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Fellow Ugandans, Uganda is our motherland where God 
has placed us, we hold it as true that no Ugandan has 
the right to wish away the views of another Ugandan, no 
Ugandan has the right to deny another Ugandan the space 
to exercise his or her rights and fulfil their responsibilities 
as citizens / Inter-Religious Council of Uganda, Pastoral 
Letter by Faith Leaders 2017
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DanChurchAid is a faith based organisation supporting 
interventions under three thematic areas of humanitarian, 
right to food and active citizenship through emergency 
relief in disaster-stricken areas and long-term development 
assistance in poor regions - to create a more equitable 
and sustainable world. One cross cutting Approach for 
all the work done is using the faith based approach to 
influence and create sustainable development. 

Critical to all the three thematic areas is creating an 
enabling environment for civic engagement for both CSO 
Actors and the citizens at large. Faith leaders are thus 
looked at as key stakeholders in the political, economic 
and social ecosystem whose influence can make it 
possible for more equality, equity and expression of 
political and social accountability. It is at the backdrop 
of this understanding that DanChurchAid took interest in 
documenting the work of faith actors in defending Civic 
space, and broadly social justice in view of the global 
trends that are narrowing the space for citizen engagement 
and demand driven political and social accountability. 

The documentation takes specific interest in the ways in 
which faith actors in Uganda have responded to political 
developments in 2017 and previous periods that intended 
to limit civic space, access to human rights and threatened 
peaceful coexistence in the country.    

Even amidst the shrinking space occasioned by the passing 
of a cocktail of legal instruments like the NGO Act (2016) 
and attendant NGO regulations (2017), The Computer 
Misuse Act (2011) and the Public Order Management Act 

(2013), faith leaders insisted on having their voices heard 
in defence for human rights and civic space. 

As attested by an excerpt from the IRCU pastoral letter 
in 2017-  which stated; Fellow Ugandans, Uganda is our 
motherland where God has placed us, we hold it as true 
that no Ugandan has the right to wish away the views 
of another Ugandan, no Ugandan has the right to deny 
another Ugandan the space to exercise his or her rights 
and fulfil their responsibilities as citizens. Statements 
like these and many more were in response to deficits in 
electoral democracy before and after the 2016 National 
Elections, constitutionalism, land grabbing elitist 
groups associated to the state, massive corruption and 
resultant poor service delivery standards which seem to 
increasingly pass for a high conflict trigger. 

Worth noting is that the faith actors and the mainstream 
civil society operate in the same ecosystem, have similar 
aspirations towards promoting humanity and social justice 
despite using different approaches – for faith leaders more 
mediation oriented while CSOs more activism driven, 
which also speaks into the reason why faith actors seem 
to have more space for engagement though it is equally 
reducing. The driver for faith action was partly due to their 
stake in the country as citizens as well as the increased 
convictions to speak out arising from citizen-led demand, 
for faith leaders to use their prophetic power and unifying 
voice to provide national guidance. The documentation is 
also cognizant of the fact that despite speaking up, faith 
leaders are also at threat due to their negative criticism of 
the ruling party.

Executive Summary
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Introduction
Uganda like other developing countries is experiencing 
restrictive regulations and other forms of repression 
which are increasingly narrowing civic space for political 
and social accountability. According to Civicus, Civic 
Space is the state in which the democratic society is 
open, citizens and civil society organisations are able to 
organise, participate and communicate without hindrance. 
This can only happen when a state holds by its obligations 
to protect its citizens and respects and facilitates their 
fundamental rights to associate, assemble peacefully 
and freely express views and opinions1. Without active 
citizen involvement in political life, public officials may be 
unresponsive to their constituents and the basic rights 
and freedoms of democracy can go unrealized.  Therefore 
Civic space is the bedrock of any open and democratic 
society.2

When regimes lose popular support and their legitimacy 
is under threat, they tend to rely on instruments of 
coercion and repression to maintain their grip on political 
power. These include enacting stringent laws aimed at 
ensuring that those opposed to the character and work 
methods of the regime have limited avenues to reach, 
organize and engage the public, often accompanied by 
the establishment of security systems that are designed 
to confront any dissenting voices. The operatives of these 
security systems adopt work methods that are intended 
to create paralysing fear among the population, in the way 
they deal with those individuals or institutions that are 
perceived to have influence and potential to threaten the 
regime’s grip on power. 

