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Introduction
It’s clear, no one can deny it: women fill churches, women keep the
faith! However, what is not so clear or obvious is the reality of abuse,
discrimination and subordination of women that predominates in
faith communities. No pretence at transparency has been made;
rather, the reality of generalized and diverse violence has been
hidden, denied and even justified.
Again and again, these realities mutually interconnect and are
reproduced, and there is no denying the profound political and
structural nature of violence against women in churches. However,
the voices of countless women from diverse backgrounds have
been growing in strength, firm in demands to transform the reality
in churches. Moreover, these demands constitute elemental factors
for social and political transformation in Central America.
The effort to confront and transform violence against women in
faith communities is both difficult and vital. Difficult because of
the obscurity of centuries of patriarchal and misogynistic tradition,
resolutely internalized values, attitudes and symbols, entrenched
interests, power that fights tooth and nail to defend biblical
interpretations that insist on narrating realities that are distant
and distinct in time and space. Vital, because the transformation
of relations and practices between men and women within the
churches founded on equality and dignity represents the most
13
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powerful impulse to shape life and love, whose model is without
doubt Jesus.
In light of the previous discussion, the principal point of departure
for theoretical and empirical inquiry is that which seeks to listen to
the voices of women. That is, it is necessary to investigate signs,
markers, practices and positions in relation to this phenomenon,
amid difficulties and risks, and taking in to account the certainty of
critical reactions and voices, protests and disqualifications. But as
the bible says, the “truth will set us free” (John 8:32), and research,
dialogue and exchange in support of combating violence against
women is an aspiration and exercise of freedom for everyone.
Within the above mentioned framework, ACT Alliance in Guatemala
has commissioned the current investigation on the practices,
symbols and positions of churches that condone, stimulate and/or
justify violence against women in all its manifestations or forms. The
investigation relies on qualitative research methods rather than the
observation of practices (for the high degree of difficulty involved
in effectively using such a method), employing an approach which
endeavours to understand the correlation between the practices of
religious leaders and the perceptions of women and communities,
between discourse (theological and ecclesiastical) and attitudes,
between institutional or personal positions and concrete and
permanent practices.
The principal starting point for investigation was the review and
study of conceptual and theological foundations upon which
churches and faith communities intervene in the national reality.
This also allowed for analysis of the official and/or theoretical
positions that churches may sustain in relation to violence
against women.
14
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The theoretical foundations helped determine those aspects,
which when converted into research areas or variables, should
be motivation for dialogue and analysis with women, including
women who constitute the base-support of churches or social
organizations, theologians and church leaders, as well as male
leaders of the different denominations that took part in the research.
These foundations also aided in establishing the forms of violence
against women that occur in faith-based environments.
The contrast between theoretical fundamentals (socio-political,
cultural, theological, organizational) and perceptions and
interpretations of women and men from different realities throughout
the country, although principally in the four prioritized geographical
regions, generated findings and conclusions on violence against
women in churches. This consequently enabled the development
of a framework that presents general strategies and proposals to
be implemented in church or social environments.
The opinions and approaches of men in different positions were not
excluded in this study; however, the research sample did privilege
more generally the voices and expressions of women organized in
communities, mainly through the use of focus groups. Information
was enriched and supplemented with a wealth of contributions from
other actors (female church leaders and theologians, including
some outside the country).
A central concern for this document is to denounce the discrimination
and denigration of women in churches; no intention exists to harm
or disrespect different church practices and institutions. It also
seeks to generate debate that will help women in their struggles
to break free from signs, practices, biblical Interpretations and
organizational structures that negate the example of Jesus, and
which condemn and reduce women to secondary and subservient
15
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roles in their lives and in churches, forcing them to endure all kinds
of injustice and abuse.
This research is a tiny grain of sand in the desert, a small drop of
water in the ocean. Nevertheless, it aspires to sow the seeds of
reflection and discovery, of a new gesture, a small liberation, a new
perspective, a loving indignation, such that this tiny grain of sand
will contribute to, along with many others, the reconstruction of the
world, that wonderful and exciting struggle which men and women
share, with differences but in full equality, the adventure of life.
Carlos Aldana Mendoza
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I. Theoretical Foundations
A. Towards an Integral Definition and
Characterization of Violence against Women
1. Definition and Characterization of Violence against Women
Conclusion No. 11 of the 2013 ‘Agreed Conclusions of the
United Nations Commission on the Status of Women stresses
that ““violence against women” means any act of gender-based
violence that results in, or is likely to result in, physical, sexual or
psychological harm or suffering to women and girls, including
threats of such acts coercion or arbitrary deprivation of liberty,
whether occurring in public or in private life. The Commission also
notes the economic and social harm caused by such violence.”
This definition is complemented by Article 1 of the Convention
on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women,
(CEDAW), which states: ““discrimination against women” shall
mean any distinction, exclusion or restriction made on the basis
of sex which has the effect or purpose of impairing or nullifying the
recognition, enjoyment or exercise by women, irrespective of their
marital status, on a basis of equality of men and women, of human
rights and fundamental freedoms in the political, economic, social,
17
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cultural, civil or any other field.”1 For its part, the World Health
Organization defines violence as “[T]he intentional use of physical
force or power, threatened or actual, against oneself, another
person, or against a group or community, that either results in or
has a high likelihood of resulting in injury, death, psychological
harm, maldevelopment or deprivation.” (WHO, 2002).
In a broader, more integral sense, and specifically in relation to
women, violence can be thought of as a set of actions, attitudes
and symbols through which power is exercised on a gender basis,
which inflicts, or attempts to inflict, diverse kinds of harm on women,
both in public and in private spheres.
There is a patent need to overcome prevailing visions of violence
against women as non-deliberate, spontaneous acts due to a loss
of emotional control.
In this sense, consideration of structural significance (derived from
a state which was constituted by and for violence) and cultural
meaning (visions, feelings, values, attitudes and behaviours that
are learned in different ideological training systems) will allow for
better understanding of the complex nature of violence against
women.
In light of the previous discussion, violence can also be understood
as being embedded in symbols and attitudes. While these may
seem like passive elements, they are factors which contribute,
foment, stimulate and justify the materialization of active elements
of violence.
1

Adopted in 1979, the Convention was the result of the efforts of the Commission on the
Status of Women, created by the UN in 1946. This is a functional commission of the
United Nations Economic and Social Council and is responsible for developing global
policies aimed at promoting gender equality, rights and the empowerment of women.
The Commission monitors and evaluates the progress or setbacks in achieving gender
equality and meets annually at UN headquarters in New York.
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Given the generalized tendency to define and reduce violence
to physical manifestations, and to a lesser extent psychological
actions (like shouting, threats or punishment), it is important to
emphasize that violence occurs when intent and action affects or
impairs the development of those women experiencing violence.
While distinctive acceptations of the meaning of development
exist, a standard definition from the dictionary of the Royal Spanish
Academy refers to development as the growth of something,
whether material or non-material. Development can also be
considered to be relative to progress and the economic, cultural
and political growth of human communities.
The denial, for example, of women’s decisive and meaningful
participation in political, productive and cultural spheres
(including in faith communities), or their historical invisibilization
or discrediting, are realities that deprive women of the exercise of
their rights, needs and aspirations, and which adversely affect their
development, as previously discussed above.
It is then imperative to understand the different manifestations of
violence. For example, the Lutheran World Federation mentions
three aspects: physical aggression; sexual humiliation and
emotional or psychological humiliation (FLM., 2002, p.15). The
Indigenous Women’s Movement Tz’ununija mentions other types
of violence: physical, sexual, economic, political, psychological,
and property. (Movimiento de Mujeres Indígenas/Proyecto Miriam,
2013, p.29). Guatemalan intellectual Tania Palencia mentions four
factors: physical, sexual, economic and psychological or emotional.
(Palencia Prado, 2013, p.59).
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A Globally Perverse Phenomena
The first systematic study of a global
nature on the prevalence of violence
against women (including violence within
and outside the family/couple) indicates
that 35% of all women worldwide will
experience violence at some point in their
lives. It also indicates that the most common
violence occurs between partners; almost
a third of women worldwide have had
experiences of physical and / or sexual
violence by their partner. Overall, about
38% of all deaths of women are committed
by their partners.

to suffer depression compared with
those who have not suffered violence
from their partners. Globally, 7% of
women worldwide have been sexually
assaulted by someone who is not their
partner. There is less data on this type
of violence, but evidence also reveals
serious health consequences (such as
alcoholism, depression or anxiety).
“Violence against women is not a small
problem that only occurs in some areas
of society, but is a global public health
problem of epidemic proportions,
requiring urgent action. It is time for
the world to take action: a life free from
violence is a basic human right, one that
every woman, man or child deserve”.

The report also indicates that women who
have been physically or sexually abused
by their partners show high rates of major
health problems, for example, they are 16%
more likely to have babies with low birth
weight, or are nearly twice as likely

(WORLD HEALTH ORGANIZATION. 2013).

This investigation brings to light the existence of spiritual violence,
which refers to the manipulation of women´s visions of the sacred,
of emotional and personal subjectivities in ecclesiastical contexts,
with the purpose of manipulating or silencing women who face
violence. It refers to the exercise of symbols, values and attitudes
that have been strengthened in faith-based environments, and
permit the reproduction of unequal power relations in such settings.
On the basis of the issues discussed above, this investigation
concentrates on what can be considered another classification of
violence against women, that of “spiritual violence”, which as we
will see, occurs within churches and faith communities.
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2. Violence against Women is a Violation of
Human Rights
Violence is violence in any space, be it in public or private spheres,
within families or between couples. It is imperative to abandon
traditional thinking, which situates legal, moral and cultural
struggles against violence in purely public spheres, assuming that
a culture of violence and violent actions within the home are family
matters, a private, intimate phenomenon that others should not get
involved in.
However, violence against women is, unmistakably, a violation of
human rights, constituting the negation of the rights of women
per se and, in a more general sense, women´s rights as human
beings. In this sense, the ACT Alliance affirms that violence “is an
endemic problem that nullifies (women’s) participation in all fields
of society, including in responses to humanitarian crisis, where the
most vulnerable groups are those who are most exposed (women,
children) “. (ACTALIANZA, 2010, p. 3)
This means that proposals and actions to address ideological,
institutional and political violence against women must encompass
all spheres. Accordingly, any threat or submission that a man uses
against his wife at home also constitutes a violation of human
rights. In other words, violence that occurs between partners or
within families or ecclesiastical environments cannot be justified as
a private or personal issues and thereby aspire to avoid obligatory
political, legal and social sanctions.
However, citing engaged feminist scholars like Hilary Charlesworth
and Christine Chinkin, Patricia Muñoz Cabrera calls our attention
to concerns over how the “category of universal human rights
shows ‘structural bias against women’, and that the simple notion
of human rights assumes the ‘normative superiority of men’: in
21
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the principal human rights treaties, rights are defined according
to men’s fears of what may happen to them’(...) Both institutions
and experts in international law ignore the importance of human
rights violations that occur in the private sphere, and it is precisely
this realm where many women spend most of their lives.” “(Muñoz
Cabrera P., 2011, p. 18).
Understandings made by academic contributions such as
those previously discussed, including the struggles of women’s
organizations, have gradually made a difference in the mentality
and/or conceptions of violence against women. For example,
Muñoz Cabrera is again incisive: “If construed purely as a
‘women’s issue’, and therefore relegated to the private sphere,
violence against women becomes a social problem, a matter of
political concern and a violation of human rights (...) Forms of
violence against women, such as domestic violence and violence
between couples, have been recognized as public issues that
require appropriate legislation, institutional mechanisms and
adequate resources.” (Ibid.).
3. Violence against Women as a Mechanism of
Power and Control
It must be emphasized that violence against women is linked to
a vision and practice of power that pursues women’s economic,
political, cultural and ideological submission. This concerns
the establishment of hierarchical relations where men assume
superiority and determine female inferiority on the basis
of gender.
Power and control are two concepts that go hand in hand. Power
can be defined in terms of the control or domination that someone
has over something (or someone, as in the case of women). In
terms of political electoral theory, power is delegated to candidates
22
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who are elected by others (voters). However, with respect to
violence against women, power was not granted by the victims,
but originates from visions, institutions and patriarchal structures
that are based on the control and power of men over women. The
experience and lessons learned from families, formal education
and churches reveal the ideological elements and influences that
reproduce this type of power.
Violence constitutes a mechanism of control through which
patriarchal power relations are created, asserted and reproduced.
Power and control exercised by men over women are therefore
sustained by violent practices.
In the ambit of religious faith, violence also seeks submission to
established values; however, this requires silence, suppression
and impunity in the face of power held and exercised by religious
leaders, who are mostly men. This is common to all church
denominations, although there are exceptions, both for individuals
within faith communities or religious denominations, which clearly
show progress and options in general approaches and guidelines
for gender dignity.
One of the exceptions documented, in addition to others that are
presented in this paper, is the approach of the Lutheran World
Federation, whose Policy for Gender Justice refers to violence
against women as, “(…) a system based on subordination and
oppression, placing the value of males over females, is a sinful system
(LWF Policy for Gender Justice, 2014, p. 24).
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4. Violence against Indigenous Women
Violence against indigenous
women is the cruellest, most
flagrant and widespread of
all kinds of harm, abuse and
denial of rights. In countries
like Guatemala, it has been a
historical constant since the
creation of state structures,
or as Tania Palencia points
out, from the installation of
“coloniality”.

The Commission for Historical Clarification
registered that 88.7% of rape victims
identified (by ethnic group) were Maya,
10.3% were Ladina and 1% belonged to
other groups (numeral 2390). 62% of victims
of sexual violation (information by age and
sex) were adult women between 18 and 60
years. 35% girls (0-17 years) and 3% were
elderly women (2391). (The bold our added
emphasis). (CEH, 1999).

While violence against women reached its most scandalous
and indignant expression during the internal armed conflict, it
remains ubiquitous in the present day. “During the internal armed
conflict in Guatemala, the women overwhelmingly affected by
sexual abuse pertained to Maya communities, since inferiority
is also configured on the basis of ethnicity and social status
(2396)”. (Ibid)
Despite this notorious evidence, “little has been the indignation
generated in the academic world of social sciences [to] open
discussion on how the Spaniards imposed new lifestyles,
conceptions and slavery. What happened and what have been
the damages inherited to this day (...)? As a consequence, little
is known about the levels of violence reached during the Spanish
imposition in territories of Mesoamerica. There is little information
about how women were treated, how many were raped, killed,
massacred, sold, kidnapped, raped in their homes in the presence
of their children and partners. Was there genocide, ethnocide,
misogyny and other violence?” (Movimiento de Mujeres Indígenas
Tz’ununija/ Proyecto Miriam, 2013, p.15).
24
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In 2013, The United Nations Commission on the Status of
Women reaffirmed that “indigenous women are often affected by
multiple forms of discrimination and poverty, which increase their
vulnerability to all forms of violence, and highlights the need to
seriously address violence against indigenous women and girls
(conclusion 27)”.
5. Understanding Feminicide
Tania Palencia cites feminists Marcela Lagarde and Diana Russellin
in defining femicide, or gynocide, as “those historical conditions
that allow attacks against the integrity, health, freedom and lives
of girls and women. Femicide is forged in structural inequalities
between women and men, as well as through the domination of
men over women, where gender-based violence constitutes the
reproductive mechanisms for the oppression of women. From
these structural conditions arise culturally embedded forms and
practices, for example, sexist and misogynist ideological and
social environments, and the normalization of violence against
women.” (Palencia Prado, Ginocidio contra las mujeres indígenas,
2013, p.25.).
Palencia indicates that the difference between femicide and
feminicide can be found in the nature of the criminal offense and
relation to the types of violence committed against women. The
concept of “feminicide / gynocide” refers to the structural conditions
of violence against women.
The structural conditions of gynocide are evident in the “gynocidal
pillars” which sustain it, as Palencia Prado argues when she
refers to the lack of attention and abandonment by the State of its
obligations towards women; for example, in the area of health care,
where worsening indicators for child malnutrition and maternal
mortality correlate to ethnicity and indigenous peoples, or with
25
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respect to peasant economies or the depreciation of the authority
exercised by midwives. In addition to these pillars are other factors,
such as insufficient income to cover the basic food basket, changes
in household configurations (principally for reasons of migration,
which in turn generates a need for young indigenous women to
search for additional income sources). The strenuous work that
indigenous women undertake in their domestic work, aggravated
by their exclusion as the owners of assets (family property, land),
also constitute factors of gynocide.
Palencia Prado concludes in consequence that “social violence
against indigenous women is gynocide because it encompasses all
aspects of time and space in their lives: illiteracy, malnutrition, high
maternal mortality, extreme poverty, low wages, lacking identity
documents, exclusion from the ownership of property or assets,
deprived of freedom, living under monolithic legal and cultural
structures that are killing [people]”. (Palencia Prado, Ginocidio
contra mujeres indígenas, 2013, p. 48)
From the time that colonialiality was established, women have
suffered distinct oppressions that have marked their role in
society—excluded, marginalized, abused, violated, oppressed in
every way.
Two concepts are necessary to understand the integral nature of
violence against Indigenous women: racialization and sexualization.
The first concept emphasizes how ethnicity constitutes one of the
main factors when considering how inferiority is constructed. The
second allows for an understanding of how violence is perpetrated
against women not only because of their condition as women
‘per se’, but also because indigenous women, apart from being
victims of all forms of human rights violations and ethnic violence,
have been the main victims of sexual abuse and violence, of brutal
bodily abuse.
26
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The Movement of Indigenous Women asserts that any
approximation to the reality of violence against the majority of
women in Guatemala, namely indigenous women, must consider
it as “another form of racism [with] “latent impacts on daily life”.
The Movement quotes Marta Casaus to develop an understanding
of racism as “the general and definitive valorization of biological
or cultural differences, real or imagined, in favour of one group
over another, with the aim of justifying an aggression and a system
of domination. These attitudes can be expressed as behaviours,
imaginations, racist or ideological practices which, as such, expand
for the entire social sphere as part of the collective imagination.
“(Movimiento de Mujeres Indígenas Tz’ununijá- Proyecto Miriam,
2013, p. 34).
“In Mexico, Guatemala, Honduras, Ecuador and Peru, where
indigenous peoples’ presence and imprint on the creation of a
mestiza society are overwhelmingly evident, indigenous women,
who fight for respect for the right to a good life, insist that after
hunger the main problem they face is racism, which shapes their
lives and has become internalized over time. The impacts are
manifest in the constant degrading treatment by white elites and
urbanized mestizo sectors, whose ideology and customs they
have adopted, as well as a sense of victimization, a fear of not
being able or entitled to have rights, of knowing that they begin life
at a disadvantage.” (Gargallo, F., 2014, p. 220)
Violence against women takes on its most cruel, savage and
dominant practice through abuse and rape, which as discussed
above, show much higher indices for indigenous women.
This type of violence incorporates patriarchal needs and inclinations
relative to power and control, as the exercise of domination through
the most extreme violence.
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For this reason, during the internal armed conflict, the rape of
women cannot be reduced to “excesses of men in combat”; but
rather, it must be understood as part of a system of calculated
actions and an essential tool of counterinsurgency policy, actions
which had their own rational and effects, and whose impacts
continue to this day.
ECAP and UNAMG develop an understanding of sexual violence in
armed conflicts around five key concepts:
1. Sexual violence as counterinsurgency policy.
2. Sexual violence as a mechanism for torture.
3. Sexual violence as a strategy for terror.
4. Sexual violence as genocide.
5. Rape committed by guerrilla forces against women on their
own side.
However, the aforementioned study also conceived sexual violence
as “feminicide” (rather than femicide), given that this concept
“demonstrates the deep social and political character of sexual
violence as the exacerbation of unequal power relations between
women and men reinforced by racism and classism, which run
transversely and which were present in Guatemalan society before
the war”. (ECAP-UNAMG, 2009, p.189). There is substantial evidence
to sustain that these acts of sexual violence were not isolated but
constituted key elements of a war policy whose intention was to
destroy a group of women for being women, while being labelled
as the “internal enemy”. Sexual violence was not only a systematic
practice, but was promoted, supported and exacerbated by
dominant power structures. It thus constituted one of the most
effective weapons for the annihilation of the people’s demands,
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shaping and enhancing the feminicide that occurred during the
armed conflict. ECAP and UNAMG develop an understanding of
feminicide through Marcela Lagarde, who proposes it to be a “set
of crimes against humanity consisting of delinquency, kidnappings
and the disappearance of girls and women in a framework of
institutional collapse. This concerns the fracture of the rule of law
which favours impunity. Feminicide is a state crime.” (Ibid, p.190)
The authors of the ECAP and UNAMG report propose the following
four criteria which support the assertion that sexual violence
systematically carried out against Mayan women reached the level
of feminicide:
1. Violence against women was realized on their feminine
corporality “over which operate historic cultural meanings that
objectify and transform women into violated objects, at the
sexual service of men”.
2. Rape as a phase previous to the elimination of women.
3. Cruelty as a proof of the misogynist ideology that underpins
these crimes.
4.

