alised countries. KfW has been involved in the region since 
the 1990s. By establishing a partnership with the AKHS, which 
is firmly rooted in the culture and religious beliefs of local 
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It is now perfectly normal for people in the area, including women,  

to seek medical advice. Foto: GIZ Pakistan



Philippines: Peace process in Mindanao

Best practice

Philippines: 
Peace process in Mindanao
To date, the fight for independence that has afflicted the 
region of Mindanao in the southern Philippines since the 
1970s has cost around 150,000 lives. Various armed groups 
have been fighting and continue to fight for autonomy or 
even complete independence from the Philippine state. With 
an estimated 12,000 combatants, the Moro Islamic Liberation 
Front (MILF) is the largest rebel movement. While religion is 
not the main driving force behind the conflict in Mindanao, 
it is nevertheless a significant factor. Throughout much of 
the region’s recent history, the majority of its population 
were Muslims. In 1900 they made up 90 per cent of the local 
population. During the American colonial period and after 
World War II, however, the Muslim population was gradually 
outnumbered as new settlers arrived, so that nowadays only 
20 per cent of the total population in Mindanao are Muslims. 
This gradually increased the tensions between the different 
groups.

After the failure of early peace negotiations in 2008, an Inter-
national Contact Group (ICG) was established in September 

2009. The ICG’s role is to facilitate dialogue and a climate of 
mutual respect between the parties. It is made up of diplomats 
from four different countries together with representatives of 

Cultural and religious values are  
becoming increasingly important on  
account of the substantial differences  
between the country’s various ethnic  
and religious majorities and minorities.  
These values should be preserved and  
harnessed as effectively as possible to  
make a positive contribution to social  
cohesion. 
Professor Alberto Quattrucci, who represented  
Sant’Egidio at the peace negotiations

Miriam Coronel-Ferrer (centre), leading government negotiator  

at the peace negotiations. Photo: Sant’Egidio.
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contribution to the rapprochement between representa-
tives of the MILF and the Philippine Government. Speaking 
occasionally in outright religious terms, they both stressed 
that peace is a common good – often even more important 
than justice – and repeatedly drew attention to shared values 
and bonds, especially in their informal, face-to-face meetings 
with representatives from both sides of the conflict. “There 
were two things in particular that made the peace treaty 
possible,” observed Miriam Coronel-Ferrer, who led the peace 
negotiations on the government side: “Put simply, those two 
ingredients were trust and belief.”

In March 2014, the Philippine Government and the MILF 
finally signed the Comprehensive Agreement on the Bang-
samoro (CAB). Although the treaty concedes wide-ranging 
autonomy to the newly created region of Bangsamoro, it rules 
out independence. The new political entity will have fiscal 
powers, its own flag and its own legal framework based on 
Islamic law. The treaty is regarded as an important step on the 
way to lasting peace in Mindanao, even though other rebel 
groups refused to sign and the process of implementation is 
proving to be lengthy and extremely difficult. 

three international non-governmental organisations and two 
religious organisations (the Indonesian organisation Muham-
madiyah, representing Muslims, and the Catholic Community 
of Sant’Egidio, representing Christians). These religious actors 
were invited to join the ICG in order to specifically address the 
conflict’s religious dimension. Professor Alberto Quattrucci 
(Sant’Egidio) sees the involvement of religious organisations 
as a pragmatic step: “The people of the Philippines have suf-

fered the consequences of social conflict and natural disasters 
for many years. Cultural and religious values are becoming 
increasingly important on account of the substantial dif-
ferences between the country’s various ethnic and religious 
majorities and minorities. These values should be preserved 
as effectively as possible to make a positive contribution to 
social cohesion.”

It was the Muhammadiyah that proposed involving 
Sant’Egidio in the ICG (and therefore in the peace talks for 
Mindanao) on the grounds that this Catholic Community 
has played an active role in the country for many years and 
amassed considerable experience in the area of interreli-
gious dialogue. At a series of negotiations in Kuala Lumpur 
and Manila, the religious organisations made an important 
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There were two things in particular  
that made the peace treaty possible.  
Put simply, those two ingredients  
were trust and belief.
Miriam Coronel-Ferrer, lead government  
negotiator at the peace negotiations
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Ratification of an annex to the peace agreement in January 2014.  
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South Africa: Preventing youth crime

Best practice

 
South Africa: Preventing youth crime
Twenty years since the end of apartheid, South Africa’s 
sprawling inner cities face considerable challenges. The 
 townships around the metropolitan municipality known as 
Nelson Mandela Bay are inhabited by approximately 1.4 mil-
lion residents. 50 per cent of all young people in this area 
belong to a gang. Gangs offer young people a home and atten-
tion.  It is here that they organise their social and economic 
networks, find recognition and can obtain what they need 
to meet their day-to-day needs if this is not available in their 
own home. Among those of working age in the townships, 45 
per cent are unemployed and the level of violence is high. The 
outlook for many children and young people is not promising 
and there are few positive role models and opportunities for 
constructive engagement.  Often they join together in loose 
groups and take their fate into their own hands. Organised 
crime and criminal structures exploit such youth gangs for 
their own interests: They let them extort protection money 
and retail drugs and pay them in return with cash or drugs. 
This arrangement works as long as there is no alternative and 
the state, or in this case the city authorities, fail to intervene. 

Municipal policies focus primarily on adults – providing 
water supplies and new social housing – but leave young peo-
ple without education or employment perspective. 