In the case of Uganda, shrinking civic space can be 
attributed to four main legislations. These include; 1) The 
Public Order Management Act (2013) popularly known 
as POMA, which seeks to regulate public meetings and 
safeguard public order at the same time, disproportionately 
and unconstitutionally targeting meetings organized 
by the opposition and advocacy based civil society 
organizations3. 2) The Uganda Communications Act (2013) 
which gives powers to the Uganda Communications 
Commission (UCC) to suspend or revoke a licence for 
media houses largely seen as a tool to curtail free speech, 
leading to unprecedented self-censorship within the 
media fraternity4. 3) The Computer Misuse Act (2011) which 
restricts the use of digital communication, and as a result 
some civic actors have been charged for social media 
postings deemed either “inappropriate” or interpreted to 
cause discomfort to high ranking leaders in the country.5 
4) The Non- Government Organizations Act (2016); and 
the attendant NGO Regulations (2017) which have since 
constrained the civic space for NGOs and in tandem 
created a hostile environment for independent voices in 
civil society and the media by erecting several barriers in 
the operation of NGOs. These are further reinforced by the 
Anti-Terrorism Act (Amendment) 2017 and other statutory 
laws. The later was used in temporarily closing NGO 
offices and freezing of both organisation and individual 
bank accounts during the highly charged Constitutional 
amendment in 2017.  

Relevancy of engagements to 
the Agenda 2030/SDG16 framework?
The work of religious leaders is integral to the achievement 
of the different human rights standards and ultimate 
achievement of the Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs). While there wasn’t a conscious reference to the 
Agenda 2030 as the basis for the faith leaders’ work on 
civic space, their work was in response to defending human 

rights expressed through interventions on social justice 
which is a principal across the different faiths. The bulk of 
the fight for social justice and human dignity addresses 
critical areas including democratic and justice principles. 
Underlying these principles, is a thriving civic space which 
allows citizens to hold their leaders accountable to the 
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human rights commitments and directly contributing to 
the achievement of SDG 16 – Peace, Justice and Strong 
Institutions.

The faith leaders’ role as actors within the broader 
civic space directly contributes to building prudent and 
credible systems and structures for equitable and good 
governance.  Faith leaders have a mandate to speak 
for the voiceless and promote dialogue for some of the 
complex situations which affect their congregations; one 
of them being the freedoms of expression and association 
within the country which also guarantees political and 
social accountability. In addressing civic space through 
dialogue and negotiation or even through a “push back”, 
faith leaders have advocated for an open space for 
constructive and peaceful dialogue among different 
actors which is a step towards building democratic and 
responsive institutions.  

The faith interventions towards strengthening, functional 
capacities of democratic institutions to give room for equal 

citizen and stakeholder participation, accountability, rule 
of law and access to justice has the SDG framework at 
the core of its work. As such there is a growing discourse 
on faith and; civic space, social/gender justice, electoral 
democracy and service delivery among other key issues 
of concern in the country with an overall interest in 
assessing the impact or role of faith in the development 
agenda. 

Faith leaders are at the centre of coordinating the National 
Dialogue Process in Uganda which identifies citizen 
consensus areas on the political discourse, economy, 
cultural, service delivery, political and social diversity 
among the cross cutting yet potential conflict triggers. 
These consensus issues find their root in human rights 
and SDGs. As earlier indicated the aspirations of faith 
actors and civil society find their resting place in human 
dignity which the different global instruments seem to 
articulate and advance. It’s more of different approaches, 
language yet contributing to the same goals. 

Faith Actors, Civic Space and 
the State in Uganda
In a country where 94% of the population aligns with 
religion, Uganda has a long-standing history where faith 
leaders have taken on an active role in defending the 
rights of the people and the demand for accountability 
from the political establishments. One example of the role 
of faith leaders is laid out by the life of the Archbishop of 
the Church of Uganda, Janani Luwum, who was killed in 
1977 for holding the President at the time, accountable for 
rights violations. 

Faith leaders as individuals, and collectively under their 
different consortia for instance Uganda Joint Christian 
Council (UJCC) and the Inter Religious Council of Uganda 
(IRCU) have consistently addressed issues of political, 
religious and tribal intolerance as well as accountability 
and democracy. The role of faith leaders is largely seen 

as critical to using their prophetic voice to speak truth to 
power and defend the vulnerable and voiceless by fighting 
all forms of social injustice. 