Rape as the most exacerbated manifestation of unequal power
relations between women and men. (ECAP-UNAMG, 2009, pp.
191-198).
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B. Violence against Women in Churches from an
Intersectional Perspective
1. Definition and Understanding of Intersectionality
Violence against women cannot be understood from one type of
cause or in relation to certain specific effects. It constitutes the
overlap of different but related phenomena: power and domination
derived from unequal relations between men and women; contested
economic needs secured by unequal relations; internalized culture
whose most notorious feature is machismo; grave political situations
where human rights violations have marked the country’s reality
and in which genocide was the ultimate expression of violence,
suffered mainly by indigenous women; sexual violence; the use
of religious symbols; fundamentalist religious interpretation; the
educational system and institutions that reproduce patriarchal
visions etc.
Given the complex interweaving of causes and effects, the
development of an intersectional perspective provides a useful,
more comprehensive and integral understanding of the nature of
violence against women in churches and faith communities.
The term “intersectionality” was elaborated by the AfricanAmerican legal feminist Kimberlé Williams Crenshaw in 1995,
asserting that “the expression of a complex system of structures of
oppression which are multiple and simultaneous (...) Intersectional
subordination is often the result of a discriminatory factor, which in
interaction with other existing mechanisms of oppression, create
together a new dimension of dis-empowerment “. (Muñoz Cabrera,
p., 2011, p. 10).
On the basis of this concept, violence against women in churches
can be emphasized as a system of different kinds of interconnected
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aggressions. However, emphasis must also be placed on the
differences between violence suffered by indigenous and mestiza
women (in which violence of a racist nature can be added to
structural and sexual violence). Furthermore, violence against
women differs along economic lines as well as class, age, and
levels of education.
In other words, we must assume that violence against women
reflects “simultaneous and interconnected (multiple forms
of) violence”; that is, complex, diverse manifestations which
occur simultaneously. Racism in this sense is connected to
economic, educational and political factors, but with gender as a
transversal axis. This perspective emphasizes, therefore, that any
understanding of violence against women should focus on the
points of convergence of the different mechanisms or resources
of discrimination and violence, such as those cited above (racism,
gender, age, sexuality, economics, and education).
Crenshaw also enriches this discussion by emphasizing two
types of intersectionality and two vital concepts to understand it.
She emphasizes the existence of structural intersectionality (the
convergence of systems of discrimination-racial, gender, class
and others, which produce specific subordinations) and political
intersectionality (intersection points that weaken women, the
position and role of subordinate groups, and the political agendas,
frequently contradictory, of organizations to which oppressed
people pertain).
Two concepts contribute to understanding intersectionality:
multiple risks and interwoven oppressions.
In churches and faith communities, women experience violent
attitudes towards them simply because of their gender; they are
silenced and invisibilized, their ideas and practices rejected. This
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reality represents what Crenshaw asserts as, “almost routine
violence, which shapes women´s material reality”. In this sense,
reflection in churches on this phenomenon implies not only
theological or institutional consideration, but also political, historical
and cultural approximations that enable a more integral and multifactorial understanding.
Also necessary is an emphasis on the particular reality
of indigenous women in faith communities given that, as
stated above, indigenous women confront multiple risks and
interwoven oppressions in a much more dramatic and abusive
manner. Mestiza women suffer violence in churches, but when
indigenous women suffer violence, they endure the intersection
of other variables of abuse perpetuated throughout the history
of ethnic and sexual discrimination in Guatemala. This reality
has led to the insistence on the need to connect indigenous and
gender perspectives. In light of the above, it can be asserted
that, all efforts to understand and take action to counter the
problem of violence against women, especially indigenous
women, essentially require the articulation of three dimensions:
the specific rights of women, universal human rights and the
rights of indigenous peoples.
In 2005, the United Nations Special Rapporteur for Violence against
Women, Yakin Ertürk, also used an intersectional perspective to
refer to the situation in Guatemala: “Violence against women is
widespread in Guatemalan society and the impunity enjoyed by the
perpetrators of violence sustains parallel and multiple structures of
power…Women’s exposure to violence is related to their position
in multiple systems of inequality and shows a tendency to increase
as these systems intersect, creating layers of discrimination and
exclusion for different groups of women.” She also insisted on the
differentiated nature of subordination. The Rapporteur reached
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the conclusion that “four basic systems of inequality intersect with
gender hierarchies to distinguish diverse categories of women in
the Guatemalan society:
1. Class (poverty)
2. Ethnicity
3. Urban / rural residence.
4. Displacement.
Other intervening factors such as disability and sexual orientation
form the bases of human rights violations. Therefore, most if not
all women are subjected to various forms of discrimination which
places them at risk of violence.” (Muñoz Cabrera P., 2011, pp.12, 13)
The scenario increases in complexity when theological and
subjective aspects are integrated, as will be shown below.
2. Violence against Women in Churches
Churches are not immune to the epidemic of violence against
women, as outlined by CEDAW and the United Nations Commission
on the Status of Women. Numeral 14 of the Agreed Conclusions
from the Commission’s 57th session in 2013 categorically
condemns religious and customary justifications for violence: “The
Commission urges States to strongly condemn all forms of violence
against women and girls and to refrain from invoking any custom,
tradition or religious consideration to avoid their obligations with
respect to its elimination as set out in the Declaration on the
Elimination of Violence against Women.” This is reinforced in the
section entitled “Strengthening Implementation of Legal and Policy
Frameworks and Accountability”, paragraph (X) which expresses
the importance to: “Prevent, investigate and punish acts of
violence against women and girls that are perpetrated by people in
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positions of authority, such as teachers, religious leaders, political
leaders and law enforcement officials, in order to end impunity for
these crimes.”
Texts on the theme and experts who work closely with women
(both active and academic or functional) assert that churches
have promoted and sustained such violence because they have
ensured or permitted a monopoly on the exercise of the power
of leaders, who are all men. Not only are women not free from
violence, but churches have underpinned and reproduced such
violence. Despite some progress, evident in discourse and
emerging concerns – efforts that are isolated and notoriously
insufficient, as previously discussed – churches have sustained
violence against the majority of their participants or members.
Empirical evidence indicates that women mostly “fill” temples,
churches or the physical localities of faith communities; but
their occupation of decision-making positions is minute, almost
negligible or completely absent.
Theoretical approximations on the impact of violence against
women emphasize development and deprivation disorders. A
literature review revealed that this occurs within distinct faith
communities and as a result of diverse factors or practices, mainly
of a subjective, relative or political nature. While claims exist that
sexual and physical abuses have been reduced, they have not
been totally eliminated.
The impact, however, of violence in the spiritual dimension should
not be overlooked (both on abused women and in faith communities
where it occurs), particularly that which occurs as a consequence
of values, behaviours and attitudes that enable it, either by act or
omission. All this ends up undermining the deep interconnections
between people, people and environment, and people and God.
It can be asserted that violence, for the ruptures that it causes,
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turns out to be the most glaring contradiction for the binding and
relational nature of the concept of religion, in its most profound
signification, (its etymology is from the Latin concept of ligare: to
“tie or bind”).
Furthermore, violence against women, as previously discussed,
has two types of roots and components: structural and cultural. In
faith communities and churches, violence is a factor that contributes
to maintaining patriarchal structures and systems that dominate
social, economic, political and cultural orders of different societies.
The violence that women suffer, especially in faith environments
(for the ideological impact), can be considered an indicator of the
level of oppression not only of women, but of the population more
generally. Contradictions in the essence of patriarchy and sexism
are thus evident in the way violence builds and deepens a model
of domination that feeds off the submission and destruction of
feminine values. A cultural component is also apparent, in virtue of
the way symbols, values, attitudes and behaviours configure violent
ways of being, a “culture”, which is assumed as valid, necessary
and unquestionable.
It is necessary, then, to insist on two basic categories for
understanding violence against women in the churches: power and
control. The authority to discern, shape and implement decisionmaking in churches remains concentrated in a male minority.
This power is not shared with women, although there are some
exceptions (both within church structures as well as through
individual actions in churches, although this is not necessarily the
exception). While this power is political (because it monopolizes
decision making), it is also symbolic and subjective, as evidenced
by the fact that women are denied the opportunity to give the
sacrament or direct the principal ceremonies of most churches.
To sustain the exercise of this power, hierarchical structures need
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to control the role and protagonism of women. Even when they
constitute the vast majority, control is exercised by denying their
participation in domains of real power. Gestures and behaviours of
appeasement are also factors; for example, women´s presence in
church councils (although in minority) or in liturgies is permitted,
however, it reduces their “contribution” to significant actions but
with very little decision-making power. The biblical factor is also
part of this reality.
The exercise of power and domination over women in churches
reaches the point of forming part of an ideological imagery that
translates into actions. Such violence, while not necessarily asserted
explicitly, is considered necessary (for example “control to sustain
values and principles”), because it is justified (by fundamentalist
biblical interpretations), because it is taught and learnt that way,
because women have been silenced and ignored (by restricting
awareness of violence to a realm of knowledge and intervention
concentrated in members of the clergy or moral leaders).
This panorama of actions, behaviours, gestures, symbols and
organizational modes that perpetuate women’s subordination
in churches and faith environments not only reflects structural
and cultural violence, but also helps to strengthen and/or justify
behaviour that reaches abusive levels.
In virtue of the points previously discussed, churches end up
constituting a political mechanism for the construction of cultural
elements — signs, objects, thoughts and practices — that
subordinate women.
Regardless of how it may be justified, there is no denying that
violence against women is harmful and destructive. In legal,
social and political spheres, violence against women in churches
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constitutes human rights violations. From a theological perspective,
it can be said to constitute a sin.
In the face of this sin, its own actual sin, churches have not
demonstrated a position of confrontation or prevention. It seems
that the predominant behaviour of churches in relation to violence
against women has been to take a path with the following
characteristics, which can also be seen as stages of progress:
·

Explicit justification and reproduction of violence. This also
occurs implicitly (it is perpetrated, permitted, not prevented, not
condemned or punished, or not emphatically acknowledged).

·

Silence and suppression, “downplaying of a scandal”, constrain
spaces for reflection and dialogue on violence and restrict
participation.

·

Absence of knowledge of what to do, lack of tools or resources
to address violence against women.

·

Incipient awareness (theological, social, human) of the
consequences of violence against women. In this sense there
has been an incipient incorporation into discourse – and
political decision-making – of critical, preventive and reactive
approaches in the face of discrimination, abuse and contempt
towards the role of women in the churches.

A critical and self-critical approach for a profound reconsideration
of visions and practices would be one in which different faith
communities could apply, as a concrete guide, the scheme
developed by the Lutheran World Federation on how to confront
methods used in churches which seek to maintain women
under control. Churches should reflect and seek to deeply and
consciously respond to how they “see”, take on, and the ways they
may confront the power and control issues summarized below:
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·

Use of force and threats (threats and/or inflicting of bodily
harm, abandonment, suicide, accusations, forcing to commit
illegal acts).

·

Use of intimidation (generate fear with looks and gestures,
breaking and destroying things and belongings, abusing pets,
brandishing of weapons).

·

Use of emotional humiliation (belittling, diminishing of selfesteem, instil ideas of mental instability, psychological
submission, humiliation, fostering of guilty).

·

Use of isolation (controlling what a woman does and with who,
limitation of activities outside the home, using jealousy to justify
abusive actions).

·

Demean, disavowal and culpability (downplay abuses, neglect/
abandonment, refute or transfer responsibility for abuse, assert
that the woman is responsible for provocation).

·

Use of children as emotional blackmail (generate guilty about
the children, use visitations to harass or make threats to take
them away).

·

Use of supposed male privilege (subservience, monopoly
over important decision-making, definition of roles based on
women’s subordination).

·

Use of economic abuse (prohibition from obtaining remunerated
work, control/limit access to or usurp money/monthly
allowance, not permit access to family income). (Lutheran
World Federation, 2002, p.17)
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2.1 Three Diverse Expressions of Violence
against Women in Churches
The documentary approach to investigation, using sources from
different church denominations, allows for violence against women
in churches to be classified into three categories or interdependent
expressions (because they rely on each other, because rather
than occurring in isolation, there occurs overlap with the other
types of violence). This classification brings together and identifies
with other general classifications of the various forms of violence
against women; however, given the particular nature of social
relations within faith communities, three particular expressions
develop and can be identified: active violence, subjective violence
and political violence.
It can be said that all three types of violence occur in churches.
However, the first is poorly documented and barely visible, and
the tendency has been for a reduction in the levels of aggressive
behaviour, or at least, more care is taken to hide it and there exists
a higher degree of social control. One explanation may be the
transfer of human rights struggles to faith environments. It is the
other two categories, the subjective and political, where the different
churches have concentrated their theoretical focus through the
development of source documents. Accordingly, this investigation
pays greater focus to subjective and political expressions, without
abandoning consideration and attention to explicit, active forms of
violence more characteristic of the first category.
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a. Active Violence2
This category refers to actions and practices of abuse (physical,
sexual, psychological), aggression and insults towards women in
churches or faith communities solely as a consequence of gender,
that is, for being a woman. Included here are physical attacks (which
are less reported) and sexual violation, through to more subtle or
“normalized” forms of aggression (i.e., that which is considered
“normal, natural, or innocent”) such as criticism, shouting and
insults made from the pulpit or in places of public ecclesiastical
expression.
b. Subjective Violence
Subjective violence is expressed through the use of discourse and
gestures shaped by concepts, biblical or social interpretations,
symbols and rituals that reproduce women’s subordination and
discrimination in church environments.
This violence displays a dual nature: first, as a vision and
willingness to destroy subjectivity per se. That is, violence against
subjectivity (emotional, sentimental, passionate, that emerge as
characteristic of women); second, violence from a subjective
position (the impact caused by the use of biblical expressions
out of context, or sacramental rites that women are not permitted
to lead in the majority of churches, or the categorical use of
concepts such as “father”, “lord”, “virgin”, “Slave” ...). The
following discussion reflects on some of the key aspects, features
or conditions of this violence.

2

“Active” is in relation to the emphasis on actions and practices that occur in this type of
violence. The other two types of violence are also shaped by actions and practices, but
in a more instrumental sense at the service of symbolic or political intentions. That is, it
can be understood less in terms of actions or spontaneous practices, or derived from
the individual characteristics of those who realize the actions.
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–

The Attack on Subjectivity

Documentation of abuse or violence against women in churches
emphasizes historical resistance and repulsion to the traits
of feminine subjectivity: affection, emotionality, sentimentality
and a more integral and inclusive vision of life. Instead, other
qualities, also based on feminine subjectivity, have been valued,
appreciated and even elevated to higher levels of recognition;
for example, a willingness to serve and care for those who
suffer or are lonely. These, however, are roles for women that
have emphasized, and taken advantage of, their ‘service’ to a
patriarchal religious institution, while the other roles that women
occupy are “demonized” for the implications that these traits have
for the exercise of power.
The attack on subjectivity is expressed through the destruction
of an identity more conducive to development and self-worth. It
is also evident in the damage inflicted – by political and active
violence – on the rights of women to enjoy a complete, happy life,
to develop their full potential, free from feelings of guilt, inferiority or
resignation that violence and abuse engenders. In other words, the
damage to subjectivity is found in the creation of internal cracks
(e.g., the loss of integrity and connection between corporeality,
mindset and self-worth) and external ruptures (among women and
men who share the faith).
This rupture is explained by two psychiatrists, Kordon and
Edelman, in the following terms: “subjects require membership in
social groups and institutions to maintain a feeling of their own
continuance.
The destruction of material and spiritual cultural elements also
brings the destruction of reference codes that link individuals
to a social group (...) [W]hen situations of rupture are produced
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with socio-cultural references, (ECAP-UNAMG, 2009, p.264) the
conditions where cultural heritage sustaining a feeling of continuity
of existence no longer exist.”
In addition, subjective violence ends up being a factor in the
destruction of self-confidence and consequently, an element which
annuls personal and collective development.
–

The Power of the Sacred

The control that religions pretend to exercise over behaviours,
norms, world views and life more in general is based on the
imposition of dogmas and rules that are introjected as “sacred”,
and therefore cannot and should not be questioned, negotiated
nor debated. This has permeated deeply into societies, and has
signified the exploitation and manipulation of the “sacred” in terms
of patriarchal structural patterns and organizational forms.
One of the main instruments of imposition and introjection is the
language used in spheres of faith. Expressions that emphasize
women´s subordination and worthlessness and male supremacy
(based on biblical passages) are, time and again, used to accentuate
patriarchal visions and attitudes in ecclesiastical rituals and life.
A point of departure for understanding the relation between
religious language and women´s subordination can be found
in the accentuated affirmation that dignity is primarily a male
characteristic. “Language, images, symbols of the sacred in
general, refer to the idea of God as a Man, “Father”, “King”,
“Lord”. In this metaphor, divinity is a masculine attribute and
forms the cornerstone of patriarchal order prevalent in society.
Women are consequently juxtaposed as earthly, inferior; that’s to
say NOT DIVINE: in the words of theologian Juan José Tamayo,
the “masculinization of God has led to the deification of man.”
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(La Corriente, El uso y abuso de Dios y la Virgen, 2013, p.37).
Men are thus construed to be closer to God and accordingly, the
subordination of women is justified
The assumption that male church leaders are the “natural
mediators” between human societies and God augments
manipulation of the sacred and is contrary to women’s dignity.
The word pastor, priest or other references to leaders as males
has been introjected with connotations of their infallibility as
unquestionable guides. Women´s subjectivity is affected in that
they are not represented in references, nor are they authorized
to express, question or develop other visions of the world and
life. Symbolic subordination has enabled the “naturalization”
(legitimization, tolerance, permissiveness) of violence against
women. However, churches are mostly full of women! As principal
evangelizers, religious faith is sustained by them! The humanity
of churches is a consequence of what women contribute, foster
and signify within them!
–

“It’s what people believe that marks the difference”.