85 per cent of all South Africans see themselves as part of 
a religious group. Most of them are organised in one of the 
African Independent Churches, today known as Apostolic, 
Ebenezer or Zionist churches. They mostly originate from 
colonial-era Christian churches, today known as Apostolic, 

It is important that we work  
with our partners to meet  
the immediate, day-to-day needs of  
young people.
Rene Uren, Advisor at the GIZ Programme Office

Young detainee in prison. Photo: GIZ
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income-generating activities to create the conditions for a 
value-oriented development of young people.

Neville Goldman and youth pastor Russel Viljoen meet every 
month on behalf of the Interfaith Forum with representa-
tives from industry, the city council, socially active NGOs and 
religious groups. They exchange views and discuss how to 
fund their next projects. In this framework those actors also 
regularly speak about various spheres of activity, including 
education and primary health care.

It is discussed openly, how religious communities, as well as 
politics and city administration are accountable for the pro-
jects and their financing. Moreover the participating organ-
izations monitor their finances mutually. “At the same time, 
we offer and demand transparency about everything that the 
municipal authorities and the council do with the taxes they 
collect and with the money they receive from central govern-
ment,” says Viljoen. In this respect, the Ebenezer community 
is a model of good practice for other non-governmental 
organisations. “There really is only one condition,” says Imam 
Counon from the Interfaith Forum, “we don’t allow any party 
politics to interfere with our projects or meetings.”

Ebenezer or Zionist churches. There are some 4,000 independ-
ent churches across the country. Only five per cent of those 
with a religious affiliation are Muslim, while a further three 
per cent adhere to one of the Asian religions, and around two 
per cent follow Judaism.

The BMZ project Violence and Crime Prevention implemented 
by GIZ endeavours to reflect this religious character. Repre-

sentatives of civil society, including members of the Inter- 
faith Forum, are regularly invited to round table meetings at 
which they discuss and agree on joint measures to establish 
safe communities and prevent violence. They enjoy great 
trust among youth because of their important role within 
the communities. In this process they  practice the ways of 
youth participation, e.g. peer-to-peer education programmes 
and empowerment. “It is important that we work with our 
partners to meet the immediate, day-to-day needs of young 
people,” observes Rene Uren, a South African advisor at 
the GIZ programme office in Nelson Mandela Bay. Pastor 
Neville Goldman notes that they have first-hand experience 
of the problems of those who live in the township. “Indeed, 
it is the local councillors who come to us and ask us to keep 
up our involvement with young people.” Often churches 
and mosques open their premises and organise small 

Project executing agency

Deutsche Gesellschaft für  
Internationale Zusammenarbeit (GIZ)  
Contact: Dr. Bettina Silbernagl, Bettina.silbernagl@giz.de 
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There really is only one condition:  
We don’t allow any party politics  
to interfere with  
our projects or meetings.
Imam Yussuf Counon, Member of  the Interfaith Forum
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Burning tires on the street. Photo: GIZ



Southern Africa: Implementing human rights for 
LGBTIs

Best practice

Southern Africa:  
Implementing human rights for LGBTIs
Homosexuals suffer from persecution and exclusion all over 
the world, especially in countries where people are subjected 
to arbitrary policy-making and inequality and where govern-
ments are barely willing or able to provide medical care and 
good opportunities for education. The work of activists in this 
area is based on the fundamental and repeatedly articulated 
view that human rights should apply to everyone, includ-
ing lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender and intersex (LGBTI) 
people. Everyone has the right to physical integrity, freedom 
of personal development, privacy and both sexual and gender 
self-determination. One of the organisations fighting to assert 
these rights is Masakhane.

The term Masakhane is of Zulu origin. In English it means 
“Let us grow stronger together”. The Masakhane project was 
set up by the Lesbian and Gay Federation in Germany (LSVD) 
and is being implemented by the Coalition of African Lesbi-
ans (CAL). The project is commissioned by BMZ and is also 
supported by the German women’s foundation filia. The goal 
of the Masakhane activists is to improve links, build capacity 

and strengthen the position of lesbians, bisexual women and 
transgender people in sub-Saharan Africa. 

The Masakhane project involves eight CAL member organ-
isations in Botswana, Namibia, Zambia and Zimbabwe. The 
activists are committed to transforming attitudes in their 

respective countries. To this end, they campaign for changes 
in regulations, laws and strategies and advocate the applica-
tion of human rights for all people, regardless of their sexual 
orientation. CAL believes it is vital to campaign for sexual and 

The Masakhane project allows us to  
be more proactive. We no longer need  
to wait for a crisis before rushing to  
Uganda, for example.
CAL Director Dawn Cavanagh

Masakhane activists at a meeting. 

Photo: LSVD/filia-die frauenstiftung
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with HIV. As the basis for further proactive work, participants 
drew up a joint policy document analysing the effects of prej-
udice, discrimination and power relations. Homophobia is not 
caused merely by a lack of knowledge; it is also driven by atti-
tudes and perceptions. In order to change these, the activists 
believe it is important to engage in advocacy work aimed at 
strengthening common values based on human rights. At the 
same time, they identify stakeholders in individual countries 
in order to create opportunities for debate and forge new alli-

ances in their campaign to promote human rights. Although 
traditions and religious convictions often reinforce homopho-
bia, there are progressive forces (e.g. homosexual healers) who 
are themselves frequently the object of discrimination. Preju-
dices can be gradually overcome by targeting and integrating 
specific groups and by appealing to the shared principles that 
underlie human rights and traditional values. 

