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Insights Into the Tensions Facing Western Christians Working Overseas in an 

Educational Faith-Based Organization – A Case Study 

 

Introduction 

Education has received a key role as a development strategy for eradicating 

poverty after traditional strategies such as economic growth have proven to be 

insufficient (Tarabini, 2010). Major summits such as Education for All in Jomtien in 

1990 and in Dakar in 2000, and the implementation of the Millennium Development 

Goals in 2000 and the Sustainable Development Goals in 2016 have significantly 

contributed to solidify this strategy. All the major development institutions have adopted 

it. The World Bank has emerged as a major player in the now globalized education field. 

It publishes influential research reports and strategy papers that lay the foundation for the 

international educational agenda, such as Voices of the Poor (Narayan et al., 2000) or the 

Education Strategy 2020 (World Bank, 2011). Education is a human right and there is a 

broad consensus between governments, international organizations and NGOs that 

investment in education is beneficial for national and personal development. However, 

critical voices have been raised about the way in which this educational agenda is being 

advanced. One of the main points of criticism is that education for development is a new 

form of imperialism and Western hegemony that advances neoliberal agendas (Tarabini, 

2010; Breidlid, 2016; Regmi, 2016; McDuie-Ra and Rees, 2010).  

Around the turn of the millennium, a new collaboration in development between 

secular and faith based organizations (FBOs) emerged. Again, the World Bank acted as a 

leader by convening the interfaith organization World Faith Development Dialogue in 

1998 (Stambach, 2005). It has since become clear that development cannot ignore 

spirituality and religion for various reasons. The most important one is that religion plays 

a crucial role in the lives of most of the beneficiaries of development initiatives. 

“Religion and development are not separate spheres of life—they are intertwined and 

each influences the other” (Rakodi, 2012: 635). The separation of the sacred and the 

secular must therefore be seen as a Western exception rather than the norm. The 

prognosis that secularization would make religion obsolete has not come true and some 

speak of a recent resurgence of the spiritual (Deneulin and Rakodi, 2011). However, the 

collaboration between secular and faith-based development initiatives has not been an 
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easy journey and much of the original enthusiasm has faded (Haynes, 2013). This is 

largely due to the different worldviews between the secular and the faith-based 

institutions, a gap that neither side was totally committed to overcome (Stambach, 2005; 

Tyndale, 2000). Nonetheless, FBOs have consolidated their role as important players in 

international development.   

Research on FBOs was almost inexistent merely 20 years ago, but has grown 

considerably since the new millennium (for recent reviews of the literature, see Clarke 

and Ware, 2015; Deneulin and Rakodi, 2011; Heist and Cnaan, 2016; Tomalin, 2012). 

Two major insights have emerged from the literature: a) FBOs are very diverse and must 

be seen on an individual basis. Generalizations are fraught with difficulty. b) The impact 

of FBOs on development is ambiguous and there are some clear tensions. There seem to 

be some advantages in comparison to secular organizations. James (2011) identifies the 

following: efficiency, reaching the poorest at the grassroots; a long-term, sustainable 

presence; being valued by the poorest; providing an alternative to a secular theory of 

development; eliciting motivated and voluntary service; encouraging civil-society 

advocacy; providing spiritual teaching, hope, meaning and purpose (111). However, these 

advantages are not uncontested (Tomalin, 2012). James (2011) also cautions that FBOs 

must be “handled with care” (109) for next to their added value, there are also some 

major concerns. These include, amongst others, proselytizing (Bradley, 2005), gender 

issues (Tadros, 2010; Tomalin, 2007), and importing of faith-based values and models 

(Lunn, 2009).  