This phrase is used by Mennonite psychotherapist Carolyn
Holderread to explain how the nature or quality of religious belief is
a source of abuse and violence against women in churches. She
cites authors like William James and Gordon Allport to differentiate
between “intrinsic religion” and “extrinsic religion”. Citing the
second author, she refers to two kinds of people: those whose
religious motivation is external and those with internal motivations.
She affirms that those who are extrinsically motivated “use” their
religion, while those who are intrinsically motivated “live” their
religion. It is the first concept where the risk of or disposition for
violence against women is greatest.
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Holderread states that “Jesus understood the different ways of
being religious.” She criticized people who “followed the letter of
the law but ignored deep spiritual truths.” She understood that
“some religious beliefs and practices were used to manipulate
appearances and dehumanize people.” On the basis of her
personal and professional experience, the author asserts that
“we have observed common religious beliefs that seem to be
related to the incidence of abuse (...) [C]ertain beliefs appear to
interact with other factors to create an environment where abuse
can occur. In such environments, potential aggressors find it
possible to justify their behaviour by distorting, or extending,
religious teachings, and it is difficult for victims to stop the
abuse.” (Holderread, Abuso sexual en hogares cristianos y la
iglesia, 2002, p. 104)
–

Women’s Bodies, Territory of Abuse (from a distorted
conception of sexuality).

A particular dichotomy exists in churches in relation to violence
against women: on the one hand, the female body is territory for
the infliction of violence in all its forms: physical, psychological,
sexual. On the other, concepts around women’s bodies are used
to generate feelings of guilt and inferiority.
A woman´s body in church environments is a “place of sin and
guilt.” The teaching of the vision of the female body in which
joy, principally erotic, cannot be present or accepted, has been
compelling.
Furthermore, the relation between sin and women’s erotic or
emotional bodily pleasure form central arguments which are used
to justify the destruction of subjectivity through the use of guilt in
distinct expressions; for example, the inculcation of guilt in women
for the abuse they receive from men.
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Nicaraguan feminist theologians of the program, ‘The Current’,
emphasize that sacrifice, pain and suffering are modelled on
women’s bodies, without allowing for the possibility of experiencing
joy and freedom. They claim that “the idea of an omnipresent God
who rejects the dimension of joy in the body causes feelings of guilt
that inhibit and make erotic experiences traumatic for women, who
are intimidated into repenting and suppressing their desires on a
long and winding road that accompanies them from childhood and
in many cases, until death.” They also condemn the ambiguous
and arbitrary nature with which sexuality’s erotic dimension is dealt
with in churches, even going so far as to say that it inhibits the
development of full spirituality: “With regard to the rigorousness
with which women’s behaviour in the ambit of sexuality is treated,
a kind of tacit agreement exists between male hierarchies and
general parishioners, whereby it is granted that men are allowed
to breach Christian norms on sexual morality without suffering the
imposition of any punishment.” (La Corriente. El uso y abuso de
Dios y la Virgen, 2013, pp. 52-53).
It can be affirmed that the predominant ways sexuality has been
understood, assumed and learnt in most Christian ecclesiastical
expressions, have engendered violence against women: for the
use of the body (for abuse, for the violent and perverse satisfaction
of different desires, mainly sexual), through to the disqualification
of women, precisely because of their corporeality; for the different
ways — based on gender inequality — abuses occur; for control
and subjective domination through guilt relative to corporeality
and sexuality.
All this establishes a deformed way of understanding, teaching
and living human sexuality; and consequently, transforms it into a
factor of abuse and violence against women.
45

Churches and Faith Communities in the face of Oppression and Violence
against Indigenous and Mestiza Women in Guatemala

“The unease and suspicion with which the church has viewed
simultaneously the human body and sexuality are significant
factors behind the occurrence of sexual abuse among Christians.
The mistrust of sexuality contributes to a veil of silence and secrecy
surrounding abuse. Human sexuality has been considered as
opposed to human spirituality (the ‘proper’ field of concern for the
church), and there has been a lack of teaching regarding the place
of healthy sexuality in Christian life.” (Holderread, Abuso sexual en
los hogares cristianos y la iglesia, 2002, p.72).
Other elements are mentioned with emphasis on the various
documentary sources, for example, the “solidarity among men”
which contributes to making invisible or silencing such violence. To
this can be added attacks from various sectors of faith communities
towards publicly denouncing abuse or separations and divorces
caused by domestic violence. Also aggravating this silence is
permissiveness and tolerance to rape allegations within marriages,
a view based on the belief that actions which occur in the private
sphere do not constitute violence.
Sexual violence, based on a distorted view of human sexuality, is
enhanced and propagated by symbols, gestures or concepts, and
damages victims’ dignity and inner-self.
The ECAP-UNAMG research team made conclusions on the
interconnections between the Catholic faith and rape, especially
in relation to understanding facts and consequences. Reflecting
specifically on Q’eqchi’ women, the team found that, “The whole
guilt-based Christian morality around sexuality is mixed with
traditional rituals in daily practices and interpretations made
by Q’eqchi’ people (...) Catholic dogmas have been notably
incorporated into social and cultural codes and the collective
Q’eqchi’ imagination. This acquires particular significance with
respect to women´s interpretations of life experiences, specifically
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concerning sexual violation, as well as possibilities for facing
traumatic experiences and constituting themselves as subjects of
their own lives.” (ECAP-UNAMG, 2009, p. 52)
The severity of sexual violence has connotations for the three types
of violence proposed in this research: it is active (concrete actions
and facts), it is an instrument of damage and destruction of victim
subjectivity and contributes to establishing visions and norms
of control and fear. In other words, sexual violence is so severe
(for all the factors and effects involved) that it is both transversal
and intersectional: when it occurs in church environments, it ends
up being one of the most profound factors accentuating violence
against women.
c. Political Violence
This violence refers to values, attitudes and practices of exclusion and
denial (formal or veiled) of women’s participation in church decisionmaking structures and spaces. It constitutes the denial of women’s
real and meaningful participation in the definition of horizons, visions
and the direction of churches, both in terms of relations external to
churches and internal organization and structure. This violence is
political in nature because it reflects a profound vision of power
and control by men who lead churches. The following discussion
considers some components of this violence.
–

Sexism as a Source of Marginalization and Subordination

To this day, socially and ecclesiastically rooted beliefs persist
(although with a more nuanced discourse), that differences between
men and women are ‘natural’. However, such beliefs favour men in
relation to leadership and policy-making structures, doctrine, and
life more generally, which in turn engender inequalities between
men and women. While there appears to have been a decrease
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in the explicit discourse of male superiority, the use of biological
differences to justify the increased capacity of men in decisionmaking, addressing crisis, defining strategic routes for families,
churches and political and social institutions, is notorious.
The sexism of patriarchal societies is also expressed in ecclesiastical
fields that invalidate the presence and protagonism of women.
–

The Divergence of Roles and Tasks is a Factor of Violence.

As previously discussed, temples, or physical spaces in churches,
are predominantly filled by women. However, the roles that church
structures and hierarchies grant to women are activities dedicated
to food preparation, decoration, group work, service, care for the
sick, children and suffering, and general logistics: women do not
have significant presence (in terms of quantity or quality), in spaces
where decisions are taken regarding the dynamics and design of
church life. What’s more, in most church denominations, they do
not lead the spaces or moments of greatest symbolic or ideological
intensity, such as imparting sacramental rites.
The most notorious, institutional expression of women´s exclusion
is found in the dogged refusal by some churches to ordain women
(as priests, pastors and especially female bishops or leaders of the
highest order). In other more progressive churches, it can be said
that the quantity of women leaders is always insufficient.3
In close relation to the above discussion, it is important to consider
the ACT Alliance Gender Policy, which constitutes part of its
3

We value two advances in women’s participation in churches, socialized at the
moment this investigation was being completed. We refer to the decision by the
Anglican Church, July 14, 2014, through which the ordination of women as bishops
was adopted for the first time in its 500 year history. The first women bishops can
be ordained in 2015. This decision was taken by the General Synod of the Church
of England. The other fact, which also occurred in July 2014, is that for the first time,
the Vatican appointed a woman as Rector of the Pontifical University in Rome. This
decision fell to the Franciscan religious devotee Mary Melone.
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theological foundations and also provides an important perspective
on the above discussion, affirming that: “the growing divergence
in roles and tasks has increased inequality and injustice (putting
women and girls at a disadvantage).” (ACTALIANZA, 2010, p.5)
–

The Elimination of Women’s Leadership

Women are largely marginalized from decision-making and the
reconfiguration of visions of church life. This is done through the
use of symbols, concepts and interpretations (discussed in greater
detail below). In other words, women suffer violence when they
are left out of the exercise of power and authority within a church,
which is overwhelmingly reserved for male leaders.
The Catholic Church has been the most contradictory in this sense,
as seen through church discourse, practice and organizational
structures, where the differentiated roles between men and women
are accentuated. For example, women occupy spaces of service
and catechesis, but do not preside over the sacraments and they
are excluded from being priests, although they can “help” or
“be present” even including exercising the role of “Ministers of
Communion”. The dogged opposition to the ordination of women,
upheld by the highest church hierarchies, is the most explicit and
resounding representation of exclusion.
Catholic discourse shows certain postures of respect for the dignity,
value and participation of women, as long as it does not come
to “touch” the monopoly of men as priests. For example, Pope
Francis in his Apostolic Exhortation Evangelii Gaudium (“The joy of
the Gospel”) condemns women’s general inequality and exclusion,
which are considered factors of violence. He also recognizes the
need to increase opportunities for women’s participation, stating
“it is still necessary to increase opportunities for a more incisive
female presence in the Church (...); the presence of women in the
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workplace and in the various spaces where important decisions
are taken, both in the Church and social structures (numeral 103),
has to be ensured.
However, the following paragraph states that “the priesthood
(which is) reserved for males as a sign of Christ the Spouse that is
given in the Eucharist, is a matter not to be questioned, but may
become particularly contentious if sacramental authority is too
closely identified with power.” Alluding to an expression of Pope
John Paul II, Pope Francisco emphasizes that priestly power is
in the field of “function” and not “dignity and holiness.” He states
that the focus of the ministerial priesthood is not dominance but
the power to administer the sacrament of the Eucharist, and that
its authority comes from the function as a service to the people.
(Francisco, 2013, pp.82-84).
The Lutheran World Federation also has a critical position in
relation to the denial of the decisive participation and political role
of women: “Most importantly, it has to be confessed that there
is also violence within the church because of some policies and
practices that prevent women’s access to leadership.” (FLM, Las
iglesias dicen no a la violencia contra la mujer, 2002, p.12).
However, fear of female leadership is not concentrated only in the
hierarchy or leadership, but also within the same followers. This
forms part of an accentuated and internalized institutional culture.4

4

An example of this prevailing attitude can be detected through a review of the distribution
of votes in favor or against the ordaining of women in the Church of England’s historic
decision mentioned in the previous footnote. In the House of Bishops, 35 in favor, 2
against (5%), with 2 abstentions. In the House of the Clergy, 162 in favor, 25 against
(13%), with 4 abstentions; in the House of Laity, 152 in favor, 45 against (22%), with 5
abstentions. The strongest opposition was in the laity. Guatemala, Prensa Libre, July
15, 2014, p. 38.
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2.2 The Diverse Patriarchal Modes of Being and Doing in
Churches as a Source of Subjective and Political Violence
Evidence of patriarchal modes of being and doing in churches
can be seen in the interrelation of subjective and political
elements. An approximation to these distinct components can
help uncover the foundations for the development and tolerance
of the distinctive forms of violence against women in faith
environments or communities.
“In a traditional version of Christian religious worldview, God
is an all-powerful man; he has an only Son, Christ, who is also
male, and accordingly, a general idea develops along the lines
of an almighty God who came to earth disguised as a man to do
miracles and to suffer. To reinforce this heavenly script, God’s
representatives on earth are all male (...) The patriarchal culture
that has dominated human history for thousands of years explains
the all-male bias of the historically major religions ... Priests with
a traditional vision of God reinforce in women — mothers, wives,
nuns — that the secret of happiness lies in living for others”.
(López Vigil, 2004).
The book ‘Churches Say No to Violence against Women’,
published by the Lutheran World Federation, provides a
framework to construct an educational guide to define, describe
and understand the attributes, or subjective and political
components, of violence against women that prevails in
most churches. Below, a general outline is provided from the
aforementioned book from the section entitled, “Assumptions
and Practices of the Church”, which serves to guide critical
thinking (for reasons of space, the ideas are not further
developed, but we invite you to continue reading and deepening
understanding). (LWF, Churches Say No to Violence against
Women, 2002, pp.37-43).
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The following components can be considered as traits or
characteristics, as well as resources used to justify or exacerbate
violence against women in its various forms:
•

Patriarchal characteristics of churches

•

The language used to refer to God

•

The masculinity of Jesus and his preference for male disciples

•

The concept of Jesus as victim and sacrifice

•

Positioning the epistles above the Gospel

•

Literal and dogmatic interpretations of the Bible

•

Theological concepts that affect victims of violence

•

A model of leadership through service

•

Lectionaries

•

Liturgies

C. A Historical Burden
1. Subjugation or Liberation? The Bible and its Interpretation?

5

We propose two key questions to help frame our understanding
•

Is the Bible an instrument of subjugation or liberation?

•

Is biblical interpretation an instrument of subjugation or
liberation?

The revision of documentary sources reveals that both possibilities
-the Bible, or its interpretation-can provide the answers to these
questions.
5

The version of the Bible used in this research is from the following editorial source:
La Biblia de Nuestro Pueblo. Texto por Luis Alonso Schökel. Ediciones Mensajero,
Misioneros Claretianos y Comisión Nacional de Catequesis de Guatemala. Pastoral
Bible Foundation (Filipinas) y Ediciones Mensajero (España). Impresa en China, 2008.
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There is no denying the existence of biblical affirmations written
from, and for, very different, specific contexts, and constituted
by patriarchal societies. That is, biblical text, especially the Old
Testament, reveals a tendency to devalue, marginalize and
subordinate women. Over time, this has contributed to violence
against women both within and externally to churches in all forms.
As the Lutheran World Federation states, the Deuteronomic code
was a factor which, through the use of concepts and symbols,
strengthened local cultures characterized by abuse and violence
against women. It is undeniable that textual references, used
outside of the concrete and historical context in which they were
written, justify visions and practices of discrimination and abuse
against women. The following references to biblical quotes from
Deuteronomy support this affirmation:
17: 17 // 20: 14 // 21: 10 // 22: 13, 20 // 24: 1 // 25: 5, 11.
However, we must also take into account recurring interpretations
of biblical texts charged with misogyny, patriarchy and machismo
(of both Testaments), which have been habitually developed as
verbatim, literal understandings that are out of context. Biblical
interpretation — particularly one that is elaborated, systematized
and converted into theological principle — has been generally
constructed by male theologians who sustain patriarchal visions,
or positions that respond to the needs of control and domination
mentioned above. Moreover, these visions are marked by ignorance
or a lack of awareness of the gender deformations embedded in
conventional understanding of biblical texts.
The Bible, without contextualization to fully comprehend it, ends up
being an instrument for the subjugation of women, a justification
for distinct types of violence, mainly of a subjective (for example,
the destruction of feminine values) and political nature, relative to
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women’s exclusion or subordination in decision-making and power
dynamics within church structures.
In other words, the fact that many texts date historically from a
sexist and patriarchal era can be added to a current interpretations
which are made from and for the patriarchal needs of churches.
The warnings, therefore, of the Lutheran World Federation are
accurate when referring to the use of certain biblical passages to
justify violence against women:
•

Genesis 3, 16 (To the woman he said, I will surely multiply your
pain in childbearing, in pain you shall bring forth children. Your
desire shall be for your husband, and he shall rule over you).

•

Ephesians 5: 22-24 (Wives, submit to your own husbands, as
to the Lord. For the husband is the head of the wife even as
Christ is the head of the church, his body, and is himself its
Saviour. Now as the church submits to Christ, so also wives
should submit in everything to their husbands.)

•

1st. Corinthians 11: 2-16 (But I want you to understand that the
head of every man is Christ, the head of a wife is her husband,
and the head of Christ is God…For a man ought not to cover
his head, since he is the image and glory of God, but woman
is the glory of man. For man was not made from woman, but
woman from man. Neither was man created for woman, but
woman for man).

•

1ª.Corintios 14, 34: As in all the churches of the saints, the
women should keep silent in the churches. For they are not
permitted to speak, but should be in submission, as the Law
also says. If there is anything they desire to learn, let them
ask their husbands at home. For it is shameful for a woman to
speak in church.
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•

1ª. Timothy 2: 9-15 (Yet she will be saved through childbearing—
if they continue in faith and love and holiness, with self-control).

•

Colossians 3, 18 (Wives, submit to your husbands, as is fitting
in the Lord.)

“The church could begin this by explaining the plurality of contexts
in the Scriptures and the need for us to transcend these limitations
to elevate the centrality of the gospel message in all situations
so that there may be healing and freedom in Christ, not just for
individuals but also for families and communities.” (LWF, Churches
Say No to Violence against Women, 2002, p.12).
In its approach to gender policy, the Lutheran World Federation
insists on the need for contextualized readings as well as the
importance of understanding behaviours or gestures which are
distinct to popular or hegemonic interpretations. One example is
the contrast between the text of Paul on the silencing of women
and his favourable posture towards women’s public participation
(See 1st. Corinthians 14, 34 and 1st. Corinthians 11: 5).
María López Vigil states that Christianity’s roots in Judaism
(which is defined as a hyper-patriarchal religion) are a source of
patriarchal values and visions which posit that men are superior
to women. “The books of the Bible, in which we have been taught
to revere the ‘word of God’, are full of misogynistic and patriarchal
references where women appear as inferior, subordinate and
easily subordinated, dangerous, sinful (...) This foundational
myth of the Judeo-Christian culture [Adam, Eve and original sin]
was rapidly understood as the explanation for the origin of all
suffering and evil in the world, as proof that we are born wicked
and contaminated by sin, and formed the basis of discrimination
against women, seeing them all as ‘clones’ of Eve and therefore
bearers of a body which is temptation, risk and vehicle of sin.”
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(Discussion, María López Vigil. Annual Jesuit Seminar of the
Central American Province, El Progreso, Honduras, September
2003).
María López Vigil quotes Ivone Gebara in posing a very evocative
question which allows for a critical approach to the contradictions
of patriarchal culture within the churches:
“Why is it that in the Bible the blood of the male Jesus is
‘redemptive’ and the blood of women is considered an impurity?”
(Interview with María López Vigil).