For Dawn Cavanagh, these values are essentially about human 
rights: “When we talk about human rights, we often end 
up discussing technical issues, but at the end of the day it is 
simply a matter of being able to value relationships with other 
people and of respecting and acknowledging others and the 
way they see things.”

reproductive rights, too, as part of its struggle to assert the 
rights of LGBTIs and of women in general.

“The Masakhane project allows us to be more proactive. We 
no longer need to wait for a crisis before rushing to Uganda, 
for example,” says CAL Director Dawn Cavanagh. “It is my 
conviction that we shouldn’t concentrate on changing the 
law, because the law does not change people. We must try to 

bring about social change and transform people’s attitudes 
and mindsets.” She stresses that one of the most important 
ways of achieving this goal is by working with the media. In 
many countries homophobia is used as a political tool, and 
the activists know they are putting themselves at consider-
able risk. Women are exposed to violence in many ways, and 
that is particularly true in the case of black lesbian women 
who stand up for their rights. In Zimbabwe and Zambia they 
also experience homophobic and transphobic violence at the 
hands of the state.

The Masakhane activists held their first meeting at a workshop 
in South Africa in April 2014. The workshop was attended by a 
variety of organisations and addressed an equally wide range 
of issues, such as the need to support sex workers and people 
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Contact: Uta Schwenke, uta.schwenke@lsvd.de 
www.lsvd-blog.de/?tag=masakhane

At the end of the day it is simply a  
matter of being able to value  
relationships with other people and of  
respecting and acknowledging others  
and the way they see things.
CAL Director Dawn Cavanagh
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Dawn Cavanagh, Director of the Coalition of African Lesbians. Photo: LSVD



Sudan: Overcoming conflict in West Darfur

Best practice

 
Sudan: Overcoming conflict in West Darfur
Sudan’s West Darfur region is characterised by a system of 
local conflicts. Its infrastructure has been largely destroyed. 
Access to basic services such as water, health care and energy 
is extremely limited. Violence can flare up suddenly and at 
any time. Weapons circulate freely and are easy to obtain. 
This decades-long state of emergency has created tension – 
especially between internally displaced persons (IDPs) and 
host communities – over access to water, grazing land and 
healthcare services. The tension is exacerbated by the fact that 
aid is limited to IDPs even though the needs of host commu-
nities are equally urgent.  

Conflict between different local groups is so entrenched 
that people have few opportunities to come together and 
communicate. Their sense of trust is badly damaged, and 
nomadic pastoral communities are often wrongly treated 
and portrayed as militia groups. The marginalisation of these 
communities frequently gives rise to thefts of land and cattle, 
creating a spiral of violence and revenge. 

Civil society actors such as religious leaders, village elders  
and the media want to counter this vicious circle in order  
to re-establish a sense of community and promote peace. 
Unfortunately, existing mechanisms for resolving conflict –  
for example by involving the local police – have proven 

largely ineffective. There has been no reduction, for example, 
in the number of reported cases of violent confrontations 
over water resources. 

People who didn’t even say  
hello before have now become friends.
Umda Abderhaman, Member of a village committee

Camp Kerinding in West Darfur. Photo: Islamic Relief
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of conflict, available peacebuilding capacity and potential 
contributors to the peace process. 

Meanwhile sub-committees are responsible for managing 
the water facilities and establishing common grazing routes. 
There has been a dramatic fall in the number of confron-
tations. “People who didn’t even say hello before have now 
become friends,” observes Umda Abderhaman, who sits on 
one of the village committees. Thanks to the contribution 
made by women, the programme has particularly strength-
ened the role of women in the wider community. When 
asked how the committees benefited from the involvement 
of women, Abderhaman replies: “Beforehand, we had no 

respect for women. Only men were involved in resolving such 
problems, especially when they were about access to water. 
We have now realised that it is important to have women on 
the committees. Once a woman intervened, and everything 
calmed down straight away.”

Islamic Relief’s Resilience and Conflict Prevention in Dafur 
project sets in at the community level. It has revitalised village 
committees (jawiid), which form part of a regional tradition. 
All affected groups were persuaded to join them – including 
women, which traditionally has not been a matter of course. 
The connecting elements are the shared Islamic values, 
reference to the Qur’an and kinship. As the shared religion 
of all these different villages and groups, the role of Islam is 

to inspire reconciliation. As it is written in the Qur´an: And 
if two factions among the believers should fight, then make 
settlement between the two (49:9). Islamic religious leaders 
enjoy tremendous respect within these communities and play 
a crucial role when it comes to avoiding conflict. 

Therefore, the committees are trained in peacebuilding 
 measures. For example they identify the material needs of 
their particular region and draw up their own village plans, 
which are subsequently used as the basis for dealings with 
the local government authorities. That is because in order to 
prevent situations that could trigger resource-based conflict, 
peacebuilding efforts are always linked to municipal devel-
opment initiatives involving, for example, the provision of 
water, sanitation and education. Furthermore the village 
committee´s analysis also helps to identify the root causes 

Project executing agency

Islamic Relief  
Contact: Sabrina Khan, s.khan@islamicrelief.de 
www.islamic-relief.org/conflict-resolution-in-darfur

Beforehand, we had no respect for  
women. Only men were involved in  
resolving such problems, especially  
when they were about access to water.  
We have now realised that  
it is important to have women  
on the committees.
Umda Abderhaman, Member of a village committee
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Peacebuilding workshop for a village committee. Photo: Islamic Relief