Suffice to note is that both faith based, and rights-based 
approaches are distinctively connected with Diakonia6  

and as such complement each other. Both approaches 
seek to advance social justice, equity and the universality 
of human dignity and respect. As referenced in the Bible 
under Galatians 3:28 - There is neither Jew nor Greek, 
there is neither slave nor free, there is no male and 
female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus. 

The bible agrees with the Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights (1948) Article 1; (that) All human beings 
are born free and equal in dignity and rights. They are 
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In the larger part of 2017 and previously, faith actors were 
driven to action because of the developments within 
the operating environment. Critical issues of concern 
included the narrowing civic space, violations of the right 
to life and dignity, allegedly orchestrated by the impunity 
of security operatives within the country. The restrictive 
national legal framework mainly affected the expression of 

free speech and was an indication of progressively closing 
civic space in a country rated as a repressed environment 
by Civicus11. Annually, the Uganda Police Force and other 
security agencies rank highest in the violations of human 
rights by the Human Rights Watch as well as the Human 
Rights Commission (UHRC). 

endowed with reason and conscience and should act 
towards one another in a spirit of brotherhood. These 
two documents provide guidance for both the secular and 
faith perspectives on why the fight against injustice is a 
collective role for both the faith and civil society actors 
irrespective of their beliefs. 

Faith Actors as a section within civil society, enjoy spaces 
and platforms for direct engagement with the citizenry 
that could be described as God-given for them to exercise 
their pastoral and prophetic roles. Some of these spaces 
include places of worship, educational institutions and 
traditional media houses especially those that are faith-
owned. As key opinion leaders, they also have social 
spaces like funerals and marriage ceremonies among 
others. In the case of Uganda, such spaces have been used 
to address societal issues like corruption, inequitable 
distribution of public resources, poor service delivery, 
political intolerance, gender-based discrimination, and 
limitations to civic space. For instance, in 2017 JupeNet7  

held solidarity visits to ActionAid Uganda following closure 
of the organisation offices alongside three others8 arising 
from their various work on the Constitutional Amendment 
process. Other individual faith leaders and under their 
grouping of IRCU made statements and weighed in with 
an aim of promoting space for dialogue and the exercise 
of democratic principles.

Despite the limitations faced by faith leaders in Uganda; 
some of which emanating from their perceived value 

systems, for instance the conflicting perspectives on the 
Anti-Homosexual Bill and the threat of being driven by 
selfish interests due to their (faith institutions) resource 
constraints, they have largely used their distinctive 
advantages to actively speak out on issues of good 
governance especially in response to the restrictive 
environment for civic engagement in Uganda, the 
President’s hold on to power for more than three decades 
and other forms of injustice. 

While faith actors have a coveted role in society and 
have used this advantage to speak up, they are equally 
not unreservedly immune to government clamp down 
on social and political critics. As a result, they have also 
been impacted by the different legal provisions. For 
instance, the arrest of Bishop D. Zac Niringiye in 2013 and 
subsequent travel ban at the height of the Black Monday 
Campaign9 and the 2017 allegations of government spying 
on religious leaders including the house of Bishops10 all 
highlight the narrowing faith spaces. Even when the faith-
based organisations were excluded from the precepts of 
the NGO Law, the outspoken religious leaders have been 
individually targeted, suffered harassment and arbitrary 
arrests, coupled with occasional confrontations with 
government. This is partly because the faith actors are 
increasingly engaging as individuals as well as through 
their umbrella organizations and ardently speaking out on 
the ongoing injustice thus putting the state on the spot for 
such violations. 

Drivers of Faith Action: Unfavourable Political 
and Legal operating environment  
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In the statement by UHRC on the human rights concerns 
in the country issued on October 26, 2017 the Commission 
noted, that 

‘The excessive use of force by police against some 
members of Parliament and the public generally to 
disperse gatherings agitating to express themselves had 
recently become the norm rather than the exception’

They further castigated the Police and other security 
agencies for failing to strike a balance between public order 
and the exercise of the rights and freedoms by individuals 
and groups, their partisan tendencies in handling matters 
related to the removal of the presidential age limit; and 
called upon them to facilitate the citizens to enjoy their 
rights and freedoms of speech, expression, association 
as well as assembly  as provided for under Article 29 and 
33  of the Constitution of the Republic of Uganda.