2. The Role of Churches in Violence against Women
By omission or action, churches have strengthened practices,
symbols and organizational modes that accentuate violence
against women. The documentary approach stresses that the
gravity of the impacts of this phenomenon has been hidden,
denied or minimized within churches. In this respect, the Lutheran
World Federation has expressed concern about the possible use
of evangelical preaching which favours “men’s proneness for
violence, the powerlessness of women and girls, and society’s
tolerance of violence within the family.” (LWF, Churches Say No to
Violence against Women, 2002, p.11).
The necessary and important self-critical church posture has
failed to sufficiently impact or help change visions and practices
that promote violence against women. Nevertheless, it should
be recognized that the literature review enabled the discovery of
some church positions that reflect concern for this issue, including
one where violence against women is categorically considered
as a “sin”.
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For example, the Lutheran World Federation — in one of the
aforementioned documents (LWF 2002) —- defines sin as “a state
of servitude that oppresses and distorts human life”. For its part,
the Evangelical Center for Pastoral Studies in Central America,
CEDEPCA, states that “the Church must not accept violence
against any human being, for this is the direct manifestation of sin,
from which Christ came to save us.” (CEDEPCA, 2011, p.4)
Neither the active and forceful denunciation of all forms of violence
nor educational and catechetical processes have eliminated
violence against women in churches. Whether for values and
symbols, practices, or incapacity and indifference to acquire
the tools and resources, churches have significantly contributed
to violence against women, both within and outside of church
realms. The ideological effect of symbols, practices and concepts
(principally those oppressive interpretations) impacts not only on
internal church life, but also on family, social and political values
and experiences.
The theologian, María López Vigil, claims that “the history of
Christianity is so saturated with misogyny that this warrants the
need for self-critical reflection, which I feel is still (a) very distant
(reality). I do not sense a critical mass of clerics, humble and
willing to realize the necessary self-criticism and urgent changes
in discourse and attitudes. It is a problem of wanting to retain
power. While the Catholic Church, betraying Jesus of Nazareth and
contrary to advances in the knowledge and sensibility of Humanity,
continues to exemplify before the world as the most patriarchal and
sexist Western institution, it will require much more than taking to
the streets to be with women.”
This author, knowledgeable of church inner workings, affirms
that: “in Pope Francisco, like almost all the authorities of the
Catholic Church, the issue of women (I prefer the plural because
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‘woman’ does not exist, it is an abstract concept) is one that has
no entry point, or the entry point in thinking is neither sufficient
nor adequate in relation to the changes experienced in the world
and in the Church (...) This sin is very old and is deeply rooted in
the church [extremely masculine and often misogynistic religious
traditions]. To complicate matters, the Christian Catholic tradition
has a serious unresolved problem, not only with women, but also
with human sexuality and especially female sexuality.” (Interview
by internet with María López Vigil).
The ideas of Francesca Gargallo Celentani on the role of churches
in the subordination of women are also important. The author
states that “all dominant religion adapts its codes of conduct to
the symbolic capital inherited from pre-existing culture. In the case
of Catholic Christianity imposed by the conquest, its misogynistic
character intensifies patriarchal traits and the value of the male
lineage (...) The Catholic misogyny from about 40 years ago has
acquired neo-evangelical attire (Protestant, in everyday language)
in many regions of America (...) The neo-evangelical churches
exercise control over the spirituality of people which tends towards
the exaltation of individual will and salvation, rejecting the features
of assembly that Catholicism had maintained. (Gargallo, 2014,
pp.73-74).
In a review and reading of the document Aparecida (V Latin
American Episcopal Conference and the Caribbean, May 2007),
one might expect some reference from Latin American Bishops on
violence against women, principally in Chapter 2, from paragraphs
33 to 97 (“The Vision of Missionary Disciples about Reality”).
Section 48 reads: “At this time in Latin America and the Caribbean,
there must be greater awareness of the difficult situation affecting
the dignity of many women. Some are subjected to many forms
of violence, even as children and adolescents in the home and
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elsewhere: trafficking, rape, servitude, and sexual harassment;
inequalities in the workplace, politics, and the economy; exploitive
advertising by many social means of communications which regard
them as a means of profit.”
The next point also refers to cultural changes that have modified
the traditional roles of men and women. Paragraph 65 speaks of
“contemplating the faces of those who suffer (...) many women
who are excluded because of their sex, race, or socioeconomic
situation (...) boys and girls subjected to child prostitution, often
linked to sexual tourism “; while 75 addresses aspects of, “with the
more assertive presence of civil society, and the emergence of new
social actors, such as indigenous people, Afro-Americans, women,
professionals (…)”.
Later, paragraph 402 mentions the need to gaze at “the faces of
the new excluded”, and there, among other sectors, populations or
individuals in situations of exclusion and vulnerability, it mentions
“boys and girls who are victims of prostitution (…) abused women.”
No further references appear in relation to situations of violence
against women in general.
A latter section is devoted to the specific situation of the Catholic
Church, titled “2.2. Situation of our Church at this Historic Moment
of Challenges”, comprised of numerals 98 to 100 (with 15 literals).
The search for references to the situation of women provides the
following result: not a single reference to situations of violence
against women in the reality of the Latin American Catholic
Church.
A reference appears to the “reciprocity and complementarity”
between man and woman, in numeral 116 of section 3.3, called
“The Good News of the Family”. This part contains an expression
that can signify some kind of breakthrough: “We bless God for
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having created the human being man and woman, although
today some would seek to confuse this truth: “God created man
in his image; in the divine image he created him; male and female
he created them” (Gn 1:27). The rest of the references are on the
family in general.
Section 9.5 deals specifically with “The Dignity and Participation
of Women”, (numerals 451 to 458). It emphasizes the values of
dignity and reciprocity; it even “regrets” that the dignity of many
women is not valued. It emphasizes that women are the primary
ones passing on the faith and assisting official church leaders,
who should serve them, appreciate them, and respect them
(455). Progress is being made in the assertion of the right to
women’s social participation (456), although this paragraph and
the next emphasize women’s role in motherhood. The proposed
pastoral activities (458) provide a reference to ensure the effective
participation of women in those ministries of the church which are
“entrusted to laypeople”, as well as in spaces of pastoral planning
and decision-making. Interestingly, this section proposes to:
“Accompany female associations that struggle to overcome difficult
situations of vulnerability or exclusion.”
However, it should be emphasized that the few references on
violence against women (without structural, historical or theological
significance) treat realms outside the church and do not address
reality within it.
Point 9.6 illustrates eloquently the patriarchal emphasis in the
document. Entitled, “The responsibility of Male and Father of
the Family” (numerals 459 to 463). Numeral 460 discusses
the qualities of disciples and missionaries of Jesus Christ,
“[H]owever, in many instances unfortunately he tends to give up this
responsibility and delegate it to women or wives.” In the numeral
(463, which proposes pastoral actions, the specific role in building
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the family as a “domestic church” is emphasized. Literal d includes
a proposal that Catholic universities investigate and reflect on the
“contemporary situation of the world of men”. In the four proposals
related to women, no demand for research or studies on the
reality of women appears.
3. Religious Fundamentalisms
A brief approximation to the phenomena of religious fundamentalism
is provided below, for its significant and growing presence in daily
life and deep roots in Guatemalan society.
The Christian6 religious fundamentalist movement began in the
early twentieth century with the publication of a set of books
called, ‘The Fundamentals’ (published by the Presbyterian Church
in 1909), from which the infallibility of the Bible was postulated
while demanding outlooks concomitant with early Christian
context. “Back to Fundamentals” made postulations that denied
the need for changes or to contextualize ecclesiastical visions and
practices. From the beginning, this movement maintained hostile
and confrontational attitudes towards critical analysis of the reality
in churches, towards scientific and intercultural advancement or
progress. As stated by the theologian Juan José Tamayo, that
hostility was also against progressive policy options and the
emancipation of women.
According to the feminist program, The Stream (La Corriente),
the following points constitute central aspects of religious
fundamentalism:
•

Appeals to foundational myths that seek to limit freedom of
conscience and diversity of experience.

6

It should be noted that fundamentalism also exists in other fields, such as politics or
other ecclesiastical expressions (Judaism, Islam, etc.).
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•

The imposition of a sexual morality based on a binary
understanding of gender (heterosexuality) and therefore the
subordination of eroticism to reproduction.

•

It is supported by ecclesiastical hierarchies and groups with
political and economic power (that seek to maintain the status
quo).

•

An emphasis placed on the value of the traditional family.

•

Foments sexism, misogyny and justify sexism; denial of
women’s rights.

•

Promotes an impoverished notion of God (“Controller”).
(La Corriente. El uso y abuso de Dios y la Virgen, 2013, p.14)

4. Marianism
“Marianism” refers to a posture of adoration of the Virgin Mary
from an idea of a woman as a semi-divine being who “has an
infinite capacity for humility and sacrifice (...). Marianism is
another expression of machismo in Latin America, particularly
given that it created and nurtured the ‘Madonna – Eva’
dichotomy, a symbolic and conceptual prison, which provides
key elements for the ideology of the universal woman. Rooted in
Latin American imaginary, this ideology has affected discourses
and social constructions of masculinity and femininity in such a
way that it has generated the illusion of an immutable supremacy
of one gender (male) over another (female)” (Muñoz Cabrera
P. Violencias interseccionales. Debates feministas y marcos
teóricos en el tema de pobreza y violencia contra las mujeres en
Latinoamérica., 2011, p.41).
CEDEPCA calls our attention to another dichotomy in relation
to women: they are either the cause of violence within churches
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and thus “worthy of ‘punishment’, or elevated to a position of
holiness, which contributes to their manipulation, exploitation and
disqualification, all which constitute expressions of violence.
The document of the Latin
An example of what is presented in this
American Bishops, Aparecida,
text, as a critique of Marianism can be
also reinforces this point. For
found in the following expression of Pope
example, paragraph 141 reads:
Francis in his first Apostolic Exhortation
Evangelii Gaudium (The Joy of Gospel,
“The Virgin Mary is a splendid
of November 24, 2013: “Mary was able
image of configuration to the
to turn a stable into a home for Jesus,
Trinitarian project, which is
with poor swaddling clothes and an
abundance of love. She is the handmaid
fulfilled in Christ. From her
of the Father who sings his praises.” (286).
Immaculate Conception to
her Assumption, she reminds
us that the beauty of the human being is entirely in the bond of
love with the Trinity, and that the fullness of our freedom is in the
positive response that we give it.”Further, paragraphs 266 to 272
re-emphasize the figure of Mary, highlighting an expression of
Pope Benedict XVI mentioned in paragraph 270: “Mary, pure
and stainless Virgin, is for us a school of faith ....” However, it is
striking the fact that in sections devoted to reflection on religious
seminaries and houses of formation (314-327) there is not a
single reference to the prevention or training on violence in
families, churches and specifically against women.
María López Vigil’s contribution is again opportune: “For many
clerics, the message of Mariology as the exaltation of Mary of
Nazareth as the most important person in the world because she
was chosen by God for the most sublime mission in human history
has been a perfect facade, an excellent alibi for the hyper-patriarchy
of traditional Christianity” (electronic interview). López Vigil cites
the feminist theologian Elizabeth Schüssler, who mentions three
aspects of the damage caused by the use of this image of Mary:
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1. The emphasis on virginity to the detriment of sexuality.
2. The ideal of true femininity is unilaterally associated with
maternity.
3. Obedience, humility, passivity and submission, which contribute
to strengthening patriarchal culture both inside and outside of
churches, are elevated as highly important religious values.
5. Feminist Biblical Hermeneutics (the “hermeneutic of
suspicion”): A Bible in Context
It is indubitable that the historical burden of violence against women
is very old, very heavy and extraordinarily permeated in society.
In this sense, it is fundamentally important that, in the search for
hope as well as for concrete possibilities for action, women are
the protagonists. This principally concerns those women who have
helped build and live feminist biblical hermeneutics, from which
new visions, values and practices can be built.
This hermeneutic still remains a barely visible effort to rebuff the
dominant interpretive monopoly that has helped subjugate women
in churches; nevertheless, it represents an ideological or cultural
contribution of feminist theologians.
The following section provides a brief reference to the contributions
derived from the work of such feminists.
The historical origin of feminist hermeneutic dates from the late
nineteenth century in the United States of America (The Woman’s
Bible, between 1885 and 1898). Its three principal expressions are:
1. A radical rejection of the authority of the Bible for being
androcentric.
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2. An effort to determine biblical contents in favour of women, that
is, seeing it as a prophetic and useful instrument if it sides with
the weak and with women.
3. In its most critical expression, which. Through the use of a
more detailed methodology, seeks to re-signify the position
and roles of Christian women in the Movement of Jesus; this is
expressed in the search for discovering how egalitarianism in
the time of Jesus has been hidden in the New Testament.
This hermeneutic endeavour has allowed for reflection and
reinterpretation that bring to light not only violence against women
in a general dimension, but the possibilities to confront it from faith
communities.
In 1993, the Pontifical Biblical Commission stated in the publication,
‘The Interpretation of the Bible in the Church’, that the two criteria
for investigating this hermeneutic are sociological and feminist.
The first relates to the historical comprehension of biblical times
and the role of women during this period. The second emphasizes
what is called a hermeneutic of suspicion: “Establishing the full
truth requires that one does not simply trust texts as they stand
but look for signs which may reveal something quite different.”
(Biblical, 1996, p.61.).
The sociological and historical need to uncover and understand
the situation of women in the first century has been stressed,
particularly with respect to the innovations introduced in the context
of the Movement of Jesus. What is clear is that women, as specified
by the Pontifical Commission, have taken an active role in exegesis.
The commission ends by stating that “Feminine sensitivity helps
to unmask and correct certain commonly accepted interpretations
which were tendentious and sought to justify the male domination
of women.” (Ibid., p.62).
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If we add to this sensitivity the contextualization of biblical texts, the
role of women can be understood in one way or another, not only in
that particular historic moment but also in the present day. However,
while the textual reference cited in the previous paragraph might
seem like a theoretical and discursive advance, it is also important
to add that feminist exegesis is criticized for the possibility that it
“runs the risk of interpreting the biblical texts in a tendentious and
thus debatable manner”, or that “feminist exegesis can be useful to
the church only to the degree that it does not fall into the very traps
it denounces”. (Ibid., p.63).
The Lutheran World Federation sustains that hermeneutics is a
biblical interpretation that relates to current realities, insisting that
readings of the Bible imply a commitment to the text in relation
to the historical moment and era: “People begin to see their own
daily struggles in connection with biblical stories. The interaction
with the text becomes a motivation to question injustices based on
gender. (LWF, Policy for Gender Justice, 2014, p.23).
Christian women of the feminist program, ‘The Stream’,
(La Corriente) have emphasized that feminist theology denotes
the possibility of a paradigm shift within Christianity, because it
exposes the complicity of religions in the reproduction of sexism
and machismo, including from a daily confrontation with church
authority and authoritarian power. They quote Ivone Gebara in this
regard, who states: “We try to assume for today and within the
plurality of today’s circumstances, a humanistic tradition of the
Gospels in which we can position ourselves as subjects equal to
men. We affirm the need for real pluralism in Christian churches,
for a new geography of meaning for what we call Christianity.
What I mean is that we do not want to be subject to a clerical male
orthodoxy or even an orthodoxy from which we are judged by
our deviation in relation to formal officialdom from which many of
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us feel alienated. We look to not reduce the Christian experience
to clerical norms, because for us these are anachronistic and a
betrayal of the human search, continuous and multiple, for our
truth.” (La Corriente, El uso y abuso de Dios y la Virgen, 2013,
p.21).
On the basis of these and other feminists, it can be argued that
feminist theology is a profound critique of dominant, androcentric
theology, which helps build a hermeneutics that can understand
and interpret the sacred from the needs, visions and challenges
that women face.
This very brief reference to feminist theology and hermeneutics can
help to confirm the historical hope that the fight against violence
against women in churches, founded on factors such as the efforts
of critical and contextualized interpretations, not only is necessary
and possible but fundamental for transforming societies and
churches, since it is based on equality between men and women,
as stated in Genesis, the text which also constitutes ACT Alliance’s
biblical foundation: “As a Christian Alliance we believe that men
and women are created in God’s image as equals with the same
basic rights and dignity – regardless of faith, gender, culture,
ethnic origin or traditions. God has made women and men equally
responsible for the stewardship of creation and equally entitled to
its enjoyment (Genesis 1). (ACT Alliance, 2010, p.5).
It also represents a vision of God as the origin and construction of
peace. (See Psalm 22 and Romans 8: 38-39).
The feminist theological view does not diverge from a crucial
emphasis: Jesus lived a full, dignified and wonderful relationship
with the women of his time and reality. Jesus is the “authoritative
word” to understand biblical reality, to “get serious” as expressed
by theologian, Albert Nolan: “One of the ways Jesus turned his
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world upside down was by treating women with exactly the same
value and dignity as men. He stood out among his contemporaries
as the only teacher who could count women among his friends
and disciples (...) [T]he only thing that did not bother Jesus was
his reputation. What worried him was how prostitutes and women
caught in adultery were treated in that society. They, not the men,
were accused and convicted as sinners (...). He was particularly
attentive to the needs of women and children “[Lk 7: 11-13; Mk 12:
41-44; Mt 9, 20-23; Lk 23, 28; Lk 19, 44; Lk 21, 23]. “ (Nolan, 2007,
pp. 87, 119).
In the words of Maria Lopez Vigil, a woman knowledgeable of the
church and a person of broad theological commitment, we need
to highlight the importance Jesus’ actions in relation to women:
“Disdain, contempt and rejection of women and sexuality have not
the slightest basis in the words, gestures or ethical proposals of
Jesus of Nazareth, who did not comply with the sexist traditions of
the culture (in which he lived).

D. Legal and Political Fundamentals
Given the need for churches to also assume understanding
and efforts to combat violence against women in the context of
citizenship, the main legal and political frameworks related to this
problematic are listed below.
The commitment to end violence against women in any ambit
or environment, but particularly in faith communities, must be
regulated by national and international legal and political rights
frameworks and norms, as presented below.
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1. International Frameworks
•

Universal Declaration of Human Rights.

•

American Convention on Human Rights.

•

Inter-American Convention on the Prevention, Punishment and
Eradication of Violence against Women (Convention of Belém
do Pará).

•

Inter-American Convention on the Nationality of Women.

•

Convention on the Political Rights of Women.

•

Fourth World Conference on Women-Beijing.

•

Declaration on the Protection of Women and Children in States
of Emergency and Armed Conflict.

•

Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination
against Women (CEDAW) and its Protocol.