West Africa: Giving back dignity to Ebola victims
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West Africa: Giving back dignity to Ebola victims
For many people in West Africa, it is impossible to imagine 
having to say goodbye to a recently deceased loved one 
 without physical contact. Indeed, that last touch is regarded  
as a final sign of respect and a blessing for the dead person. 
It is a deeply rooted tradition in Sierra Leone, Liberia and 
Guinea, the three West African countries worst affected by  
the Ebola virus. Yet it was precisely funeral rites such as this 
that allowed the virus to spread so quickly, since the risk of 
infection from dead bodies is very high. It is estimated that 
up to two-thirds of all Ebola cases can be traced back to these 
burial practices. The virus is transmitted through physical 
contact. The dilemma facing medical personnel, crisis teams 
and the religious authorities was how to prevent the virus 
from spreading while still allowing people to pay their last 
respects in an appropriate and dignified way under such 
 traumatic circumstances. “In some cases, hastily devised rules 
that bodies had to be cremated led to people hiding their 
deceased relatives at home,” recalls Christo Greyling, pro-
gramme director at World Vision.

In countries with poor levels of state health care, medical 
 services are often provided by non-governmental organisa-
tions affiliated to religious groups. The national health care 
systems of those countries affected by the Ebola outbreak 
had largely collapsed. Increasingly, this role was taken over 

by families as well as by religious organisations, which are 
trusted by local people and have built up effective networks 
even in remote areas. When the crisis erupted, it there-
fore made sense for medical experts and international aid 
organisations such as Act Alliance, Brot für die Welt, the 
World Health Organization, World Vision, Islamic Relief and 

In some cases, hastily devised rules that  
bodies had to be cremated led to people  
hiding their deceased relatives at home.
Christo Greyling, Programme Director at World Vision

A reverend and an imam during a workshop. Photo: World Vision/Bundu
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Médecins sans Frontières to turn to religious groups and to 
both Christian and Muslim clerics to help them fight the virus.

Meetings and workshops were held to enable those affected 
by the outbreak to disseminate information about the virus, 
the typical progress of the disease and the ways in which it 
can spread. In workshops religious leaders were given a safe 
place where they could explore specific issues with the help of 

local moderators. Especially because of the consideration of 
a spiritual perspective new approaches opened up. Once the 
workshop participants had built up trust in each other, they 
addressed their common challenges from a religious perspec-
tive. Only a holistic view on Ebola´s consequences for humans 
enables the prevention of its spreading. This allowed them to 
gain new insights and examine new strategies. 

The developed techniques for looking after the sick and 
burying the dead take into account the high risk of infec-
tion. These practices comply with the medical standards and 
hygiene requirements in place to prevent any further spread 
of the disease while still allowing families to mourn and bury 
their loved ones in a dignified manner. Working together, 
health experts and representatives of religious organisations 

Project executing agency

World Vision 
Contact: Christo Greyling, christo_greyling@wvi.org 
www.worldvision.de 

The need to work together on a response  
and to draw up guidelines on how to deal  
with problems such as funeral rites led  
key actors in the Ebola regions to rethink  
their traditional practices. As a result,  
those guidelines quickly found their  
way into the various local communities.
Christo Greyling, Programme Director at World Vision
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Children were also struck down by the disease.  

Photo: World Vision/Bundu

communicated their messages through a variety of channels 
including interfaith training events, community meetings, 
religious services, flyers, radio, megaphone and many face-to-
face meetings. This allowed them to raise awareness among 
the general population, other clerics, care workers, doctors 
and traditional healers and to highlight the need for the mod-
ified set of burial rites. 

“The need to work together on a response and to draw up 
guidelines on how to deal with problems such as funeral rites 
led key actors in the Ebola regions to rethink their traditional 
practices. As a result, those guidelines quickly found their 
way into the various local communities,” Greyling concludes. 
It is largely thanks to these joint efforts and the sensitivity 
shown towards religious and cultural practices that the 
spread of the virus was finally halted. In Sierra Leone there 
is now widespread acceptance of the trained burial teams in 
their protective outfits, and the mourners keep a distance of 
one metre from the deceased. Everyone knows that the rules 
are designed to protect them and that the souls of deceased 
family members will still find peace.



Zambia: Improving the constitution with the help of 
civil society

Best practice

Zambia: Improving the  
constitution with the help of civil society
The BMZ constitutional reform project in Zambia which is 
implemented by GIZ was set up to address a lack of transpar-
ency and civil society involvement. Its specific objective was 
to strengthen the Civil Society Constitution Coalition (CSCC). 
The work of the coalition focuses on improving coordination 
between civil society organisations so that they can make 
a constructive contribution to the constitutional reform 
process. To this end, it has striven to raise awareness among 
Zambians of the content and weaknesses of the draft consti-
tution with a view to generating proposals for improvements 
within the framework of the coalition project. In this context, 
cooperation of GIZ with religious organisations has proven 
especially promising.

The CSCC was established and is led by the Jesuit Centre for 
Theological Reflection (JCTR). The Centre has set itself the goal 
of promoting social justice on the basis of Christian faith. To 
begin with, the draft constitution was assessed by the JCTR 
and the CSCC against a set of fundamental minimum stand-
ards. On this basis, they drew up a position paper for use as 

part of an awareness-raising campaign in local communities 
that was designed to help Zambians participate effectively in 
the constitutional reform process. By involving the general 
public and civil society actors, the JCTR and the CSCC wanted 

to ensure that elementary democratic principles such as 
transparency and accountability were incorporated into the 
draft constitution alongside protection for human rights.