Such statements and reports underlie the faith leaders’ 
interest and motivation to weigh in, and speak out against 
specific injustices within the country. Worth noting in the 
ways and matters on which faith leaders engaged is that, 
their consistence in speaking out on risky subjects even 
in times when there was a clamp down on civil society 
activists and human rights defenders, was a push back in 
response to government restrictions and aimed at ensuring 
that the space remains open for free expression and 
dialogue on the would be sensitive issues. Faith leaders 
took special interest on issues of national importance 
which were deemed risky and evoked fear of holding 
opposing opinion among the public. As such many of the 
faith leaders who spoken out on civic space, governance 
and constitutionalism did so largely as individuals and not 
as faith institutions. It is therefore no wonder that those 
who dare to speak out are looked at differently and many 
times side-lined due to the patronage system which instils 
fear in those who have divergent views. Some of the issues 
where faith leaders pronounced themselves include;  

I. DEFICITS IN ELECTORAL DEMOCRACY.
The run-up to the February 2016 National elections and 
its aftermath was a trigger to violence and suspicions 
within different political camps, some of which spilled into 
a blood-bath within communities that had long standing 
conflicts like the Rwenzori region (Kasese Conflicts)12. With 
the political polarisation and several conflict triggers, the 
role of religion as a neutral and unifying factor was crucial 
to provide space and facilitate dialogue, mediation and 
reconciliation amongst the warring parties along the tribal 
and political dimensions. 

Faith leaders collectively and individually took on the 
mandate of promoting peaceful political processes 
which has since led to the establishment of the National 
Dialogue Process Secretariat hosted by IRCU. In 
preparation for the 2016 Presidential Elections, Uganda 
held the 1st Presidential Debate which wasn’t attended 
by the Incumbent13 followed by the 2nd Debate where the 
Incumbent President participated14 organised by IRCU 
and The Elders’ Forum in Uganda (TEFU) with support from 
the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP). The 
significance of the debates, relates to the fact that it was 

Uganda: 
Violation of freedom of association, assembly, 

and expression continue in Ugadan. In 2017, 

authorities harshly repressed opposition to 

the government’s removal of presidential 

age limits from the constitution, allowing 

President Yoweri Museveni, in poser since 

1986, to run again in 2021. Opposition party 

members and journalists have faced arrest and 

detention; police have blocked the opposition 

from accessing media and public meetings. 

Nongovernmental organizations risk politically 

motivated charges for allegedly failing to comply 

with legal provisions that impose vague ‘special 

obligations’ on independent groups. Authorities 

have yet to effectivly investigate a November 

2016 military assult in Kasese where over 100 

people, including children, were killed.

Excerpt from Civicus on the 2017 
Human Rights Status in Uganda.
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the first time to have all Presidential Candidates address 
the electorate while sharing a podium given the fluid multi-
party politics and intolerance in Uganda. However most 
important was that the faith leaders as conveners of the 
space attempted to provide a levelled ground for all the 
candidates and take back the presidency to the people. 

 
           
Within the election period, faith leaders, while using the 
pulpit as well as their different consortiums, actively 
spoke out against electoral malpractices and reached out 
to political opponents with messages of reconciliation. 

The faith leaders also actively participated in monitoring 
the electoral processes and shared their findings on the 
processes with both the state and non-state actors.  

              

Credit: UNDP Uganda Website – 
Press Release January 15, 2016

UJCC Press Statement on 
the 2016 National Elections15

Credit: Black Monday Newsletter 
Issue 2816

The National Dialogue Framework 
Paper 2017
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II. LAND GRABBING AND MASSIVE EVICTIONS
Along other key issues requiring a uniform voice 
from faith leaders, was the massive land grabbing 
orchestrated by individuals within government agencies 
and the private sector with protection from state 
mandated law enforcement agencies like the Police and 
Military, leading to unprecedented displacements of 
families, sometimes whole villages. More dissent was 
heightened following government’s proposal to amend 
Article 26 in the Constitution of the Republic of Uganda 
to give way for compulsory land acquisition by the state 
with far reaching implications on the right to property 
for the ordinary citizens17. This caused country-wide 
uproar with citizens reading in these actions an agenda 
to dispossess them of their land. In many cultures in 
Uganda, land is not only a means of livelihood but also 
a source of identity with spiritual connotations. On the 
other hand, while faith leaders are representatives of 
the people they lead, they equally have a high stake 
in land in Uganda and have been largely affected by 
encroachment and land grabbing.