The difficulty of making general claims about FBOs has led to the call for “a 

more context-sensitive and case-by-case approach” (Tomalin, 2012: 690) to researching 

FBOs, “requiring a shift from positivist to interpretivist research methods” (Deneulin and 

Rakodi, 2011: 45) and  

the need for hermeneutic, interpretive studies of inter- subjective meanings, 

arguing that ‘development research on religion is . . . not only about collecting 

‘‘data’’ that are subject to verification and technical manipulation, but also first 

and foremost about studying the meanings that people give to their social 
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practices and religious adherence’. (Jones and Peterson, 2011: 1296) 

This article describes a case study of one particular Christian FBO called Servants 

to Asia’s Urban Poor (Servants). The goal of the study was to investigate the tensions 

described above from the perspective of the Servants staff. The main research question 

was: When and to what degree do the FBO staff experience their Western identity and 

their Christian faith as positive, negative or ambivalent factors in their work as educators 

in development? Semi-structured interviews were used to explored the lived experience 

of four Servants workers. The results show a nuanced picture of tensions within faith-

based staff workers. Based on the research literature that describes how different FBOs 

have different stances on issues such as Western hegemony, evangelism, gender, etc., the 

main claim of this article is that these topics also create tensions within the individual 

experience of each faith-based worker. Categorizing FBOs and making claims about their 

stances can only take us so far. It needs to be acknowledged that the individual reality of 

each worker is more complex and multi-faceted, and that he or she does not just subscribe 

to a fixed set of beliefs, but that they remain fluid and adaptable to context.  

The next section of this article will introduce existing typologies of FBOs, a 

description of the Servants to Asia’s Urban Poor, and definitions for spirituality, faith and 

religion. Section three of the article will describe the method used for the study. Section 

four presents the results and the discussion thereof. The final section offers conclusions, 

suggestions for further research and recommendations for practical application of the 

research findings.  

 

Faith-Based Organizations  

 The field of FBOs is complex and diverse. Even when focusing only on Christian 

FBOs, there are major differences between the various actors. There is no clear definition 

of what an FBO is (Sider and Unruh, 2004). In order to create an overview of the sector, 

a number of typologies of FBOs have emerged recently that categorize FBOs according 

to their function and to the extent to which faith is expressed in their activities.  Clarke 
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(2008) suggests five types of FBOs in the development context: representative 

organisations, charitable or development organisations, socio- political organisations, 

missionary organisations and radical, illegal, or terrorist organisations. He further 

proposes a typology for the role of faith within the organization: passive, active, 

persuasive or exclusive. This is similar to Sider and Unruh’s (2004) continuum of the 

degree to which faith is present in the various aspects of the organization: faith-

permeated, faith-centered, faith-affiliated, faith background, faith–secular partnership, 

and secular. 

Servants to Asia’s Urban Poor 

 This study focuses on one particular Christian FBOs called “Servants to Asia’s 

Urban Poor” (Servants). Servants is a small international ecumenical FBO that works in 

small teams of expats (five to ten members) predominantly in slum areas in South-East 

Asia (India, Indonesia, Burma, Philippines, Cambodia). Servants has sending offices in 

the US, Canada, UK, Australia, New Zealand and Switzerland. It fits in most closely with 

Clark’s (2008) charitable or development organization and active faith type, meaning 

that while faith is at the organizations’ core, the practical focus of the projects is on 

community development rather than on religious life. Within Sider and Unruh’s (2004) 

continuum, Servants would fit with the faith-centered type, meaning that faith and 

theology play a central role in the organization’s central principles and policies. The 

organization’s vision and mission statements as well as development strategies and staff 

training requirements can be found at www.servantsasia.org. Servants does not 

exclusively focus on educational programs, but most projects have an educational 

component.  

Servants is part of the “New Friars” network (together with Word Made Flesh, Urban 

Neighbours of Hope, Servant Partners and InnerCHANGE). The New Friars 

organizations published a shared framework of values that encapsulates their vision and 

mission (Bessenecker, 2010). The New Friars organizations are: a) Incarnational: staff 

are living in the urban poor communities where the projects take place. b) Missional: 

working for holistic community transformation and “shalom…[the] idea of prosperity, 

http://www.servantsasia.org/
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justice, well-being and completeness” (Engdahl and Krieg, 2010: 61). c) Marginal: 

questioning the dominant culture’s social, economic and political agendas. d) Devotional: 

integrating spiritual practices (prayer, contemplation etc.) into everyday life. e) 

Communal: staff living in close proximity to one another.  