There was more interest when word  
got around that a religious organisation  
was involved in the constitutional  
reform process, and this made our work  
with local communities a lot easier.
Father Leonard Chiti, Executive Director of the JCTR

Civil society organisations are campaigning for appropriate  

reforms to the Zambian constitution. Photo: GIZ

Published by



a partnership with the government. “We therefore act as a 
bridge between the poor and the government. The way I see 
it, that bridge is created through our religious convictions,” he 
concludes.

Despite the Christian focus of the Jesuit Centre, its aware-
ness-raising campaign involved all the country’s religious 
groups: “Muslims and Bahá’ís also took part in the work-
shops. We don’t want a situation where Zambian citizens are 
excluded from a debate on account of their religious affilia-
tion,” observes John Chewe, former project coordinator for 
the CSCC. 

Thanks to these awareness-raising measures, the CSCC was 
able to reach over 3,800 Zambians across the country. Despite 
initial reservations, its consultations with the public became 
increasingly open, and those taking part were more and more 
willing to address controversial social issues as well. The rea-
sons for this are also historical, because church organisations 
actively supported Zambia’s struggle for independence and 
consequently now enjoy a considerable degree of trust among 
the population. The churches continue to offer a refuge 
from political influence and interference. For example, the 
police have no authority to prevent church meetings. Against 
this background, the trust shown by Zambian people in the 
Church contributes to a constructive dialogue.

As part of the constitutional reform process, the JCTR has 
made effective use of its deeply rooted presence in Zambian 
society to ensure the success of its campaigning and help 
Zambians take part in this political process. The added value 
of the Jesuit Centre is based on a shared set of values with the 
population: 98 per cent of Zambians feel that they belong to 
a religious community, with 95% professing to be Christians. 
While many civil society organisations also deal with policy 

issues, it is often difficult or impossible for individuals and 
communities to make their voices heard, especially in rural 
areas of the country. In this respect, given the strong presence 
of Catholic and Protestant churches, organisations with a 
faith-based approach have a particularly important role to 
play.

“There was more interest when word got around that a 
religious organisation was involved in the constitutional 
reform process, and this made our work with local commu-
nities a lot easier. Our religious identity was a big advantage,” 
recalls Father Leonard Chiti, Executive Director of the JCTR. 
“The communities trust us because they know we have their 
best interests at heart. That creates a bond between us,” he 
notes, adding that the JCTR has also been able to establish 

Project executing agency

Deutsche Gesellschaft für Internationale Zusammenarbeit 
(GIZ) GmbH 
Contact: Sabine Midderhoff,  
sabine.midderhoff@giz.de 
www.giz.de
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Discussion during a civil society meeting held to discuss constitutional reform. 

Photo: GIZ



Dharam Singh Nihang Singh

Rethinking the challenges of tomorrow

»Without spiritual wisdom,
successful development is impossible. 
Good development is like good 
medicine: it has no side-effects.«

Berlin | February 2015

n   Truthfulness: Our actions must match our words. Honesty 
and sincerity are prerequisites for peace, justice, solidarity 
and good governance. 

n   Holism: True religion is holistic and shaped by selfl ess de
votion. It is committed to the longterm welfare of all the 
world’s people and is neither groupled nor interestled.

n   Dialogue: The wisdom of religion is an offer to others. As 
people of religion, we should never impose our convic
tions on others through missionary zeal, either directly or 
through subtle persuasion.

n   Development: Successful development is modest in its ap
proach and is guided by the humble insight that we are all 
guests on Earth. It focuses on essentials, takes place in har
mony with nature, and is always mindful of the fi nite capac
ities of people and the Earth itself. Development activity is 
retrograde when it leads to overcomplexity, causes prob
lems rather than solving them, and disturbs inner peace.

n   Tranquillity: A rapidly beating heart is just as unhealthy as a 
heart that beats too slowly. Natural development is achieved 
step by step. It is guided by the pace of evolution itself.

n   Responsibility: Everyone makes mistakes. This is true not 
only of individuals but also of nations. The key is to avoid 
repeating these mistakes and to take responsibility for cor
recting them.

n   Circumspect exercise of power: Those who have the pow
er to govern, or the power of knowledge or wealth, have a 
particular responsibility, for all three areas are especially 
vulnerable to abuse.

n   Responsible politics: Policymakers should draw on the 
wisdom of religion to ensure they are farsighted in their 
 actions, and should support the dissemination of know
ledge about religion at schools and universities. At the same 
time, policymakers must look critically at religion. If suf
fering is infl icted in the name of religion, they must inter
vene resolutely.

n   Competition: Policymakers and society must encourage 
competition between the religions. If religious topics are 
presented transparently, it is easier to ascertain which in
sights from the various religions are true, of service to hu
mankind, and deserving of wider circulation.

n   Transformation: True change always begins within the in
dividual and is founded on insight. Religion can help with 
this. Its very essence is the eradication of what is bad in us 
and society: selfi shness and shorttermism. This requires 
antiquated attitudes to be put aside in a process of decondi
tioning. People who consider themselves religious have the 
responsibility to study their religion and history impartial
ly, selfcritically and thoughtfully. 

n   Nature conservation: Environmental destruction is the 
outcome of our alienation from our souls. If we listen con
sciously to the soul’s voice in our hearts, this will have a 
positive effect on the environment and our relations with 
one another.

n   Unity: Spiritual knowledge brings people together. German 
unity can be regarded as a religious act. It helped to set the 
people of two nations on a course towards reconciliation 
and thus contributed to successful development.