Religious institutions remain vulnerable because they 
are largely a poor population in the context of Uganda 
and have been accused of accepting tokens from the 
President in lieu of speaking out against social injustice 
and undemocratic principles. At the same time, faith 
institutions own more than 30% (averagely) of the 
health and education service delivery centres including 
hospitals and schools18, which explains their stake 
in land. Moreover, services provided under the faith 
founded institutions are highly subsidised and of better 
quality than government owned institutions and as 
such serve vulnerable communities. This explains faith 
leaders’ outspokenness on land, to safe guard their 
land and that of the congregations they represent but 
also to ensure they maintain their independence from 
the state and ability to speak out when government 
deviates from the normative principles of justice 
and good governance. Faith leaders weighed in and 
cautioned government against passing legislations 
which have a potential to adversely perpetuate 
injustices and violation of rights for marginalised 
groups. 

III. CORRUPTION AND RESULTANT 
POOR SERVICE DELIVERY STANDARDS
Faith leaders’ responses on the unprecedented corruption 
levels followed reports by government anti-corruption 
bodies, CSOs, and the media. This was heightened by 
the resultant deplorable service delivery standards 
across all sectors nation-wide, with little or no evidence 
of satisfactory political will to address the vice. Certain 
faith leaders have for a long time taken an active role in 
the anti-corruption crusade under the Black Monday 
Movement19. Their push stemmed from alleged abuse 
of public resources to bribe Members of Parliament to 
vote in favour of contentious Bills in Parliament. Some 
faith actors have consistently spoken out on the rampant 
corruption in the country and challenged government to 
give priority to the welfare of citizens instead of focusing 
on political survival. 

IV. THE LIFTING OF THE PRESIDENTIAL AGE LIMIT
In 2005 Parliament of the Republic of Uganda passed the 
lifting of the Presidential Term limits, following allegations 
of bribes to Members of Parliament worth Uganda 
Shillings Five million. With the Constitution providing a 

Credit: Daily Monitor
Sunday 24th March 2013
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cut-off age of 75 years for one to be eligible to contest 
for the Presidency, there was hope that the Incumbent 
President would be ineligible for running in 2021. 
However, with the discussions on peaceful transition of 
power, another Bill was introduced to Parliament to lift 
the Presidential Age limit of 75 years in 2017. With the 
introduction of the Bill, there was uproar in the country in 
opposition to the creation of an avenue for life-presidency 
of the incumbent. This led to pockets violence within the 
country as well in into violence in Parliament following an 
alleged Military siege.20 As was in 2005, more allegations 
of bribery within Parliament were rife involving colossal 
sums of money. For many citizens, these actions were 
reminiscent of actions of past regimes, which sparked 
off a cycle of political violence, through which over five 
hundred citizens lost their lives and thousands could not 
be accounted for .

The political development raised the concern of faith 
actors because it seemed to give rise to an environment 
that would plunge the country into an era of conflict 
experienced in Uganda’s history. Despite the fragile 
environment at the time, faith leaders maintained their 
role in providing national guidance and advised the 
Incumbent President to retire and give room for peaceful 
political transition in the country22. Some of the bold 
statements came from Bishops within the country like 
Bishop Kisembo who openly told the President to retire23.  

While the Bill was passed, and the Age limit lifted, including 
extension of terms of office for the President and Members 
of Parliament24, the voices from faith leaders were bold as 
they maintained their mandate in national guidance and 
ensuring that they used their prophetic voice effectively.
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Irrespective of the issues on which the faith leaders 
pronounced themselves, across board, they understood 
themselves first, as citizens with rights, and yet with an 
overarching responsibility to influence the political, social 
and economic ecosystem of the country. Secondly, they 
also understood themselves as leaders with a peculiar 
calling and opportunity made possible by the available 
structures and the authority that comes with their 
prophetic role to act as prophets, mediators, educators, 
shepherds, and most often the neutral voices of reason. 
 
Part of this realization was a by-product of deliberate 
reflective processes which faith leaders undertake 
periodically one of which took place in 2012 and more 
often subsequently under the auspice of the IRCU, UJCC 
and other faith groupings. These were catalysed by 
demand from their congregations who mostly sensed the 
faith leaders’ silence on the social, economic and political 
trajectory of the country. 