•

International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of
Racial Discrimination.

•

Convention 169 of the International Labour Organization on
Indigenous and Tribal Peoples in Independent Countries.

•

International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights.

•

International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural
Rights.

•

Optional Protocol to the International Covenant on Civil and
Political Rights.

•

Resolution 1325 —Participation of Women in Peace Processes.
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2. National Frameworks
2.1 General Regulations
•

Constitution of the Republic.

•

Civil Code.

•

Penal Code.

•

Electoral Law and Law for Political Parties.

•

Municipal Code.

•

General Law for Decentralization.

•

Law for Social Development.

•

Law of Urban and Rural Development Councils (and
Regulations).

2.2 Laws and Specific Policies
·

Law for the Dignification and Promotion of Women (Decree
7-99).

·

National Policy for the Advancement and Integral Development
of Women and Equal Opportunity Plan.

·

Articulated Agenda for Maya, Garifuna and Xinca Women.

·

Action Plan for the Full Participation of Guatemalan Women,
2002-2012.

2.3 The so-called “Trilogy of Laws”
•

Law for the Prevention, Sanction and Eradication of Domestic
Violence (Decree 97-1996).
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•

Law against Femicide and Other Forms of Violence against
Women (Decree 22-2008)

•

Law Against Sexual Violence, Exploitation and Trafficking in
Persons (Decree 9-2009)

This trilogy is available at: www.sosmujeres.com
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II. Violence against Women:
Differentiated Experiences
The theoretical investigation allowed for an emphasis on the
presence and practice of violence against women in churches.
However, it is necessary to connect the recurring documentary
evidence with the appreciations and interpretations of women in
churches and organizations, local religious leaders, theologians,
etc., from a consideration of everyday reality. The following findings
or interpretations, confirm as a whole, the results and arguments
put forward in the theoretical framework.

A. Understanding and/or Perceptions of
Violence against Women in Churches or Faith
Environments
majority
of
research
a.1 The
participants admitted that violence
exists, but in differentiated forms.
Those with most academic and
ecclesiastical formation (male and
female pastors, priests, female
religious officials) affirmed the
generalization of this phenomenon
in distinct expressions. On the
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“When the man came to ask for
me, my father said, ‘go on my
daughter, because I gave my
word, and this man knows how
to work’ ”.
(Ch’orti’ woman, victim of
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handed over to a second.
Currently a social activist)
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other hand, women participating in grassroots organizations
and base or faith communities emphasized violence that
occurs within families and communities, with few references to
gestures (such as screams or offenses) from church leaders.
Few explicit cases of violence against women were mentioned,
but these were always in “other churches”.
a.2 No community level participant in the municipalities
investigated recognized that different types of violence against
women exist other than sexual or psychological. In all of cases
researched, violence in churches was reduced to gestures,
shouts and insults; no other violence was considered.
a.3 Sociocultural and economic factors
“I have experienced sexual
(in communities and families) were harassment from priests. I was
most emphasized by women and
in a religious congregation
and I could see that the nuns
local church leaders as the causes
of violence against women. Violence had to be at the service of the
priests.”
against women which occurs mainly
(Ex Catholic nun).
in families and communities was
most emphasized. Abuse against
young women committed by men in bars, for example,
was firmly stated to be the principal motivation and place
of violence against women. It was revealed that in these
bars the women work as prostitutes and consume alcohol.
A vision indicating that events occur more externally to
rather than within churches was notorious (in the imaginary
of most participants interviewed, violence was reduced to
practices of sexual, physical or psychological abuse).
a.4 Women activists from churches based in the capital admitted
that violence occurs within the church, in different areas.
Although the existence of sexual harassment (an experience
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in the Catholic Church) was
“I started talking in my church
also mentioned. Church women about violence and the pastor said,
with more urban life experience
‘That’s not violence’. The woman
must endure, this is your cross.
and higher levels of formation
Inside the church, violence against
emphasized
subjective
and
women is normal.”
political violence, given these
(Female church activist,
accentuated their discrimination
Guatemala City).
or exclusion simply for “being
a woman”. They stressed that
violence against women in churches is assumed as “normal”,
and that most pastors do not understand violence against
women; for example, they assert that “it‘s not violence”.
a.5 Guilt, which is strongly engrained in women through church
learning (women that self-blame) is a factor which impedes
a more profound and comprehensive understanding of the
dimensions of violence. Self-blame ends up silencing and
suppressing, which is enhanced by regret and shame.
a.6 The Catholic practice that promotes
“There is much violence
that many religious women must
against religious women,
“serve priests” deforms or impedes
especially if they are critical.
Many are silenced, silence is
understanding of violence against
the norm!”
women in the churches, according to
a former nun who lived for 15 years in
(Ex nun Guatemala).
religious congregation. Practices and
attitudes of violence against religious women, which are not
fully registered, are widespread.
a.7 The aforementioned factors enable religious environments
that distort reality and sustain continued violence against
women in churches, particularly given that they are so deeply
internalized by women. The “salvation of the soul” ends up
75

Churches and Faith Communities in the face of Oppression and Violence
against Indigenous and Mestiza Women in Guatemala

being, as a result of these accentuated criteria, a factor that
means the “body is not important”, which in turn propitiates
the conditions for violence in all forms.
a.8 Gestures which reflect psychological abuse were emphasized
by indigenous women. No evidence of any reaction or position
on subjective or political violence was given by women at the
grass roots level.

B. The Principal Signs or Symbols of Violence
against Women in Churches and Faith
Environments
Given the symbolic nature of this research (people’s faith, belief
in the sacred, etc.), it was considered important and necessary
to address demonstrations of practices and beliefs that contribute
to violence against women in churches. Accordingly, analysis is
focused on the distinctive signs and symbols which reveal the
reproduction of such violence.
Active Violence: the Least Manifest
b.1 Three types of violence were
defined in the theoretical
approach: active, subjective
and political. Of these three,
empirical research revealed
less expression or acceptance
of active violence, except for
references to two rapes by
pastors in Alta Verapaz and
insults and offenses by a priest
in Comalapa.
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another evangelical church here
raped a girl. She denounced him
and he spent six months in jail.
Three weeks ago, he returned again
as a pastor and he was greeted with
a celebration, they even welcomed
him with a procession.”
(Members of an organization in
Chisec, Alta Verapaz, 2014).
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b.2 While active violence is less notorious, mention was also
made of how silence is imposed to protect churches against
scandals, which in turn prevents greater articulation of this
type of violence. One example related to the above discussion
is the silence, or powerlessness (forced or self-imposed) of
women to denounce cases of domestic violence (beatings by
their husbands) within churches. Participants revealed that
this was justified so as “not to shame the Lord’s work.”
b.3 Active violence (physical blows, insults, assaults) was found
to be more prevalent in domestic and cultural spheres. One
outstanding case mentioned by a female pastor was a mother
who denounced her own son for violence.
b.4 Women at the grassroots level, as well as those who maintain
active church participation, expressed concern about other
types of violence (subjective and political) by virtue of the fact
that, while seen as more passive, they are considered to be
more dangerous, causing deeper harm to women.
The Religious and Symbolic
b.5 Participants
expressed
that
“20 years ago I stopped being
subjective violence commences
a Catholic believer, because
with the use, exploitation and
I saw a divorce between faith
manipulation of religion in relation and everyday life. I wondered
what it means to live without
to women, particularly with respect
God? What has cost me more
to the significance of the sacred. than anything is ridding myself
Women´s sensitivity to the voices of guilt, because it is ingrained
within me.”
of religious leaders is also a tool for
manipulation, even if, as claimed by
(Guatemalan Woman, from an
a female religious devotee, it harms
international organization).
their rights. This is exacerbated
in sectors where popular religious discourse goes almost
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unquestioned, a reality which strengthens conditions for
violence against women.
b.6 The exploitation or manipulation of
“It hurts to have been so
the sacred reaches violent expression
faithful for 30 years to the
regulations of the church
when women are marginalized from
to discover that they had
conducting or directing sacramental
nothing to do with the
practices, as they are in most church
spirituality of love and
denominations. The principal sign
tenderness. For 12 years
I have been awake in a
of this, as confirmed by a female
true relationship with God,
Nicaraguan theologian and pastor,
women, and tender love.”
is the discrimination within church
(Woman church activist).
ministries. Men are assumed as
the only ones who can intervene
before God because they are the only ones who can direct
the sacraments. A woman is not recognized in this setting.
Although in some cases women pastors now exist, they
are still insignificant in number. The concept and practice
of the “limited pastor”, who can preach but cannot give the
sacraments, also exists.
b.7 All this represents the marginalization and invisibility of
women in a key symbolic religious component. One of the
consequences of this reality is the creation of an environment
where male priest have “dominion” over a significant collective
mostly made up of women. In one community, some women
pastors, or wives of pastors, are able preach, but always in the
close presence of (male) pastors.
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The Biblical Factor
b.8 In relation to violence against
“With regard to the issue of
women in churches, all participants violence against women, we
have not liberated
with theological training or active
Leviticus.”
participation in church leadership
(Catholic priest).
said that biblical interpretation is one
of the most complex and difficult
components to confront. The de-contextualized use of biblical
passages from the Old Testament, or the blind, uncritical
interpretation or exploitation made of certain biblical texts (e.g.
from Paul), were the main focus of criticism for theologians
and church leaders of all denominations who participated in
the investigation.
b.9 Some participants, mainly priests and
female theologians, emphasized that it is
from the Bible that machismo appears,
especially in the books of the Pentateuch
(Anabaptist theologian).
(mainly Leviticus). This critical view of the
Old Testament is complemented by the claim that patriarchy
and sexism in these books have been perpetuated in the New
Testament, given that, in the life and work of Jesus, women’s
presence is not visible or denied. This ends up contradicting
and distorting the attitudes of Jesus towards women, even
if he too was “a man of his time”. Participants expressed a
generally agreed upon posture for the need to understand
the dimensions of how Jesus defended the dignity of women.
In relation to the aforementioned, participants stated that
many churches are more influenced by the Old Testament,
because Jesus is removed from interpretations.

“Only twelve disciples?
Weren’t there more women
than men?”
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b.10 Women theologians and religious leaders expressed
that symbolic or subjective violence is more subtle and
dangerous because it falls “under the yoke of biblical
interpretation”, which increases the possibilities of justifying
the subordination, culpability and “impurity” of women, and
is reinforced by preaching that employs biblical references
to achieve such intentions. However, at least one regional
church in Totonicapan revealed a posture that addresses
violence against women (at least in discourse) from a
position that “the Bible does not teach that women are
below men”.
Language
b.11 The use of concepts or words with very subtle but significant
burdens to reinforce women’s subordination are factors that
enable violence against women in churches, beginning with
the prominence of “God is male”. Other similar phrases,
as well as images and symbols, can be added to this.
Further, the use of the concept of “man” is strengthened,
which, according to participants, is still used forcefully with
subsequent impacts on exclusion as well as permeating
language around women’s sexuality. An example of this can
be found in the phrase, “Jesus is male and the church female”.
b.12 According to participants, a language of guilt, fear and
resignation predominates, which is continuously exploited
to subordinate women. Discussions in church environments
emphasize how “women must endure, that is their cross (to
bear)”, a phrase that is constantly used to reinforce silence
around domestic violence or soften its impact/severity.
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b.13 Some of the expressions habitually
used in communities and churches “It’s good that God is a man,
because I’m also a man!”
are now beginning to be critically
(Seven year old boy, son of
questioned, such as the case where a
theologian).
pastor criticized the use of the phrase
“man, head of the household”,
since the parishioners confused its meaning with “being
domineering or the boss of the family”. However, in this case,
the criticism centres on the interpretation of the phrase rather
than the phrase itself (which from the perspective of language
based on gender justice also determines the subordination of
women).
b.14 According to some participants, language, symbols and
conservative views on paternity also reinforce violence
against women in churches.
The Body, Sexuality, Impurity, and the Family
b.15 Most participants emphasized that sexuality is attacked within
churches, and distorted views on the female body are the
basis of a great deal of violence, mainly in relation to women.
The so-called “impurity” of women, based on misogynistic
biblical interpretations, continues to be mentioned and used
in faith communities. Field work investigation revealed that
women were excluded, displaced and/or denied participation
and protagonism from places considered to be “sacred”
during their menstrual period.
b.16 Differentiated and discriminative behaviours were evidenced
in relation to the sexuality of men and women. For example,
the practice continues in some churches where women who
are to be married must undertake a medical examination to
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determine if they are “virgins”, a
process which is accompanied by
the pastor’s wife.

“The pastor’s wife and other
women were not allowed to
stand in the pulpit during their
days of menstruation.”

b.17 The civil status of women was
also revealed as an element which
(Ch’orti woman).
inculcated
discrimination
and
humiliation, affecting women’s
identity. Women who are single mothers, divorced or in civil
union are still tarnished in faith communities.
“For the powerful in
churches, woman are
dangerous.”

Exclusion from Decision-making;
Subordination and Marginalization from
Social and Political Life

b.18 Political violence in its distinct forms
was most emphasized by male and
female participants with more training and
protagonism in churches. The first and most profound mark
or sign of such violence against women is in their exclusion
from decision-making structures and
the principal spaces of symbolic and “It is not right that the
churches are full of
ideological power within churches. In the women and we cannot
Catholic Church and some Protestant
decide.”
denominations, this is expressed primarily
(Kaqchiquel woman).
by the fact that priesthood is exclusively
male.

(Female church activist,
Guatemala City).

In some church denominations women pastors are allowed,
and while women’s protagonism has grown, their presence is
quantitatively always much less.
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b.19 The organizational vision and decision-making structures
of churches that exclude and subordinate women have
been founded on particular biblical
interpretations, as previously discussed,
“If I propose something,
they don’t let me do it
coupled with an exercise of control and
because I am a woman.”
power within church hierarchies as well
(Ch’orti’ woman, church
as within the local support base. The
y social activist).
frequent use of biblical interpretations
to deny the possibility of women being
ordained as bishops was expressed.
b.20 It was also emphatically and broadly reaffirmed that
political violence is evident in the refusal to engage women
in decision-making or proposing
“I began to feel
initiatives. While women are the
discrimination in church
majority, men decide everything.
as a child, for not having
What is assumed as “normal” by
the adequate clothes.”
most people in faith communities
(Indigenous woman and
is that men assume leadership and
church activist).
decision-making roles and that
women support the necessary church
activism. Leadership by women generated resistance and
even threats from male leaders, especially when leadership
is critical. This is aggravated when critical reflections are
directed at economic, social and political realities. The
majority women’s voices in this study confirmed that priests
and pastors generally do not want to lose power.
b.21 Indigenous women expressed that discrimination and
exclusion were more apparent as a consequence of
ethnicity, particularly given the close correlations between
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ethnicity (being indigenous), poverty
and a lack of preparation/education. In
the investigation, differentiated treatment
and discrimination were factors mainly
referred to by indigenous women.

“As indigenous women,
we are not taken into
account. If we are not
treated with love and
kindness, then it is even
less likely we will be
recognized.”

b.22 The differentiated participation of men
and women in some churches is reflected
(Kaqchiquel Woman).
in the following field work research data,
which evidences the lower participation of women in decisionmaking spaces (conversely, women’s participation was
higher in structures involving less decision-making power).7
•

A Pentecostal denomination in the capital: composed of 80
congregations, 75 of which are directed by male pastors, and 5
by female pastors.

•

A church denomination with universal priesthood: 90% of
the international representation are male. By 2015 they were
requested to have at least 30% female participation.
In their workshops in Guatemala (with regional incidence),
participation was 60% male and 40% female.

•

Catholic Church in the east of the country (villages in three
municipalities):
Participation in the Ecclesiastical Committee:
ü In the first community: 6 men — 1 woman.
ü In the second community: Only men.
ü In the third community: 4 women — 3 men.

7

For ethical reasons and confidentiality, the names of churches and communities are
not given.
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Participation in the Legion of Mary:
ü In the first community: 3 women - 1 man.
ü In the second community: 4 women - 2 men.
ü In the third community: Only women.
Participation as Ministers of the Communion:
ü In the first community: 1 man (3 nominees).
ü In the second community: 3 men - 1 woman.
ü In the third community: 2 women - 1 man (2 women
candidates).
Participation as Delegates of the Word:
ü In the first community: 3 men - 0 women.
ü In the second community: 4 men - 0 women.
ü In the third community: 5 men - 1 woman.
Note: It should be taken into account that the Ecclesiastical Committee
represents the main decision making structure; the Legion of Mary is
especially for study and prayer; Ministers of Communion exercise a
sacramental function, and Delegates of the Word undertake training.
•

Catholic Church in the north of the country (municipal
structure):
ü Church Council (in municipal centres)
§ 100 participants. 30 are women
ü Ministers (municipal capital)
§ 12 Ministers: 7 men — 5 women

•

Same municipality (in the north)
ü 26 evangelical churches
§ 26 male pastors
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·

Protestant Church in the west of the country (with a posture
of gender equality)
Local Structure:
ü 1 regional pastor
ü 1 district pastor
ü The two pastors + 16 counsellors (men): The Council of the
church (0 women).
Organization of Ministries in the municipality (26 churches):
ü Ministry of Missions (led by a man).
ü Ministry of Christian Education (1 man, 1 woman).
ü Ministry of Knights (1 man).
ü Ministry of Ladies (1 woman).
ü Ministry of Young People (1 man and 1 woman).
ü Intercession (1 man and 1 woman).

·

Another Protestant church in the same city from above:
Structure:
ü 1 pastor.
ü 2 directors (men).
ü 2 deacons (men).
ü 2 deaconesses.
ü Young Women’s Board of Directors (7 young women)
ü Women Board of Directors (7 women).

b.23 Women (who constitute the majority of participants in
temples, churches, cults) are denied participation in
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decision-making and sacramental spaces; however,
women’s participation outside of churches in political and
social spaces is also viewed unfavourably. “Women have
to be in the churches” is a phrase that emphasizes the
negation of women’s social and political participation. It was
frequently affirmed by participants that women who have
proposals are marginalized, especially when issues such as
women’s rights are raised. Some women interviewed said
they had experienced and suffered marginalization as a
consequence of such experiences.

“When some men see women

b.24 Evidence also revealed that rules gather to discuss human rights
they say ‘who knows what
and regulations are applied in these women are doing, it must
distinct ways. The majority of be because they have nothing
else to do.’ ”
rules target women, principally
those relating to “discipline”, and
(K’iche’ Woman,
Protestant Church).
especially when they concern
aspects of sexuality, home and
family. For example, the perception exists that if/when women
express interest in party political participation then they
need to be “disciplined”. Such perceptions were frequently
evident in the communities investigated, even when
ecclesiastical expressions promote theological discourse
in favour of women’s dignity and equality. A clear example
was in Totonicapan, where women are “disciplined” by not
being allowed to sing or participate in other church activities,
such as giving sacrament, which occurs twice a year, for six
months or up to a year although they may attend sermons. In
other nearby churches, it was emphasized that women who
participate in political campaigns, including bringing other
women to learn or discuss things that have nothing to do
with the church, are also disciplined. In another community, it
87

Churches and Faith Communities in the face of Oppression and Violence
against Indigenous and Mestiza Women in Guatemala

was mentioned that male church leaders “took away the right
to attend and participate, and the priest did nothing”.
b.25 Mention was made of the fears
held by male leaders in churches not
only of women’s participation more
generally, but also of women with higher
levels of education/formation, given that
this increases their leadership within
churches. Even women with high levels of
academic preparation have been denied
the opportunity to progress in church
(Ch’orti’ woman).
hierarchies. It also became clear that in
some communities, female pastors cannot preach because
they are illiterate, and no interest exists for promoting
literacy and integral formation. This should be contrasted
with the repeatedly asserted posture concerning men’s
greater protagonism, given they enjoy better access to
education and training. On the other hand, women have
been excluded from training/preparation processes and
opportunities more generally.