Dharam Singh Nihang Singh

Published by

Dharam Singh Nihang Singh’s insights



His life 

Dharam Singh Nihang Singh belongs to the Sikh Religion and 
is renowned for his comprehensive knowledge of spiritual and 
historical matters. He was born in Panjab in India in 1936 and 
comes from the Nihang tradition, which is committed to pre
serving the wisdom of religion. Dharam Singh Nihang Singh 
is the founder of the Sach Khoj Academy, which is dedicated 
to the pursuit of truth and has published thousands of hours 
of lectures as well as numerous articles. He conducts holistic, 
critical exegesis of existential issues, such as what it means to 
be human, the nature of spirituality and religion, and our glo
bal future.

The Sikh Religion

The Sikh Religion (Sikhi, Sikhism) took on the shape of a unique 
religion in the 16th century in northern India. Today, around 25 
million people regard themselves as Sikhs, seekers of truth. The 
religion is based on timeless, spiritual wisdom that was revealed 
to over 30 enlightened ones and later preserved in written poet
ry known as Gurbani. It provides inspiration for spreading unity 
among people and leading a virtuous, modest life in harmony 
with nature and the Will of the nameless Creator. The Sikh Reli
gion shows how humans can move beyond beliefs and intellec
tuality through selfrealisation of their divine purity.

Links

n  www.sachkhojacademy.wordpress.com
n  www.youtube.com/SachKhojAcademy 
n  www.sikh-religion.de | www.twitter.com/SikhReligion

Literature

n  »Menschenrechte in der SikhReligion« (Human Rights 
in the Sikh Religion), in: Menschenrechte im Weltkontext. 
Geschichten –  Erscheinungsformen – Neuere Entwicklungen, 
2013, Springer VS.

n  »Vakh vakh vishean te gurmat anusar vichar«, in: Gurmat 
Prakash, 2001–2003, Dharam Prachar Committee,  
Shiromani Gurdwara Parbandhak Committee Amritsar.

n  Sahj Samadhi vers. Sunn Samadhi, 1999,  
Sach Khoj Academy.

Dharam Singh Nihang Singh’s vision

»We need an independent world council in which the 
most knowledgeable experts and representatives of 
the world religions reach agreement on the values 
and basic principles of coexistence that will best serve 
 humankind in the long term. The advice provided by 
this council must be taken into account by all govern-
ments as they endeavour to overcome the challenges 
facing humankind. It would be the responsibility of the 
council to draw attention to erroneous political and 
societal developments and to arbitrate in conflicts.«

Dialogue series Religion matters – Rethinking the challenges of tomorrow

academia. They are moderated by Ms Nazan Gökdemir, who is 
well known from her television work as presenter of the news 
programme Arte Journal and the ZDF series Forum am Freitag.

Links

n  www.bmz.de/en/what_we_do/issues/religion-and- 
development/index.html

n  www.giz.de/Values-and-Religion
n  www.twitter.com/ReligionGIZ
n  www.facebook.com/ReligionMattersGIZ

Development policy that perceives people as individuals must in 
turn be willing to engage seriously with those people’s perspec-
tive on the world. Religion and culture shape how people see the 
world, their lifestyles and engagement. They are a powerful force 
for social and political change. In a new dialogue series, entitled 
Religion matters – Rethinking the challenges of tomorrow, or-
ganised by the German Federal Ministry for Economic Coopera-
tion and Development (BMZ), distinguished individuals are regu-
larly invited to exchange views on values, religion and sustainable 
development. The dialogue events are conducted with select-
ed representatives from the spheres of politics, civil society and  
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Dr Ahmad Milad Karimi

»It is not the Muslims who are 
protecting God and saving Islam; 
it is God who protects them, 
and Islam gives them freedom 
and peace.«

Berlin | June 2015

n   Dialogue: I need my rabbi as a counterpart to engage in en-
lightened and insightful debate about truth, clarify my own 
position, and thereby contribute to understanding. There is 
a purpose behind the fact that there are different religions. 
Muslims are trained in dialogue as a result of Islam’s plu-
ralism and their historical bond with Judaism and Christi-
anity.

n   Values: It is not institutions and laws alone that hold a soci-
ety together but values. From the viewpoint of Islam, these 
include confi dence, patience, humility, abstinence, consid-
erateness, justice, dialogue, welfare, creativity, humour as 
well as responsibility for the soul, family and society.

n   Sustainability: Growth for its own sake means poverty. Sus-
tainability demands an holistic approach and binding values. 
The values of justice, abstinence and patience alongside an 
awareness of those in need play an important role in Islam and 
simultaneously contribute to sustainable development. The 
Qur’an is a book of life that requires a commitment to all that is 
good, affi rms life, prizes diversity and rejects hate and destruc-
tion. Imams, religious instructors and theologians can act as 
key fi gures in imparting the values that secure sustainability.

n   Policymaking: Coherent policies are the prerequisite for sus-
tainability. Governments should not emphasise the impor-
tance of human rights and at the same time use taxes to fi nance 
arms exports to countries that fail to respect human rights and 
oppress women. State legislation applies to everyone. Religious 
norms apply to religious communities. If this leads to confl ict, 
a process of rapprochement must bridge the gap between reli-
gious commandments and state legislation.

n   Society: Religions can be abused. Ignorance among be-
lievers plays a key role. Religions cannot be understood by 
consulting Wikipedia. We need more space for religious 
dialogue and the communication of values face to face, so 
that an alternative narrative to the predominant image of 
Islam can emerge.

n   Religion: Religion is a breathing space free of any sense 
of triumph. It inspires a desire for abstinence and retreat. 
 Religion imparts signifi cance beyond productivity. It lends 
meaning to the apparently meaningless: to suffering, fail-
ure, ageing and death, and to those cast out or in pain.

n   The claim to truth: A pious Muslim does not claim to re-
present absolute truth but aspires to share in that truth. 
It is essential for Muslims to engage with Islam more 
 intensively and without prejudice, and to enter into a dia-
logue on values with other religions. Truth manifests it-
self in action that is sincerely performed for the benefi t of 
humankind, the environment, and in the commitment to 
peace. If a claim to absolute truth is enforced in the name of 
religion through perversions like terrorism, it is the duty of 
Muslims to speak out in opposition.

n   Representation: Islam thrives on diversity. There is no su-
preme religious authority. It would therefore be inappro-
priate to impose a structure on Islam that is alien to it. But 
this is the case when the state calls for a central Muslim au-
thority as a dialogue partner. 