The in-depth reflections clearly re-defined the faith 
actors’ role in nation building and articulated the 
country’s aspirations under the 50th Independence 
Anniversary in 2012 with a faith leaders’ guiding theme of 
“The Uganda We Want”. This has since been a benchmark 
for the practice of faith in development for faith leaders 
in Uganda. Faith leaders articulated their calling as being; 
a) Strengthening the spiritual and moral foundation of the 
nation and shun despondency, greed and all other forms 
of immorality. b) Being watchmen/ women over the nation 
and its wealth, to warn fellow citizens and leaders about 
the consequences of choices, laws and actions that don’t 
honour God and the benefits of royalty to God the creator. 
c) Leading by example, sowing seeds of justice and peace, 
and awakening society wherever it deviated from these 
ideals. d) Improving and advocating for spiritual, social, 
economic and political wellbeing of all God’s people.  
  
The faith leaders further clarified their vision for Uganda 
as; a) a God-fearing nation, b) a healthy nation, c) a secure 
and stable nation d) a prosperous nation, e) a harmonious 
nation and f) a caring nation. This clarity is what has 
given the impetus and shaped the quality of sustained 
engagement by faith actors in Uganda. They have always 

premised their actions on the understanding of what they 
have been called to do. The reflection also enabled them 
to bridge the gap between the spiritual, pastoral and 
social justice dimensions of their calling.

For instance, in their press release on the proposed 
Land Amendment Bill 2017, faith leaders under the IRCU 
umbrella assert, “As the conscience of the nation, we 
religious leaders, have a twin mandate, the spiritual and 
the temporal to air views on our behalf, and on behalf 
of the citizens of Uganda, especially the weak, poor and 
vulnerable in society (Matt 25:34-40, Jn. 4:20 Surah Al-
Baqarah 17). It is also our role to influence policy for the 
common good!”

Reacting to attempts by government to silence the 
church Fr. Gaetano Batanyenda categorically stated that; 
“Church leaders should not be intimidated by politicians, 
especially President Museveni who has opened a war on 
them by criticising their work methods. Politics without 
God and his messengers is doomed because criticising 
religious leaders for speaking about politics of their 
country is like such leaders (i.e. politicians) are inviting 
the devil to take control, which the religious leaders 
should resist”

Faith leaders recognized that nation building was a 
collective effort and there was no room for bystanders. 
They underpinned this in one of their 2017 Pastoral letters. 
Fellow Ugandans, Uganda is our motherland where God 
has placed us, we hold it as true that no Ugandan has 
the right to wish away the views of another Ugandan, 
no Ugandan has the right to deny another Ugandan 
the space to exercise his or her rights and fulfil their 
responsibilities as citizens.

With this understanding they claimed the space, 
proactively and creatively took steps to engage with the 
issues at hand. This was in realisation that they had to keep 
dialogue lines open to avoid the risk of a closing space. 
They were open to work with others like The Elders Forum 
in Uganda (TEFU) and other Civil Society Organisations 
with much flexibility in their approach.

Drivers of Faith Action: 
Between compassion and social justice  
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Sustaining Faith Action- Motivation 
and Resilience
As Uganda progressively tends into a repressive space 
for civic engagement as per Civicus’ Civic Space Tracking 
Monitor25, the faith leaders though have previously had 
responsiveness from government, are increasingly feeling 
the impact of the narrowing civic space. 

Government has for long recognized the influence of faith 
actors in society, and as the dissenting voices within 
the faith circles increase, there have been deliberate 
State efforts to pacify them and diminish their influence, 
through personal gifts and support to their institutional 
fundraising activities. There have also been allegations of 
threats and intimidation of individual vocal faith leaders 
with manoeuvres to create conflict and divisions amongst 
them.  

For instance, in response to the faith leaders’ opposition 
to the lifting of the Presidential Age Limit, the Prime 
Minister of Uganda instead urged the faith leaders to 
concentrate on evangelism, re-echoing the President’s 
continued restriction of faith leaders to the Pulpit and not 
Politics. On the other hand, the President Museveni, in his 
2018 New Year message to the nation, accused the Faith 
Actors for being traitors26.

Amidst the attacks, there were renewed calls from 
the congregations to the faith leaders to remain 
consistent and speak truth to power well knowing that 
these orchestrated attacks aimed at demoralizing and 
marginalizing them against their flock and instilling fear 
among the citizenry who ordinarily regard faith actors as 
representing, God the Almighty.