“The men of the church
don’t like it that we get
involved in social actions.
They don’t want us to leave
church affairs or that we go
out and become conscious
of what is happening in the
world. This, to me, is also
violence.”

b.26 In some communities, however,
“Women cannot be
participants highlighted the progress
female bishops, because
made in their respective churches.
they say that there are
Notwithstanding
the no women bishops in the
Bible.”
negative
responses
“We know about equality, from the institutional
(Woman church activist,
to participate in church,
Guatemala City).
hierarchy, some women
but they don’t let us. The
same thing happens in the participate as “female
COCODE.”
ministers”, learn about women’s rights, and
(Woman Catholic minister). women undertake legal and social initiatives.
In one Catholic community investigated, there
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is a “women’s pastoral”, but in all the others, the focus is
through the “social pastoral” with little or no visibility or study
on the realities of and violence against women.
b.27 The previously discussed progress being made is marked
and weakened by a problematic where “they give us
opportunities, but we don’t take advantage of them because
we don’t want to participate.” This implies that officially, there
is talk about equal opportunities for everyone; however,
the requirements to occupy significant positions in official
structures entail a level of schooling or formation that still
excludes most women, while the requirement to dedicate
time also inhibits participation. Women expressed that, as
a result of “looking after the house and children, women
have no time, however, men can go, because they are freer”.
Training opportunities are conditioned by the time women
spend at home and their precarious economic situation,
which largely limit their mobilization to places where training
occurs (for example, in one research area, if women want
to participate in training and need to go from Chisec to the
social pastoral Fray Bartolome, this implies spending Q50
daily, which is excessively expensive. Before, women went
with the priest, but for various months now they longer do,
because he travels alone and has no money for transport).
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C. The Explicit and Implicit Positions of Religious
Leaders towards Violence against Women in
Churches or Faith Environments
The Difference between Positions
c.1 The dialogic and contextualized approach employed in this
research allows us to affirm that in relation to the posture of
religious leaders on violence against women, it is necessary
to differentiate the positions between churches, as well as
take into account differences that may exist between church
hierarchies and local or community leaders (priests, pastors,
women pastors and lay people). In addition, it is also necessary
to evaluate the contribution of women theologians and church
activists, which show very particular positions.
c.2 In the context of the Catholic Church, it was emphatically
affirmed that no specific and official statement on violence
against women exists by the hierarchy, either from the Vatican
or bishops grouped in the Episcopal Conference within the
country. However, various resources, instruments or actions
do exist, which reveal exceptions, such as various documents
included in the theoretical section of this investigation as well
as actions undertaken principally by female religious workers/
activists (including some of those who work in shelters
for women victims). One priest confirmed that the church
has no explicit posture, but rather, assumes a more biblical
position (which does not justify violence against women). This
same priest confirmed he did not receive training to enable
understanding in order to address the problem of violence and
that they do not take actions to address this phenomenon.
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c.3 According to some female religious devotees, priests and laity
interviewed, in addition to the absence of an official position
(“a posture silenced in the face of women’s concrete reality,”
as one priest commented), attitudes of denial and contempt
for women, which are maintained by some male leaders,
can also be added. That is to say, if the bishops have no
position then the clergy are even less likely to have one. (A
Catholic religious leader indicated that of the approximately
500 priests in the Archdiocese of Guatemala, around a dozen
have schooling, or have undertaken actions or changes in
favour of gender equality and justice in their churches). The
majority of female religious officials sustain other attitudes,
and many of them do act, as mentioned above. According to
some research participants, initial evidence of these attitudes
can be found in lay people. It should also be recognized that,
even though in an isolated manner, dedicated training in
favour of women and against violence and discrimination was
present in some communities (in the offices of the Women´s
and Social Pastoral; possibilities for women to participate
in decision-making were also evident in the four spheres of
community research).
c.4 The current reality is exacerbated by
“There are many gestures
evidence and opinions expressed by
in the church, which
nuns and priests (and complemented by
render invisible, deny
and deride women. This
an overview of the seminary curriculum),
hits the young priests
which indicate that young priests,
particularly hard.”
recently or in the process of being
(Catholic priest,
ordained, do not show qualitative attitude
Guatemala
City).
changes towards this problem. Their
previous training does not include new
insights into the problem of violence against women; rather,
they receive formation more of a sacramental character.
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c.5 In connection with the Protestant churches, principally those
which participated in this research, the evidence shows that
most of them officially condemn violence against women,
even though the issue is reduced to, or remains at, the level
of discourse or goodwill. Some maintain clear and profound
positions, to which can be added processes and actions
to prevent and address violence against women in faith
communities (such as training in gender and human rights
and the isolated actions of feminist biblical interpretation).
However, the sense prevails that, principally in male and
female theologians and religious leaders, the hegemonic
position sustained by churches is silence, indifference or lack
of action against violence, even including postures founded in
theology, mainly in churches with traditionalist positions.
c.6 In some of the more progressive churches or those with
positions against violence towards women, discourse and
Bible studies prevail from contextualized interpretations, which
respond to a vision of gender justice and the formalization
of men’s and women’s inclusion and dignity. However,
participants revealed that systematic work to fully and decisively
institutionalize actions and programs for women in churches
remains still insufficient; nor is there significant and institutional
emphasis on prevention in relation to male perpetrators. The
existence of psychological programs and legal support were
highlighted, but with a more local character. In the case of the
Catholic Church, the actions of the Women’s Pastoral Office
were also mentioned (which in some cases includes mental
health actions in favour of women). But it must be emphasized
that these initiatives are not representative of generalized or
formalized positions, or even valued by church hierarchies.
What’s more, women have even ceased legal actions for fears
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held by the leadership of becoming involved in complications
or “scandals”.
c.7 Many of the research participants confirmed that in most
churches there is no talk, let alone education or in depth
discussion, over the issue of violence against women. This
essentially means that in the interior realms of churches,
complaints are not promoted.
c.8 The participation of a female theologian and pastor in this
research, among other contributions, allowed for a synthesized
explanation of prevailing attitudes in different churches:
•

Omission — denial (violence against women is not spoken
about, no complaints are reported to the church or judicial
authorities).

•

Patriarchal and sexist positions (use of biblical texts or
conducts where abused women are re-victimization by
casting suspicion on their integrity).

•

Solutions without transformation (through the exertion
of pressure, arrangements are made for “reconciliation”,
forgiveness, restoring marriages or reducing the resolution
of all issues to prayer actions).

•

The most incipient, timid and
least widespread of tendencies
are denunciations and preaching
around violence against women.

“When God is male, the
Men believe they are Gods.”
(Female pastor, quoted by
María López Vigil).

This contribution is complemented by aforementioned
reflections on progress made to address violence against
women, through considering it to be a “sin” (as well as in
society it is considered to be a crime). But much remains
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to be done such that official positions can significantly
influence the elimination of violence, both in discourse and
religious practices.
c.9 Some women research participants stressed the absence
or lack of spirituality of many leaders, which contributes to a
misunderstanding of the problematic concerning women and
violence.
c.10 Evidence was repeatedly found in the four community
spheres investigated of the limited or absence of interaction
between churches and social organizations, mainly women’s
(this was also the case for women devotees). The main
causes mentioned relate to the limited time available and
lack of interest from both parties, which in turn inhibit the
development of skills, visions and training to address violence
against women in churches.
Positions on Biblical Interpretations:
The Feminist Theologians
c.11 Besides criticizing the patriarchal and misogynistic character of
biblical interpretations, many church women who participated
in this research, principally ecclesiastical activists and those
with theological formation, emphasized the contribution of
feminist theologians through the concept of the “hermeneutics
of suspicion”. Female biblical scholars can contribute
enormously to efforts within churches to understand and
gradually eliminate violence against women.
c.12 The need to understand the Bible as a “cultural product”
written by men in the context of a male dominated culture and
vision of God was emphasized. Here lies one of the oldest
and “hidden” roots of violence against women in churches.
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Most churches are led by men
“When violence occurs
who control biblical interpretations
against women, the tradition
is to pray and ask them to
(principally in the Catholic Church,
endure, to give them some
men are assumed to be the only
hope, that help will arrive.”
“representatives of the Father and
(Pentecostal Pastor,
Son, who are all males”). One of the
Guatemala City).
consequences of this perspective is
the assumption of men’s superiority in relation to women.
c.13 In relation to the hermeneutics
of gender justice, the need was
stressed for training and theological
attitudes that emphasize biblical
understandings from the perspective
of Jesus. The main reference is Jesus
(for the dignified way he treated
women). This was emphasized, in
different expressions, by the distinct
participants in the investigation.

“The word of Christ is that
which has the authority
to interpret the Bible. It’s
necessary to re-read the Bible
with the eyes and minds of
women. If the Gospel does not
give happiness and freedom,
it is not the Gospel.”
(Anabaptist theologian,
Guatemala).

c.14 Criticism was expressed of the position of “liberation theology”
(from previous decades) in the Catholic Church, for diminishing
the subjective, emotional and feminine dimensions of reality.
The approach of liberation theology emphasized more rational
and practical dimensions, which prevented an understanding
of reality from a gender perspective.
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Postures and Reactions When Violence Occurs
against Women
c.15 In addition to formal and discursive positions, an attempt
was made to unearth the reactions or positions of churches
when violence against women occurs, both within and
outside the realms of faith. Attitudes such as disinterest,
fear to address the facts, and the centralization of solutions
in pastors or priests without a broader critical participation
of (female) victims were mentioned. The comment “we try
to install discipline to restore the situation” highlights a
tendency to seek solutions to situations without actually
addressing the conflict. General indications revealed that
when a woman complains about a violent act (mainly
domestic), the dominant reaction of leaders is to ask those
involved to pray, without any further effort or consideration
of the facts.
c.16 At the individual level, pastors, priests or church leaders with
some level of sensitivity to women’s situation in churches,
show awareness in discourse and consciousness that
violence against women is a sin. However, most do not have
the tools (technical, mental, institutional, and emotional)
to address situations of violence against women from the
pastoral. “What should I do?”, is the most recurring question
of those leaders which seek to take a more integral approach
to incidents. However, at the institutional level, evidence
revealed that churches do not have the resources to attend
specifically the situation of women in relation to events and
situations of violence. In a Catholic parish it was stated that
everything is reduced to homilies, catechesis and premarital
talks, without specialized or professional training. Other
parishes have a “Women´s Pastoral Office”, and some have
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professional support, but this is not widespread and data
shows that the absence (of such services) is the norm.
c.17 Discomfort or feelings of sadness and outrage were evident in
some women in regards to the lack of church response after
having suffered some kind of violence, especially domestic
violence. “The priest did nothing,” was a comment repeated
in relation to some of the cases discussed in this research.
c.18 In one of the evangelical churches that showed more evidence
of progress, commitment to and studies on gender justice and
institutions to deal with violence against women, denunciations
of violent acts are addressed through “crisis intervention”
(which includes listening to everyone involved), referrals to
specialized institutions and attention to the aggressor.
“Solidarity” among Men
c.19 One
factor
that
prevents
overcoming
violence
against
women in the churches, and which
was mentioned by several research
participants, is the “solidarity that
exists among men”. Given that
the majority of leaders in churches
are men, the tendency is for men
to maintain a position where they
protect each other by keeping
silent. This is also conditioned by
the fact that no understanding or
vision of these situations exists
from a gender perspective, as
well as the historical and deep
distortions of justice that women
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“The man wanted to strangle
me; I was two months pregnant.
Instead of demanding
responsibility, members of the
church requested him to marry
another woman (that he had).
They supported him in the
Public Ministry, saying that he
had not done it (because he was
a Catechist). Church members
commit sin when they do not
condemn violence.”
(Female Ch’orti ‘victim of
violence of a catechist in the east
of the country).
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have experienced within churches. Despite this, of relevance
for this research were the critical attitudes exhibited by certain
male leaders (priests, pastors and theologians), who not only
admitted the historical, theological and socio-political facts
and circumstances that lead to violence against women, but
also expressed their discomfort with their own colleagues or
peers and the pervasiveness of official positions.
c.20 In contrast to the aforementioned
“They say that one has control
factors,
several
indigenous
over a man when he helps
women research participants (in
around the house and we are
free to go to study or learn.”
Chimaltenango and the Ch’orti area)
mentioned that some men in family
(Ch’orti’ woman).
environments and some priests
maintain attitudes that fully support women´s participation.
However, such behaviour still faces pressure from other men,
mainly within their families.