Dr Ahmad Milad Karimi

Ahmad Milad Karimi’s insights

Published by

Rethinking the challenges of tomorrow



His life 

Dr Ahmad Milad Karimi is a religious philosopher, a  scholar 
of Islam, translator of the Qur’an and poet. He completed his 
doctorate on the philosophers Hegel and Heidegger at the 
University of Freiburg. Karimi was born in Kabul, Afghanistan, 
in 1979. As a young boy, he fled from the Mujahideen with his 
parents and sister, leaving Afghanistan for India. Via Russia, he 
arrived in Germany at the age of 13, where he initially lived in 
a home for refugees. Karimi refers to his flight as a »spiritual 
experience«. Reciting surahs from the Qur’an granted him, 
he says, recurrent moments of peace and respite. Since 2012 
Karimi has held the position of visiting professor for Islamic 
 Philosophy and Mysticism at the University of Münster.

Islam

With 1.6 billion followers, Islam is the second largest of the 
world’s religions. Islam came into being in the seventh cen-
tury on the Arabian Peninsula. It is a monotheistic religion in 
which a single God imparts his message in the Qur’an, through 
a human being whom he has chosen as his messenger. The ba-
sic values that can be drawn from Islam are equality, justice, 
solidarity, patience, abstinence, trust and forbearance, as well 
as forgiveness. Based on this, Islam promises a fulfilled life 
founded in freedom and responsibility towards all of creation. 

Links

n  www.miladkarimi.de
n  www.uni-muenster.de/ZIT/Personen/Professoren/ 

personen_karimi_milad.html
n  www.srf.ch/kultur/im-fokus/welten-des-islam/ der-islam-

ist-gewalttaetig-10-behauptungen-und-10-antworten

Literature

n  Hingabe. Grundfragen der systematisch-islamischen 
 Theologie. Rombach, Freiburg 2015, Rombach Verlag. 

n  Osama bin Laden schläft bei den Fischen. Warum ich gerne 
Muslim bin und wieso Marlon Brando viel damit zu tun hat. 
Freiburg 2013, Herder Verlag. 

n  Der Koran. Vollständig und neu übersetzt von Milad Karimi. 
Mit einer Einführung, hg. v. Bernhard Uhde. Freiburg 2013, 
Herder Verlag.

Ahmad Milad Karimi’s vision

»I would like to see a Muslim ethics council in  
Germany. It should discuss fundamental and current 
issues from the Muslim perspective in the spirit of  
a culture of constructive debate. The council should 
select the topics it discusses itself and not pursue  
topics set from outside. Taking the thought further,  
I would wish to see an interreligious ethics council  
in which all world religions are represented.«

Dialogue series Religion matters – Rethinking the challenges of tomorrow

academia. They are moderated by Ms Nazan Gökdemir, who is 
well known from her television work as presenter of the news 
programme Arte Journal and the ZDF series Forum am Freitag.

Links

n  www.bmz.de/en/what_we_do/issues/religion-and- 
development/index.html

n  www.giz.de/Values-and-Religion
n  www.twitter.com/ReligionGIZ
n  www.facebook.com/ReligionMattersGIZ

Development policy that perceives people as individuals must in 
turn be willing to engage seriously with those people’s perspec-
tive on the world. Religion and culture shape how people see the 
world, their lifestyles and engagement. They are a powerful force 
for social and political change. In a new dialogue series, entitled 
Religion matters – Rethinking the challenges of tomorrow, or-
ganised by the German Federal Ministry for Economic Coopera-
tion and Development (BMZ), distinguished individuals are regu-
larly invited to exchange views on values, religion and sustainable 
development. The dialogue events are conducted with select-
ed representatives from the spheres of politics, civil society and  
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Archbishop Kaigama and Emir Muazu

»In words and deeds. Preaching on 
its own is not enough. The act of loving 
and benevolence towards others – both 
in our own religious community and 
beyond – should be part of our daily life.«

Berlin | October 2015

n   Dialogue: We in Nigeria want to give interreligious dia-
logue »shoes to walk«. For an effective dialogue you need 
common values and trust. We therefore start with encoun-
ters. We visit each other’s places of worship – churches and 
mosques – and participate in each other’s religious celebra-
tions. The next step involves reading our holy scriptures 
together. It is practically impossible to establish a dialogue 
with the terrorist organisation Boko Haram, so we focus on 
interreligious dialogue as a preventive measure. 

n   Welfare: Life has given us many precious gifts. We should 
embrace them gratefully and enjoy them. If we as human 
beings took greater care of each other, the world would be 
a better place. In some parts of the world there is more than 
enough food, yet elsewhere people are starving. We must 
remedy this deplorable state of affairs.