In reflecting on their engagements on civic space, 
faith actors noted without exception that the vicious 
assaults from sections of government were alienating 
often attracting quiet counsel from their inner circles to 
disengage for fear of reprisal from the authorities. There 
was also a temptation to speak less or keep quiet which 
may be the case for some. However, the most vocal 
leaders have taken the route of not being apologetic 
about the truth even if those in authority did not like it. 
This courage to speak the truth to those in power was 
enabled by their self-understanding as the conscience of 

the nation. On accusations by the Government, that the 
church was an enemy of the state, a key leader in church 
within Uganda remarked; 

“The churches are not against the state. Our remarks 
seek to tell the truth about the conscience of the state. 
The church is the conscience of the state as former 
president of Kenya Jomo Kenyatta said. So, please, see 
us as your conscience and we shall continue to be a good 
one,” said Archbishop Cyprian Kizito Lwanga, who heads 
the Kampala Catholic Archdiocese.27

This consciousness made them restless to ensure that 
there was space for the truth to be heard. On the same 
occasion, Government was warned about silencing those 
telling the truth... History is indeed repeating itself as 
some people are fighting against the truth with a fury 
of selfishness. This is not right for national stability and 
peace building of the country. So, Government should 
listen to the voice of reason; reason of hope; reason of 
stability.28

Re-affirming their prophetic role amidst these accusations 
and threats from government, the faith actors across the 
different faith groups released an inter religious statement:

As religious leaders, we are selfishly duty bound and 
subject ourselves to a moral compulsion to call on 
Ugandans to appreciate and reflect on the realities 
that have engendered the political dynamics currently 
obtaining in mother Uganda. As prophet Ezekiel (33:1-9) 
affirms, if you ignore our warning and danger overtakes 
you, be prepared to bear the consequences of your 
arrogance and your blood will not be on our heads as we 
would have played our role.29

Critical to sustaining the faith actors’ engagement, apart 
from their strong convictions regarding their calling; 
was the continuous capacity building by the umbrella 
organizations of UJCC and IRCU through periodic retreats, 
annual conferences and pastoral visits to communities to 
interact with victims of human rights violations including 
displacements due to massive land grabbing.  A case 
in point was a visit to Kasese District following civilian 
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killings arising from clashes between a cultural institution 
and the state security agencies30. 

Faith leaders also drew inspiration from their predeces-
sors who stood up against the violent Amin regime, which 
was largely known to violate the rights of citizens and 
responsible for the murder of over half a million citizens31, 
including the Anglican Archbishop Janani Luwum. They 

found their partnership with eminent persons within the 
country organised under a loose coalition of The Elders’ 
Forum (TEFU)32 very empowering. The rich and wide 
collective experiences of these Elders brought unique 
insights in situations and given that most of them were 
former civil servants, they helped the faith actors to 
understand the dynamics of government institutions and 
the respective actors.

Faith Actors and other Civil Society Actors
For a long time, faith actors have engaged in civic 
engagement using the faith approach and drawing their 
mandate from a very distinct source from the mainstream 
civil society actors – God. This together with the unique 
platforms within places of worship have perhaps created 
differences in the understanding of the intersection of the 
role of faith actors and civil society in addressing social 
justice and human dignity. 

In times of social, political and economic crises, even when 
the mainstream voices of civil society actors are evident, 
the public is in watch, waiting for faith leaders to weigh 
in, to compliment the voices on justice and democratic 
principles. Sometimes they are called to provide national 
guidance and lead negotiations, drawing from their 
influential prophetic voice. Increasingly, the faith actors 
are realising that their obligations to the country is not any 
different from the civil society organisations and media 
but rather contribute to the same national aspirations 
with only different approaches, which provide for more 
sustained and coordinated engagements through the 
faith-based structures. 

 Realising that they are affected by the same developments 
within the civic space albeit in different forms, faith actors 
are building synergies with the different actors including 
civil society actors, academia and the private sector 
to ensure holistic and guided responses to national 
issues. For instance, the IRCU is working with women 
organisations, private sector, youth clusters and political 
parties in advancing the National Dialogue Process. The 

NDP processes focuses on service delivery, political 
space and tolerance and the economy with underlying 
conflict triggers which the state needs to address but 
most importantly the inclusivity of the governance 
process.  This not only ensures a collective voice on 
critical issues, but also addresses the risks involved in 
working in isolation of other actors. 

Given this scenario, faith actors opted for constructive 
engagement throughout these processes and sought to 
keep the lines open for dialogue and interaction with the 
different actors.