D. Proposals Based on the Reality of Life for Women
in Churches or Faith Environments
Presented below is a list of suggestions obtained from individual
and group interviews during this research which are linked to the
reality of life for women in churches. Some are grouped or drafted
in a way to avoid repetition.
1. Develop processes to acknowledge women’s dignity (within
society, at home and in the church). This would build on the
full understanding of the context of women in Guatemala (from
girls to all kinds of women), emphasizing the everyday reality of
violence faced by women and its internalization within society
(people). It also includes highlighting women’s potential as
women, mothers, wives, educators; as well as providing
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education of the laws and policies advantageous to women. As
far as possible, the processes of women’s formation must also
underpin their economic independence.
2. Develop/generate education and training processes on
violence against women, from a comprehensive and inclusive
dimension (psychological, anthropological and historical). This
should be targeted and implemented in all church structures.
3. Develop a comprehensive theology of sexuality and human
corporeality.
4. All theological training and curriculum must include the
perspective that violence against women is both a social and
biblical issue. This should be complemented by specialized
training for priests and pastors; integral training must also be
provided. The seminaries must dismantle patriarchal visions
and power.
5. Undertake training for church leaders from and for learning and
practicing a contextualized biblical hermeneutic, and from “a
reality of learning to understand from the message of Jesus.”
6. The practice of community and feminist biblical reinterpretation
should be stimulated; that is, carry out community hermeneutics
in which women are more visible and valued, complemented
by encouraging and practicing feminist biblical interpretations,
based on input from theologians of different churches.
7. Capacity building for pastors and priests to provide them
with the tools (psychological, social, institutional, and legal)
and preparation to intervene in situations of violence against
women.
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8. Pastors and priests who are most sensitive and advanced in
understanding women’s reality should socialize reflections and
studies to influence their colleagues.
9. Train pastors, ministers and female leaders on gender issues
throughout distinct church structures.
10. Violence against women must be prevented, addressed and
denounced from the pulpits.
11. Capacity building for lay people such that they assume greater
protagonism, participation and are less submissive; promote
lay people’s learning around general social and specific
problems faced by women (including the different expressions
of violence).
12. Emphasize educational and spiritual work with men in
churches towards transforming approaches, visions, attitudes
and behaviours; education to abolish engrained patriarchy and
sexism from a vision based on Jesus (Pastoral Office for Men).
13. Encourage and enable the creation of opportunities for self-help
within churches. This should involve attending and listening to
women victims of violence, denunciation, breaking the silence,
training and comprehensive support.
14. Create alliances among men and women within churches.
15. Establish dialogue among churches (leaders, theologians,
communities).
16. Implement programs and training initiatives for women from a
perspective of harmony and alliance between organizations and
different churches. This includes promoting inter-institutional
relations between churches and social organizations.
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17. Develop support programs for women (general and specifically
related to violence) in churches (Women’s Pastoral Office).
18. Facilitate and promote team building (in local parishes) for
learning around women’s rights and human rights more
generally.
19. Increase a culture of denunciation within churches.
20. Address the issue of paedophilia.
21. Disasters and humanitarian aid must be analysed and
understood from an emancipatory theological vision, which
would permit another understanding of violence against women
(for example, abuse that occurs in shelters).
22. Establish discussion groups that incorporate church hierarchies
and participation from different levels.
23. Promote changes in the formation of the family (changes in
patterns of parenting, relationships, and visions of sexuality).
This should emphasize training and education for couples as
well as specific training for mothers (to combat sexism).
24. Develop training initiatives for children and young people from
the perspectives of prevention and gender.
25. Churches must demonstrate, both internally and externally, their
support and struggle for justice for women sufferers of violence.
In the face of this problem, “notification and denunciation” are
key, promoting attitudes concerning denunciation and support
for legal or institutional actions for acts of violence against
women reported in churches.
26. The processes of training and uncovering patriarchy and sexism
within churches should not be “confrontational” (radical),
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but rather, gradually seek to deepen values and visions and
establish foundations which have already been initiated in
some churches.
27. Churches must review structures and organization with the
intention of discerning the internalization and practices of
patriarchal and sexist models.
28. Promote research to document and demonstrate the existence
of violence against women within and externally to churches.
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III. Conclusions
1. Perceptions, or understandings of violence against women
in churches are heterogeneous. Differences exist between
women activists at the grassroots level (including those with
some level of active participation) and women with theological
or general academic formation (especially if, in addition to
their education, they have also maintain church participation).
Women at the grassroots level reduce violence against
women to sexual and psychological abuse; together with male
leaders, they emphasize that this violence occurs mainly within
communities and families. Women with greater theological or
formal education and leading activists in churches highlight
the existence of all forms of violence, including subjective and
political; for example, the subordination and exclusion of women
in distinct ecclesiastical structures for the very fact that they are
women. This differentiation also appears when the theoretical
and conceptual review is contrasted with expressions and
evidence obtained in field research.
2. The general opinion of the phenomenon investigated is that very
little violence occurs; and when it does, it occurs in isolation.
That is, violence does not happen so often in churches.
Active violence is considered to be the most notorious. This
is a consequence of the belief that the character of violence
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against women is only sexual or psychological, in addition to
the silence imposed in the face of any scandal.
3. The negation of violence against women is internalized in most
communities of faith, complemented by visions of conformity,
silence, indifference and/or biblical and social justifications by
male religious leaders, which in turn distort the environment for
male-female interrelations. The custom that women should be
at the service of the church and church leaders is still deeply
engrained.
4. The point of departure for the exercise of subjective violence
within churches is the use, exploitation and manipulation of the
significance of what women hold to be sacred. The sensitivity
of the sacred has been taken advantage of to establish
symbols, events and conditions of subordination, the most
obvious of which is the exclusion of women in the majority
of denominations from sacramental practices (even though
women are allowed in the ritual, they are not permitted to direct
or define significance). This occurs despite the fact that more
churches are allowing women’s participation, although it must
be emphasized, this is still minimal and insufficient. Evidence
amply supports the affirmation that equality or equilibrium in
the practices with most symbolic importance and power in
churches does not exist.
5. Men are still symbolically and politically the principal and
majority leaders in churches. Their quantitative and qualitative
influence is still significantly high and disproportionate
(compared with a mostly female membership). Few women
occupy decision-making and symbolic spaces in churches;
accordingly, the relevance of the contribution and role to be
played by the few women church protagonists that do exist is
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fundamentally important for the deep structural transformation
of churches.
6. One of the most pervasive signs of subjective violence is the
predominant language used in churches, which shapes a
system of concepts and symbols that accentuate the masculine
and makes invisible the feminine and pervades every day and
formal discourse with concepts and words that discredit and
dismiss women. Vocabularies are still used that emphasize
the manipulation of guilt in favour of differentiated gender
roles (for example, maternity and paternity), or the inferiority
and subordination of women. In this context, the racialization
and sexualization of language is relevant, which emphasizes
the discrimination and exclusion of indigenous women and
women’s culpability, mainly with respect to violence and sexual
abuse. To the language of blame we can also add that of fear,
resignation and suppression.
7. Biblical interpretations from sexist, patriarchal and decontextualized visions, which exploit scriptures of a historical
reality and fail to consider the Bible as a “cultural product”, have
made the biblical factor one of the most difficult for addressing
violence against women in churches. The danger here of
subjective violence must be highlighted, for its penetration into
general and personal imaginaries and the subtle, but insidious
impact on visions, attitudes and behaviours.
8. Human corporeality and sexuality, mainly that of women, are
cornerstones of the causes and justification of violence against
women in churches. This is configured by the abuse committed
directly against women’s bodies, but also for the re-victimization
of abused women (through biblical or social discourse). More
than anything, however, it is the focus on impurity, guilt and
sin, which remains firmly engrained in visions of women’s
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corporeality, as seen through the commonly used phrase,
“women`s bodies are the cause of all evils and sins.”
9. Differential treatment of men and women in relation to sexual
rights is a notorious and accentuated sign of violence against
women in churches. Exacting practices are upheld to control
female, but not male, sexuality. The insubstantial treatment or
consideration of men’s behaviour, especially when they are
leaders, contributes to impunity. While there are tendencies
for change in legal spheres, differential treatments remain
prevalent in faith communities.
10. The most undeniable expression of political violence is the
exclusion of women from most decision-making structures
in churches. There has been progress, for example, some
churches have changed policy (permitting women to occupy
leadership roles at the highest level); however, on the whole,
two realities still prevail: women are not involved in decisionmaking, or, participate in greatly reduced numbers. Denial
and exclusion of women also exists with respect to initiatives
and processes outside of churches that revolve around
the rights of women and political, economic and cultural
processes. In the Catholic Church, this is absolute (women
cannot become priests), while in other churches possibilities
have emerged, but the figures are still insignificant. It is
important to highlight that, in the first (Catholic Church), only
priests can officiate the sacraments (albeit aided by the laity,
which is mostly male), only priests can be appointed bishops,
only bishops may become cardinals, and only cardinals can
be named as Pope. In other words, the symbolic power of
the sacraments is also associated with the political power of
leadership.
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11. Indigenous women suffer more pronounced discrimination and
exclusion with respect to participation in decision-making and
symbolic structures, which in turn reinforce racist practices.
This reveals the intersectionality between gender, ethnicity,
poverty and training conditions/opportunities.
12. In some churches, the existence of female pastors provides
new impetus to female participation, however, women have
to contend with a male majority who control decision-making
power and institutional structures with patriarchal, misogynistic
and sexist visions. For those churches with greater opportunities
for women’s equality and gender justice, this continues to
generate difficulties, a reality which is further aggravated in
more conservative faith communities where such options do
not exist.
13. Structural conditions of poverty, illiteracy and a lack of
technical training, among others, exacerbate women’s
exclusion in churches, particularly given the requirements
necessary for participation, a reality which is more
pronounced for indigenous women. Added to this are the
scarce opportunities that exist in the churches for substantive
formation with a gender focus. For structural reasons that
transcend churches, but also as a result of conservative
sectors that fear the greater preparation of women—as a
factor that would increase their leadership—, women’s lack
of technical training will continue to be used as a justification
(this includes women that support such a posture) to deny
their participation in decision-making structures.
14. Official discursive positions vary between churches. Some
already have an explicit and acknowledged discourse against
violence, while others leave the issue at a very general level,
without accentuating subjective and political dimensions. In
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the case of the Catholic Church, the limited references or
official pronouncements on this phenomenon, particularly
within national structures, is significant; any declared
postures mostly refer to spheres external to churches. In
addition, differences exist between the positions marked
by Church hierarchies (global and national) and some
priests and female religious officials; however, attitudes of
indifference and silence prevail in the male clergy (more than
religious women) with respect to this phenomenon. Some
Protestant churches have made declarations and policies
and undertaken training efforts that seek to transform the
patriarchal, misogynistic and sexist culture that promotes
violence against women. In others, isolated local efforts are
apparent; while in others, no vision or discourse exists.
15. Official discourse in all churches includes language favourable
to women’s equality and dignity, as well as acknowledging
the need for their presence within church spheres. However,
discourse contradicts prevailing practices, given that a review
of local structures revealed quantitative asymmetries in the
participation of women and men: women’s participation is
minimal in the spheres of decision-making and conceptual
development, especially for indigenous women, while their
participation is greatest where activism, food preparation,
care for people and help with organizing events are needed.
16. The position of silence, indifference and almost zero
involvement and interest in the issue of violence against
women in churches is still significantly present. Male leaders
continue to occupy a posture of little interest in struggles for
profound, comprehensive and structural change to combat
violence, even though no violence is present in discourse,
preaching or catechesis. Churches with more conservative
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positions show silence and permissiveness towards violence
against women. Although a discourse that emphasizes the
“sin” of violence is gradually becoming evident, attitudes
that seek to avoid scandals and legal actions or leave
solutions to the spheres of the family or prayer, still pervade.
A dichotomy prevails between the private and public, to
which can be added a weak culture of denunciation within
churches.
17. Another factor that contributes to violence against women in
churches is the “solidarity among men” that exists. Evidence
revealed widely held attitudes of self-protection and impunity
among pastors and/or fellow priests, as well as within the
general male congregation and lay leaders.
18. The most advanced and grounded positions on gender
justice can be found in some churches that have adopted
explicit positions in relation to violence against women, while
also eliminating any barriers to women’s full participation. In
other churches, legal, psychosocial and pastoral advances
have been made (in some Catholic parishes and Protestant
churches). However, a systematic approach to the issues
remains insufficient, given the virtual absence of any generalized
formalization or institutionalization.
19. From an individual perspective, the efforts around gender
justice from pastors and priests were noted, which in an
isolated and dispersed manner, are beginning to change
behaviours, attitudes and visions. However, despite
representing valuable efforts, they do not constitute
a significant, relevant or sufficient position towards
transforming power dynamics that subordinate women and
generate violence. The following differentiated behaviours
in local church leaders were evident: low reactive posture
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(pray, accompany the family to resolve and/or minimize
the issue); an integral reactive posture (spiritual responses
as well as the psychological and legal accompaniment of
victims); or a passive stance (indifference, silence). Also
evident was an antagonistic stance towards the victim and
their situation (in which the pastor or church leader is openly
pro-offender, a position which clearly re-victimizes women
victims of violence). Addressing the issue through “solutions
without transformation” is also widespread. Little has been
ascertained on a proactive stance (full and constant training)
and much less on a position that goes beyond reactions or
actions against active violence (that’s to say, a position that
understands and addresses subjective and political violence).
20. The lack of training around gender is significant and notorious;
incapacity, and a lack of tools and training resources – active
or psychological – which churches and leaders possess to
understand and address violence against women in churches,
were also evident.
21. No chance of serious and profound change in male leadership,
principally within the Catholic Church, appears to exist,
particularly given the absence of training efforts around gender
or to expose the realities faced by women: sacramental training
prevails, without developing a more complete understanding of
socio-political and cultural realities.
22. Feminist theology, both in Catholic and Protestant Churches,
provides alternative components and possible paths for the
transformation of churches, for the new biblical interpretations
and analysis proffered, in addition to revealing testimony on
new behaviours and attitudes. Actions of an integral character
(even if limited and not widespread) can also be added to
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this. Legal actions continue to be the focus of women’s
organizations, often against the wishes of church hierarchy
and leadership.
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IV. Propositional Framework:
Strategies and Ideas
General Explanation
The word “strategy” refers to an integrated and previously
established system, visions, actions and resources directed
towards achieving specific objectives and goals fundamental to
social and institutional development.
The prevalence of endemic violence (active, subjective and political)
against women in churches or faith communities emphasizes
the need to take on and develop strategies that, when taken
together, could enable prevention, improvement, intervention and
transformation.
Understanding this phenomenon and generating profound
transformations can only be achieved if the conditions for change
in the organization and vision of faith communities (institutional
strategy) are created. This concerns transforming the values,
visions, and violent attitudes and behaviour of men and women
in communities (pedagogic strategy). Church actions and
members must take as a point of departure a just and dignified
gender perspective (pastoral strategy). New rational and emotional
imaginaries must be acquired and developed from biblical
interpretations (the theological strategy); and in the face of violent
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situations against women, profound spiritual approaches and
practices (spiritual-psychosocial approach) must be adopted.
The proposed strategies and specific goals are summarized in the
following table. The corresponding proposals for each strategy are
then developed in greater detail.
Strategy

Specific Goals

Institutional
Strategy

Generate conditions and changes within churches
that allow for the understanding and transformation
of violent practices as well as access for women to
roles and positions of decision-making and active
participation.

Pedagogic
Strategy

Develop visions, attitudes, values and behaviours
in faith communities favourable to women’s dignity
and gender justice in ecclesiastical practices and
personal and social life.

Pastoral Strategy

Create conditions, processes and resources that
support the work of organized structures and bodies
in churches to understand, prevent and transform
violence against women.
Generate processes, behaviours, attitudes and
knowledge for understanding and using biblical
texts, which are contextualized in nature and
founded on women’s dignity and gender justice.

Theological
Strategy

Spiritual and
Psychosocial
Strategy

Create conditions, resources and processes
of
attention,
understanding
and
spiritual
and
psychosocial
personal
transcendence
(development) in the face of the reality of violence
against women, both in general terms as well as for
concrete actions or situations.
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INSTITUTIONAL STRATEGY
1. Institutional Self-learning
1.1 Definition
Ecclesiastical and social organizations need to and should become
involved in learning processes around gender and the realities of
women, in order to fully understand all expressions of violence
against women.
Self-learning signifies the need to lay the psychosocial, technical,
political and contextual foundations from within, as the basis for
realizing community intervention and interacting with people.
1.2 Actions, Contents and General Suggestions
Develop actions for training/formation and analysis on violence
against women with distinct participants, members and groups
which make-up the church or organization. This may involve the
following content or priorities for attention:
·

Understand the distinct realities of women’s lives (local,
national and international) and how these interrelate with violent
situations based on gender, ethnicity and class.

·

Understand and critical (self) appraisal of actual church realities
and organization.

·

Systematic review and study of global and/or national
institutional fundamentals. If none exist, these fundamentals
should be created through the development of principles, values
and attitudes that orientate church action and organization in
relation to gender justice and violence against women.
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·

Internal training must be comprehensive; that is, it must
include different components or approaches that facilitate
the understanding of and struggles to combat violence
against women: for example, theological foundations may be
complemented with ethical and legal human rights principles
and instruments.

·

Learning around political, conceptual, theological and technical
aspects of violence against women must be emphasized. This
can signify the following learning approaches:
o

Theological learning (with feminist hermeneutics and Jesus
as central pillars).

o

Doctrinal and conceptual learning (ecclesiastical focus and
proposals).

o

Socio-political and cultural learning (focused on general
realities and on women in particular).

o

Learning methodologies (the effects of violence against
women and forms of intervention).

•

Training should emphasize the intersectional nature of
violence against indigenous women; analysis, understanding
and study of violence against indigenous women must
therefore connect women’s rights, indigenous people’s rights
and human rights frameworks.

•

Learning around the issue of RESILIENCE8 should be
developed and incorporated into church efforts in relation to
women victims and survivors, family environments and faith

8

For a general reference to the importance of resilience, see the Act Alliance Policy
Paper, “Development Policy Beyond 2015: Ending Poverty and Making Power
Accountable” http://www.actalliance.org/resources/policies-and-guidelines/advocacy/
Dev-Policy-beyond-2015-FINAL_ApprGB_April2013.pdf/?searchterm=resilience
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communities. Training processes around the issue are still
conspicuously absent, and initiatives could be useful tools for
actions and processes to tackle violence against women.
1.3 Expected Impact
•

To allow for greater learning and deeper internalization
of the problematic in people who participate in churches
and organizations. Internalization may also signify greater
involvement and personal commitment to tackling violence
against women.
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2. Creating Relations between Churches and
Organizations
2.1 Definition
Churches do not have specialized preparation to address violence
against women. However, neither do conditions exist for developing
inter-institutional relations with other organizations that specialize in
such work. Accordingly, the creation of links and alliances between
faith communities and organizations (mainly women’s) can
generate knowledge and attitudes that promote understanding,
prevention and transformation of violence against women.
Developing inter-institutional relations between churches and
organizations essentially consists of exchange, training and
learning.
2.2 Actions, Contents and General Suggestions
•

Support leaders (national and local) to acquire the contact
information of social and civil organizations that specialize in
work around violence against women. Local leaders (priests or
pastors) should facilitate prior contact and sensitization though
exchanges with the directors of these organizations.

•

The contributions of these organizations in church environments
should be developed in a differentiated and gradual manner,
beginning with links between organizations and local leaders
or pastoral teams. It is important that linkages are made before
any exchange occurs between an organization and local
communities and/or church membership.

•

Joint work plans and/or programs must emphasize the
expertise of each participating organization, as well as to the
spiritual and theological vision of a faith community. In the face
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of the phenomenon of violence against women, theological
formation without science will not suffice, nor will a focus solely
on education or specialized training, which does not value, or
take into account, a theological vision of women’s dignity and
gender justice or people’s integrity, including their spirituality,
even if responses consider diverse religions and spiritual
choices.
2.3 Expected Impact
•

The specialized and scientific knowledge offered by
organizations can bring innovative ideas to faith communities
more accustomed to the language of established authority or
biblical interpretations without context. This knowledge can
also reach secular ambits around churches more directly.
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3. Advocacy to Promote Women’s Protagonism and
Decisive Participation in Churches
3.1 Definition
The need to generate reflection, dialogue and analytical processes
for a renewed and fuller understanding of the realities of women’s
lives, both within and externally to churches, is essential.
Understanding must consider the causes (attitudinal, theological
or institutional) of why women are prevented from decisive
participation in churches. A specific approach should determine
why women’s activism in churches does not necessarily mean
that they become protagonists or fully participate, or that they are
respected and valued.
The goal is to influence the configuration of decision-making to
transform internal structures and expand women’s participation.
This can be achieved through progressive increases or decided
in particular moments, and should specifically include and
facilitate general training processes for women leaders (to avoid
arguments which posit women’s lack of preparation to justify their
exclusion).
3.2 Actions, Contents and General Suggestions
•

Develop processes of education and reflection, primarily with
women church leaders, specifically targeted to understanding
decision-making structures and systems within churches.

•

Gradually broaden spaces for reflection and critical
understanding to include more women, at other levels of
participation.

•

Achievements and advances in thinking, understanding
and attitudes regarding women’s exclusion from decision120
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making must also form part of dialogue and exchange with
local leaders (pastors or priests). This will mean engendering
concrete changes and transformations in decision-making
structures and settings, establishing fixed participation quotas
and ongoing progress reviews.
·

Any progress or change made in decision-making structures to
ensure women’s genuine and active participation in churches
must be documented and socialized so as to contribute to
possibilities for transformation in other churches.

·

Develop alternative readings, approaches and studies
(including of other realities) that enable women from different
churches to discover the new contributions and roles that
women can begin to play in decision-making structures.

3.3 Expected Impact
•

Begin to change the asymmetry between male and female
participation in church processes and decision-making
structures, taking as a point of departure the understanding and
opinions of women who already participate in such structures.
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PEDAGOGICAL STRATEGY
4. Leadership Training and Formation (actual and
potential)
4.1 Definition
The terms “training” and “formation” (which can be used
as synonyms) include the transmission of knowledge, the
development of attitudes and the acquisition of skills and tools.
Systematic and substantive processes and actions need to be
developed that facilitate knowledge, attitudes and skills for church
leaders and faith communities, both for those people who already
exercise leadership (priests, pastors, bishops, rectors or directors
of seminars, etc.) as well as for those preparing for such roles
(seminarians, deacons, etc.).
4.2 Actions, Contents and General Suggestions
•

The formation of women leaders (pastors, ministers,
coordinators, etc.) must be developed from visions of gender
and cultural diversity. In this sense, building the capacities of
those trainers who train participating leaders will be needed,
which implies creating a comprehensive and integral training
system at all levels in the themes of gender and interculturality.
Priority should be given, however, to the formation of women
who are developing as leaders.

•

The training of women leaders around gender and interculturality
must be complemented by general and basic training for
women at the grassroots level, as well as for those who are
beginning leadership formation processes but remain excluded
due to low education levels.
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•

Generate proposals for curricula in seminaries or training spaces
for future church leaders in such a way that the problematic
of violence, both general and that which particularly affects
women, can be incorporated (from a theological vision). It may
be more appropriate and effective to commence with a general
understanding of violence as an entry point to developing
specific understandings of violence against women, both within
and externally to churches.

•

Dismantling patriarchal and sexist structures and visions in
seminaries and training processes for priests and male and
female pastors must be considered as key curricular contents
and learning objectives to be achieved.

•

Organize constructive dialogue (progressive in nature, in order
to avoid imposition or any head-on clash of positions) with
practicing priests and pastors. This can and must be based on
social, doctrinal and biblical interpretations, while emphasizing
the effects and harms of violence against women personally, as
well as in the family, social and ecclesiastical spheres.

•

Develop specific courses on hermeneutics (both general and
with a feminist approach) for pastors and priests.

•

All training processes for priests, pastors and aspirants
(of any church denomination) must facilitate capacity building
and tools for comprehensive intervention and attention to
women victims of violence. This also requires training to
develop joint work between churches and social or specialized
organizations, as well as basic legal training.

•

While a gender focus constitutes the basis for training
proposals, care must be taken with the development of the
form and content of any such proposal, to avoid generating
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initial resistance. Religious leaders need to be “given time”, but
as part of systematic and directed learning process, in order
to develop understanding of the problematic. This process
can make a difference if it targets future religious leaders and
seminaries (particularly given the disadvantageous conditions
that currently exist for formation) through more intense,
concerted and proactive efforts.
4.3 Expected Impact
•

Current and future leaders can have an impact on changes in
their churches, from a personal internalization/appropriation
of values and approaches to prevent and address violence
against women.