n   Solidarity: We don’t see people as Christians or Muslims. 
We see them as human beings. When thousands were driv-
en out by Boko Haram and sought refuge in the city of Jos, 
we provided food, clothes and medicine. The people of Jos 
helped the refugees irrespective of their religion. We fi rmly 
believe that is how a society should work. If we fail to stand 
by our fellow human beings, then we fail ourselves.

n   Religion: Religion is at the heart of everything we do in 
 Nigeria. Wherever we go – to the market, to school or work 
– our religion goes with us. People can serve God in differ-
ent ways, yet in doing so their deeds always speak more 
loudly than their words. On its own, simply talking about 
our religion is not enough. It must be a sincere and integral 
part of our daily lives. 

n   Boko Haram: Christians, Muslims and others suffer from 
the horrible crimes committed by the terrorist group Boko 
Haram, which abuses religion and therefore casts it in a 
negative light. Yet at the heart of these so-called »religious 
confl icts«, in Nigeria and elsewhere, are power struggles. If 
there were no economic or political crisis, the violence in 
our country would not have arisen. 

n   Young people: Nigeria is a very young and dynamic country. 
We have to teach our youth to be thoughtful and wise. They 
have to learn that fi re is fi re before they get burned. Regret-
tably, the Nigerian school curriculum does not include reli-
gion or history. It is crucial to know where we come from in 
order to know where our future lies. 

n   Politics: Nigeria is a rich country. We have oil, gold, land and 
a young population. What we don’t have is real leadership, 
and that is dangerous. We don’t want Nigeria to become 
a permanent battlefi eld. That is why we and many of our 
fellow campaigners are doing everything we can to pre-
vent such a scenario. For this, we need the government. Its 
role must be to create an environment that is conducive to 
fruitful and respectful dialogue. 

n   Sustainability: As religious leaders, we are guided by the 
vision of a positive future. We devote our strength and our 
lives to the generations that follow us. We work to achieve 
peaceful coexistence. We are merely visitors upon the Earth 
and should therefore treat each other and our planet with 
respect.

Archbishop Kaigama and Emir Muazu

Archbishop Kaigama’s and Emir Muazu’s insights

Published by
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Their lives 

Ignatius Ayau Kaigama studied in Rome, where he was awarded 
a doctorate in theology in 1991. Today he is Archbishop of Jos in 
Nigeria and also president of the Nigerian Bishops’ Conference 
and vice-president of the Episcopal Conference of West African 
Catholic Bishops. Archbishop Kaigama is chairman of the »In-
terreligious Committee for Peace« set up by the Plateau State 
government and founder of the »Dialogue, Reconciliation and 
Peace Centre«. The centre offers a platform for dialogue and 
learning aimed at religious, traditional and community leaders 
and at young people and women. In 2012 Archbishop Kaigama 
received the »Golden Dove Peace Award«. His Excellency Emir 
Muhammadu Mohammed Muazu is a traditional Muslim rul-
er in Plateau State. Together with the Archbishop he actively 

supports interreligious dialogue and encourages harmonious 
coexistence between the different religious groups in Nigeria.

Interreligious dialogue in Nigeria 

Christians and Muslims make up the majority of Nigeria’s 
population. Their security and peaceful coexistence are en-
dangered by the terrorist group Boko Haram, which commits 
dreadful crimes in the name of Islam. Thousands of people 
have already lost their lives, and the widespread destruction 
of vital infrastructure has plunged many into extreme pover-
ty. Millions have fled their homes and need assistance. Against 
this background, Archbishop Kaigama, Emir Muazu and their 
fellow campaigners are striving to promote interreligious dia-
logue and create a more peaceful society.

Links

n  http://drepcentre.blogspot.de
n  www.dw.com/en/nigeria-religious-dialogue-in-times- 

of-terror/a-18762315

Literature

n  Kefa, Allan Kalafa/ Moses, M. Ombuge (2012): Manual for 
Interreligious Dialogue, Chemchemi Ya Ukweli & Civil Peace 
Service, Kenya.

n  Omotosho, Mashood (2014): Managing Religious Conflicts 
in Nigeria: The Inter-Religious Mediation Peace Strategy, 
Africa Development, Vol. XXXIX, No. 2, 2014, pp. 133–151.

Archbishop Kaigama’s and  
Emir Muazu’s vision

»Our new president, Muhammadu Buhari, offers  
hope. But he alone cannot reform the political  system 
because the culture of corruption has become so 
pervasive. As Nigerians, we hope that the inter national 
community will support his endeavours to change  
the system and lead Nigeria into a more peaceful  
and prosperous future.«

Dialogue series Religion matters – Rethinking the challenges of tomorrow

academia. They are moderated by Ms Nazan Gökdemir, who is 
well known from her television work as presenter of the news 
programme Arte Journal and the ZDF series Forum am Freitag.

Links

n  www.bmz.de/en/what_we_do/issues/religion-and- 
development/index.html

n  www.giz.de/Values-and-Religion
n  www.twitter.com/ReligionGIZ
n  www.facebook.com/ReligionMattersGIZ

Development policy that perceives people as individuals must in 
turn be willing to engage seriously with those people’s perspec-
tive on the world. Religion and culture shape how people see the 
world, their lifestyles and engagement. They are a powerful force 
for social and political change. In a new dialogue series, entitled 
Religion matters – Rethinking the challenges of tomorrow, or-
ganised by the German Federal Ministry for Economic Coopera-
tion and Development (BMZ), distinguished individuals are regu-
larly invited to exchange views on values, religion and sustainable 
development. The dialogue events are conducted with select-
ed representatives from the spheres of politics, civil society and  
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