On the whole, faith leaders’ relationship with the wider civil 
society remains a mixed bag, with a large section of the civil 
society generally happy and appreciative of the guidance 
and bold messages given out by the faith actors. Secondly 
for creatively allowing collaborative engagements with 
civil society as was the case in developing the CSO 
Compact on Electoral Reform and popularizing the need 
for a National Dialogue. However, some CSO sections still 
feel that faith actors have greater opportunities to be bold 
and take on stronger actions and narratives in addressing 
social injustice and diminishing civic space in Uganda. 
Since most civil society organisations tend to prefer an 
activist approach, they found the faith-based approach of 
quiet diplomacy and constructive engagement, rather soft 
and perhaps likened to the “sleepy giants” considering 
the influence they have and the opportunities therein. 
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Learnings across contexts
Over time, while working on issues within the country’s 
political, social and economic context, faith leaders have 
picked key lessons that inform or will inform the future of 
engagement under the faith approach. 

1. Change is a process: 
Quick fixes do not work when utilizing a process led 
approach.  A process approach is proactive and not 
reactive thus requires long term strategies and patience. 
The process related engagements fit well into the long-
established structures within which the faith actors work 
and have an additional advantage of being community 
based and existing in every corner of the country. 

2. Working within multi-cultural contexts: 
Faith actors are still learning to work effectively in 
multi-ethnic, religious and cultural contexts. This calls 
for cultural sensitivity and referencing the do-no harm 
approach and above all uphold the principle of human 
dignity. For Uganda’s case, given the cultural diversity 

there is need to build context based approaches to 
advance the leaders’ prophetic role. It is important to 
recognize that religion does not operate in a silo and faith 
leaders require to speak out on matters that affect their 
congregations because they certainly will look to them for 
guidance. 

3. Nurturing Partnerships: 
Faith actors do not work in a vacuum and as such 
there is increased need to build networks and nurture 
partnership, this is desirable for maximizing on existing 
resources among players and for survival in highly 
political constrained contexts. However, nurturing these 
partnerships, especially between interfaith actors is never 
a simple process. While the goal might be the same, but 
other considerations come into play, such as mandate, 
methodology for engagement, motivation and inspiration. 
The end does not always justify the means, because the 
means may be as critical as the end.
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 after the government reneged on a campaign pledge to supply free sanitary pads to schoolgirls.

6. Diakonia is a term derived from Greek, used in the Bible, New Testament, with different meanings. Sometimes, refers to the specific kind 
 to help any people in need. At other times, it means to serve the tables, and still others, refers to the distribution of financial resources.
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18. According to IRCU between the orthodox, Seventh Day Adventist, Anglican, Catholic and Muslim faith there is a at least 16 universities, 
 221 vocational Institutions, 11,335 primary schools, 1285 Secondary Schools, 43 hospitals, and 592 health centres. 

19. http://www.monitor.co.ug/artsculture/Religion/Demystifying--the--Bishop-of-Black-Monday-/689744-1727500-v2v7d1/index.html

20. https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2017/12/20/uganda-parliament-erupts-chaos-age-limit-bill/

21. http://observer.ug/news/headlines/55408-why-religious-leaders-want-talks-on-age-limit.html

22. http://observer.ug/news/headlines/54392-religious-leaders-speak-out-on-presidential-age-limit.html

23. http://theinsider.ug/index.php/2018/02/11/meet-bishop-kisembo-man-who-boldly-told-museveni-to-retire-face-to-face/

24. The extension of years of tenure has since been challenged in the Courts of Law and repelled with an appeal to the Supreme Court

25. https://monitor.civicus.org/

26. http://www.africanews.com/2018/01/01/ugandamuseveni-calls-religious-leaders-traitors-in-new-year-s-message//

27. http://www.theeastafrican.co.ke/news/Church-and-State-divisions-in-Uganda-worsening/2558-4262422-muynbb/index.html

28. Archbishop Cyprian Kizito Lwanga - Monitor Newspaper 4th January 2018

29. IRCU Pastoral Letter 2017

30. Over 80 people aligned to a traditional institution within the region were killed following a clash with security agencies   
 https://www.hrw.org/news/2017/03/15/uganda-ensure-independent-investigation-kasese-killings 

31. https://www.history.com/topics/idi-amin

32. TEFU comprises credible persons formerly with the civil service and political space in Uganda
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