124

Churches and Faith Communities in the face of Oppression and Violence
against Indigenous and Mestiza Women in Guatemala

5. Peer Learning
5.1 Definition
Church leaders (men and women) who have reached some level
of understanding and acceptance towards the position of women’s
dignity and gender justice, with a clear commitment to address
violence against women, should share their views and knowledge
with colleagues.
This entails encouraging and promoting (systematic and organized)
dialogue that will allow for peer learning: a priest or a pastor sharing
with a colleague knowledge that promotes women’s dignity and
gender justice, from the fundamentals of the same authority, offers
high transformative potential.
5.2 Actions, Contents and General Suggestions
•

Train women leaders (pastors, ministers, coordinating
committees, etc.) around gender, feminist hermeneutics and
violence against women, both within and outside of churches,
ensuring a component to facilitate the replication of training.
That is, methods with an approach and prior commitment to
sharing knowledge with other women (in the same or different
churches). The component for replication should form part
of the preparation, organization and overall vision of training
curricula.

•

During the initial stages of training processes, the participation
of female and male leaders may occur in a differentiated manner.
However, the planning and promotion of joint training sessions
between “peers who share the same vision” will eventually
be necessary, implying factors such as alliance building and
collaborative work between women and men within churches.
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•

Develop organized and systematic moments of joint education
with leaders in relation to general and feminist hermeneutics,
women’s dignity and gender justice, and violence against
women.

•

Facilitate exchanges of two types: between churches of the
same denomination but with different geographical locations,
and, among churches in the same location but of different
denominations. This can create interest and relations to
facilitate greater learning.

•

Dialogues must also occur between women and men (mainly
those with leadership and active participation) in order to create
alliances and shared processes.

5.3 Expected Impact
·

Stronger and more concrete processes and inter-relations
achieved in relation to women’s dignity and gender justice
within the realms of faith communities.
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6. New Sexual and Family Education
6.1 Definition
While sexual and family education continues to reproduce and
deepen visions, values and behaviours that condemn women
and generate guilt, subordinate and devalue (mainly) women’s
corporeality, violence against women in churches cannot be fully
confronted.
A new approach to sexual and family education involves the
courage to explore within churches paths to, on the one hand,
unlearn entrenched concepts and attitudes and, on the other,
gain knowledge from science, ethics and feminist hermeneutics of
new visions, behaviours and attitudes towards human physicality,
sexuality and family life.
This concerns another way of learning about sexuality, of
discovering the need for profound changes in family relations,
changing roles, and the exercise of power and values such as
obedience, submission and participation in churches, which have
been key to justifying violence against women.
6.2 Actions, Contents and General Suggestions
•

Develop training processes around the following components
or phases: general training (open to the entire faith community),
training for married (or unified couples) or engaged couples
seeking to start a family, training for children and adolescents,
and training for trainers in premarital courses and so on.

•

Conduct training and capacity building specifically for
mothers and fathers; this should initially be undertaken in a
differentiated manner. Themes should include the eradication
of sexism and patriarchal visions, acquisition of new models
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of child rearing and education, and, learning around healthy
sexuality and women leading a fulfilling life.
•

Convoke priests, male and female pastors and all kinds of
leaders (including leaders in training) for the development
of training initiatives around corporeality, sexuality and
the family.

•

Create educational teams on sexual and family education
through scientific, ethical and hermeneutic efforts and
processes. It is important that teams develop innovative
approaches and proposals that do not contradict the views
and ethical foundations of churches; however, they must avoid
reproducing patriarchal, sexist and misogynistic visions that
have predominated in sexual education.

•

Although they are related and interdependent, sexuality and
family can be treated as separate issues. Care must be taken,
however, to avoid generating contradictions between values
and approaches. The proposal is then for family education that
always promotes a healthy view of sexuality, which in turn can
generate new knowledge and visions of the family.

•

It is important to highlight the need to design, develop, use
and disseminate learning resources (elaborated and mediated
ethically and culturally) to assist training processes.

•

The above efforts can benefit greatly from the contributions of
feminist theologians to build a theology of sexuality, which would
form a fundamental pillar of new approaches to education.
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6.3 Expected Impact
•

Visions, approaches and interests (with effects on personal
behaviour) will be created in personal and family spheres
among a range of people who constitute faith communities (at
the individual, family and communal levels). These interests
can contribute to generating wholly transformative learning and
training processes for a healthy sexuality and family life that
are no longer based on patriarchal and sexist values. This in
turn can be converted into a factor for constructive pressure on
church leadership.
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PASTORAL STRATEGY
7. Strengthening Pastoral Action
7.1 Definition
Most churches develop social and community work around
the concept of the “pastoral”. Accordingly, there are pastoral
processes, activities and related structures (offices etc.), which
need to be strengthened in the areas of education, training and
the development of new insights, attitudes, behaviours, knowledge
and tools that promote the transformation of the reality of violence
against women. While efforts must have bearing on all pastoral
work, priority should be given primarily to promote the study,
implementation, and deeper understanding of women’s realities,
rights and the violence committed against them, both within and
externally to churches.
7.2 Actions, Contents and General Suggestions
•

Stimulate reflection on the need to incorporate and integrate
into training structures an understanding of women’s rights
and violence against women. While this can and must impact
all pastoral processes, specific actions should be undertaken,
such as the development of:
o

Pastoral for the Family.

o

Pastoral for Children and Youth

o

Social Pastoral.

o

Women’s Pastoral.

o

Men’s Pastoral.
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•

In some faith communities little or no pastoral activity may exist.
In such cases, the idea would be to promote and orientate
the development of pastoral processes. The creation and
strengthening of a Women’s Pastoral should be encouraged if
one does not already exist.

•

The biblical foundations of feminist theologians must serve to
strengthen pastoral visions. Moreover, feminist contributions
can enrich the thinking and practices of catechetical and
liturgical pastoral activities.

•

Any team building or pastoral initiatives must develop
learning and training from a gender perspective and multi
and intercultural approaches. This can contribute to a more
profound need to link the contents of pastoral work to the fight
to prevent and address violence against women, specifically
against indigenous women.

•

Pastoral teams must understand and be aware of the fact that,
during emergency interventions or the delivery of humanitarian
aid, violence against women tends to be accentuated.

•

Training work based around gender, and multi and
interculturality with children, adolescents and youth should
be prioritized and strengthened, principally through the
integration of key pillars to transform attitudes: women’s
dignity and gender justice, and multicultural and intercultural
physicality, sexuality, family and love. This so called “pastoral
seedbed” must be assumed without silences or reserves
towards the problematic of violence against women.
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7.3 Expected Impact
•

Begin to generate in individuals with direct and permanent
activism and church influence, openness to understand new
perspectives, behaviours and practices. This will also signify
consequences for everyday church workings.
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8. Socialization and Pedagogical Mediation
8.1 Definition
Perceptions, understanding and the study of violence against
women in the churches must transcend institutionalized training
spaces to form part of reflections and learnings undertaken by
church followers and society in general.
The positions, explanations and insights into the causes,
characteristics and consequences of violence against women within
and externally to churches must constitute a body of knowledge
to be socialized. Knowledge must be conveyed to all community
sectors and expressions, through the use of pedagogically mediated
instruments and resources; that is, resources in languages and
forms that are accessible for the entire population to understand.
8.2 Actions, Contents and General Suggestions
•

By undertaking processes for learning, study and dialogue with
the distinct communities, in an extensive and open manner, an
environment propitious for understanding the phenomenon of
violence against women can be created. This should include
special sessions on women in the Bible, everyday life and the
church.

•

Special events must be undertaken FROM pastoral teams,
which need to increase contributions around the theme, or
by church leaders specifically FOR strengthening the work of
pastoral teams.

•

It should be stipulated to male and female church leaders that
violence against women and women’s rights are themes that
must constitute permanent content of preaching, both personal
and from the pulpit.
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To achieve this objective, advantage can be taken of some of
the actions listed below.
o

Design and validation of popular learning resources:
brochures, magazines, newspapers or didactic material to
use in women’s groups, church study groups, church or
community meetings and training groups for instructors.

o

Undertake training and popular learning processes around
women’s rights and violence against women, both within
and outside of churches. This must form part of a system
or strategy of popular education, which can be used as
spaces for:
¡

Analysis and understanding of the realities faced by
women in family, church and community settings. A
major emphasis here is understanding EVERYDAY
reality and its internalization.

¡

Developing an integral vision of: women’s potential and
capacity to undertake different roles; women’s rights,
hopes and aspirations.

¡

Learning/discussing legal fundamentals and political
basics.

¡

Learning/discussing biblical fundamentals in favour of
gender equality and justice.

¡

Understanding the impacts and effects of violence
against women.

¡

Understanding how to educate children and young
people for the prevention and / or reporting of violence
against women within and externally to churches.

¡

Promoting the protagonism of women in churches, the
family and society.
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·

¡

Developing tools or possible actions to tackle violence
against women.

¡

Understanding the phenomenon of paedophilia in all its
dimensions and impacts.

Actions of socialization should target the innovative formation
of men in churches, through specific and sustained efforts to
gradually generate modifications in behaviours and visions.

8.3 Expected Impacts
•

Create interest and mobilize individuals and groups towards
a comprehensive understanding of women’s rights and the
prevention and combat of violence against women.

•

Generate constructive and effective pressure on church leaders
(from church members and the community) for training and
the involvement of faith communities to confront this problem.
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9. Specific Attention to Violence against
Indigenous Women
9.1 Definition
Violence is exacerbated against indigenous women. This occurs
within and externally to churches. Accordingly, permanent,
profound and systematic reflection on the specific situation of
indigenous women in churches should be maintained.
Specific consideration must be sustained both as an attitude and a
choice within pastoral and decision-making teams in churches. All
educational or institutional processes on violence against women
must pay special attention to indigenous women’s reality, principally
in churches with majority indigenous members / populations.
9.2 Actions, Contents and General Suggestions
•

Encourage and undertake training processes to develop
indigenous women’s self-awareness.

•

Ensure that pastoral teams can carry out or obtain permanent
diagnostic studies and analysis on the reality of indigenous
peoples, particularly in relation to indigenous women. These
studies should form part of general pastoral content (to plan,
design, implement and impact the lives of faith communities).

•

Undertake studies to generate localized knowledge of
indigenous women in faith communities. Specific attention to
the reality faced by women should serve as a factor to generate
fuller awareness and understanding, particularly with respect
to violence.

•

Encourage reflection (from the pulpit and through training
processes) on the specific reality of indigenous peoples
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and women. This includes invitations and solicitations for
indigenous women so that through their words and testimonies
can generate deeper and more effective approaches and
understandings.
•

Develop exchanges and joint projects between churches with
distinct ethnic realities, between indigenous organizations and
churches, or between religious and indigenous leaders, in
such a way that the creation of intercultural ties can generate
understanding, prevention and address violence against
indigenous women.

•

In all of the previous proposals made in this document, visions on
gender must be accompanied and complemented by a cultural
focus. Any process, initiative, activity or concrete action aimed
at confronting the phenomenon of violence against women in
churches should emphasize and specifically scrutinize violence
against indigenous women, commencing from a training logic
that promotes self-awareness to be achieved by indigenous
women in churches.

•

Socialize in faith communities, both in church assemblies
and general spaces, as well through the efforts of pastoral
teams, Maya cosmological values and the principles that
make up the “GOOD LIVING” (buen vivir) paradigm. This
should constitute the learning content of church training
and pastoral work, and can in turn contribute to creating the
necessary intercultural bridges for developing understanding
and actions to tackle violence against women, both within
and externally to churches.
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9.3 Expected Impact
•

A permanent focus on violence specifically against indigenous
women will allow for greater understanding and scrutiny of
the reality lived by the majority of women. It will also promote
higher levels of awareness of violence against women more
generally.
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THEOLOGICAL STRATEGY
10. Learning and Promoting a Feminist Hermeneutic
10.1 Definition
The Bible is the most important basis and foundation of Christian
church life. Accordingly, it is crucial that biblical interpretation is
based on the values and principles that place the testimony of
Jesus at the centre. This means that the starting point for biblical
interpretation should be undertaken from and for the contexts of
everyday life, in pursuit of understanding the reality of violence
against women. This includes the need for a hermeneutic that
allows for unveiling and affirmation of the values upheld by Jesus in
biblical texts, which illustrate dignity and gender justice. The use of
various contributions made by feminist theologians nationally and
internationally is crucial for the development of such a proposal.
10.2 Actions, Contents and General Suggestions
•

Conduct research and systematize the principal biblical
references used to deepen patriarchal visions and sexism in the
practices and daily life of faith communities. These references
must be subject to interpretations such that they can form
resources for community and church reflection and learning.

•

Develop and socialize biblical interpretations that reinforce or
emphasize women’s dignity and gender justice. These should
be comprised of written and visual resources to be disseminated
and used in community and church spaces, as detailed in the
second proposal of this document.
139

Churches and Faith Communities in the face of Oppression and Violence
against Indigenous and Mestiza Women in Guatemala

•

Collect, integrate and mediate pedagogically the different
contributions of feminist theologians, as well as other
theologians who support a feminist approach. This can also be
done by taking advantage of the various position papers from
organizations and churches in the ACT Alliance.

•

Develop community groups and spaces
interpretation from a feminist perspective.

for

Biblical

10.3 Expected Impact
•

Deep personal and spiritual change in people through critical
reflection and thinking on biblical readings.
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SPIRITUAL-PSYCHOSOCIAL STRATEGY
11. The Emphasis of Spiritual – Psychosocial
Intervention (institutionalization of self-help and
accompaniment)
11.1 Definition
The prevention of violence against women is fundamental. This
implies, in the specific environments of faith communities, changes
to mentality, behaviour and the way church life is organized, through
training processes that seek prevention. However, churches must
also begin to learn how to act and intervene in the face of such
violence, internally as well as in the spheres of family, community
and society. For this reason, faith communities (from the leadership
to the grassroots) must tackle violence against women by appealing
to its most natural and core attribute: spirituality.
Churches need to develop spiritual and psychosocial processes
to deepen understanding of violence, how to deal with it and how
to provide attention to victims; for example, appropriate healing
processes, as well as contending with offenders: in other words,
the experience and practice of resilience. This implies the need
for churches to create, formally and officially, structures or bodies
to facilitate self-help among women, as well as the development
of integral support initiatives and actions for women who suffer
violence.
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11.2 Actions, Contents and General Suggestions
•

Develop processes of formation and encounters with Mayan
spirituality (and others) that can help provide a deeper
understanding of the reality of violence against women.

•

Guide church leaders on the positive impacts or effects of selfhelp groups and the need to encourage and provide minimal
resources for their installation and operation.

•

Develop processes for specialized training (around gender,
violence against women, comprehensive actions for prevention
and intervention, resilience, mechanisms and institutions)
for pastoral teams or leaders (with the aim of generating the
creation of a Women’s Pastoral). This can and should be
realized through the support of specialists.

•

Promote and stimulate the development of spiritual —
psychosocial processes of healing, both for victims and
perpetrators, as well as for those people who feel they have
been affected by violence.

•

Create connections between teams, institutions or specialists
with experience in healing / treating women and church leaders.

11.3 Expected Impact
•

Better preparation, from spiritual and psychosocial foundations,
to intervene, attend and accompany women victims of violence
(within or externally to churches), which can also result in the
increased awareness of leaders and support bases in faith
communities.
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12. Towards a Culture of Denunciation
12.1 Definition
It is very difficult to change the attitudes of church leaders
accustomed to silence, indifference or avoiding scandals in
situations related to violence, both within and externally to
churches. However, pastoral, biblical and social training (both
for church leaders and general members) must emphasize the
need to confront and condemn all “sins”: silence deepens and
exacerbates sin. This will require a very delicate, intense and
complex effort to insist on the right of denunciation for every
person who has been a victim of violence. Mental and attitudinal
conditions must be created, as well as capacity building and
developing tools that encourage every person to expose and
confront violence.
12.2 Action, Contents and General Suggestions
•

Contents and learning to foster a “culture of denunciation”
must be developed and prioritized. This means that the
churches concerned and committed to tackling violence
must allocate financial and human resources and time for
the process of elaborating content, in such a way that it can
be used from the pulpit, for training, pastoral processes and
meetings etc.

•

The greater the number of churches or organizations that use
and develop learning contents, the greater the possibility of
transforming visions and practices in other less advanced
churches. For this reason, the creation of contents to develop
a “culture of denunciation” should be enriched through
application and socialization as well as the systematization of
reactions, behaviours or attitudes generated.
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•

Education and capacity building of lay people can and must
be developed from a new attitudinal approach, which is
not conducive to and does not encourage obedience and
submission. Such an approach must also foster greater
understanding of social, cultural and political realities (as basic
explanations for understanding violence against women).

•

“Denunciation” should always form part of social doctrine and
action, which some churches are already developing. In order
to deepen impact, “denunciation” must be linked to “assertion”
and “speaking out” (breaking silence). This should also serve
as the theological basis to strengthen a culture of denunciation
and as a tool to confront violence against women in churches.

•

Training and capacity building is essential to develop specific
strategies and tools to guide actions, activities and responses,
as well as orientate where and with whom victims can seek
attention / help when violence occurs.

12.3 Expected Impact
•

The attitudes and behaviours of women victims of violence are
strengthened, both within and externally to churches. This can
contribute to overcoming silence and initiating genuine processes
of healing, surmounting obstacles and personal growth, secured
by a just and dignified environment within churches. Preventive
attitudes in children and young people will also be generated in
the face of violence that may affect them.
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ACT Alliance (Action by Churches Together) is a coalition of more than 140 churches and affiliated organisations
working together in over 140 countries to support long-term development and create positive and sustainable
change in the lives of poor and marginalised people of the world regardless of their religion, politics, gender,
sexual orientation, race or nationality in keeping with the highest international codes and standards. Members are
associated with the World Council of Churches or the Lutheran World Federation.
ACT Alliance is deeply rooted in the communities it serves. It has earned the trust and respect of local people long
before large international interventions scale up, and remains steadfast in its grassroots commitments for many
years after world attention has shifted elsewhere.
This means that every day, ACT Alliance is on the frontlines: addressing systemic poverty; supporting survivors
of disasters, wars and conflicts; training rural communities in sustainable agricultural techniques; helping people
adapt to environmental change; and influencing governments and other key decision makers to safeguard citizens’
human rights.
ACT Alliance in Guatemala is committed to promoting equality between women and men as a shared value and to
broadening perspectives on gender equality as a working method to achieve equality between women and men.
For ACT Alliance in Guatemala, gender policies are essential to bridge gender equality gaps from institutional
principles and practices, ensuring an approach that takes into account gender issues at all organizational levels.
Analysis of gender equality improves the quality and efficiency of humanitarian emergency response, development
and advocacy programmes.
The core ACT Alliance values of its approach to development include: promoting equality between women
and men and integrating a gender dimension; ensuring everyone takes part in development; strengthening
communities; giving equal voice to men and women; respecting cultural and spiritual differences; emphasising
human rights; and protecting the environment.
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