 

Definition of Faith, Spirituality and Religion 

It is important to define what is meant by the terms faith, spirituality and religion 

in this study because there are no agreed-upon definitions for these terms. Some define 

spirituality very broadly as a universal human experience and a personal quest of 

meaning-making and connecting with the sacred or transcendent (Peres et al., 2007) They 

see it distinct from religiosity, which can be defined as a set of beliefs endorsed by a 

religious group or institution (de Jager Meezenbroek et al., 2012). However, in the 

context of the FBO, it becomes clear that it does not make sense to separate the two 

concepts because they overlap to a great degree. I therefore use faith as a holistic term 

that encompasses both the spirituality and the religiousness of the participants, agreeing 

with Zinnbauer & Pargament (2014) that “religiousness and spirituality are multilevel 

constructs—that is, they are related to biological, affective, cognitive, moral, relational, 

personality or self-identity, social, cultural, and global phenomena.” (29) This study is 

particularly interested in the phenomenological construct of significance of the 

participants' faith in the development setting.  

Significance…refers to a particular set of valued, meaningful, or ultimate 

concerns. These concerns may be psychological (e.g., growth, self- esteem, 

comfort), social (e.g., intimacy, social justice), physical (e.g., health, fitness), 

material (e.g., money, food, cars), or related to the divine (e.g., closeness with 

God, religious experience). (Zinnbauer and Pargament, 2014: 33). 

 

Method 
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This research was conducted using semi-structured interviews in a case study 

design. The interviews were analyzed according to the principles of Interpretative 

Phenomenological Analysis (IPA, Smith, Flowers and Larkin, 2009), a qualitative 

method with an idiographic focus (Pietkiewicz and Smith, 2014), IPA’s foundation is a 

constructionist epistemology. It assumes that meaning making happens through a double 

hermeneutic in which the researcher co-creates meaning by interpreting the participants’ 

interpretation of their experience (Smith and Osborn, 2003). It is interpretative in a sense 

that it implies there are no objective truths, but that “truth” or meaning is created by the 

individual within his or her social relationships (Willig, 2001).  

 

Researcher 

As a researcher, I have been working with New Friars organizations for several 

years. While I have not personally worked in education for development in the Majority 

World, I have supported staff workers in such programs in a support capacity which has 

offered me insight into some of their joys and struggles of working in the field.  

 

Participants 

IPA necessitates purposive sampling. The participants are all Caucasian Western 

Christian FBO staff in their thirties. They work in a leadership position in community-

based educational programs in an urban poor context in Asia. They all hold degrees from 

western universities. They were approached by email through the researcher’s 

professional network and invited to participate in the study. All names are pseudonyms.  

 

1) Alan, US American, 30 years old, director of a literacy program for the urban 

poor in India.  

2) Rita, Australian, 38 years old, director of a preschool program for urban poor 

children in Cambodia. 

3) Dan, US American, 32 years old, director of an educational program for urban 

poor children in India.  

4) Gabi, US American, 31 years old, director of a preschool program for urban poor 

children in Indonesia.  
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Data collection 

A semi-structured interview of 60 to 90 minutes was conducted with each 

participant in person (Alan) or via Skype (Rita, Dan, Gabi). Open-ended questions 

focusing on their experience as a) Westerners and b) Christians in a non-Western non-

Christian context were asked. The interviews had a good flow to them and the 

participants were willing to share openly and vulnerably. All interviews were recorded 

and transcribed verbatim.  

 

Data analysis 

The transcripts were analyzed according to IPA guidelines (Smith et al., 2009). I 

read and re-read the transcripts in order to immerse myself into the participants 

experiences, taking notes on initial observations. I then coded each transcript in detail. 

The next step entailed identifying emergent themes in each transcript and then grouping 

them into superordinate themes. In a last step, I identified the most prominent 

superordinate themes that were present in each account. I found four prominent themes 

that will be presented in the next section. 

 

Results  

Through the analysis of the transcripts, four major themes that were present in 

each account could be identified. They all encompass an area of tensions that the 

participants experienced in their role as a Western Christian educator in a non-Western 

non-Christian context. They are: a) cultural tensions, b) tensions of being a Christian, c) 

tensions of sharing the faith, and d) tensions around gender equality. The sections below 

elaborate on these tensions and illustrate them by providing selected verbatim extracts 

from the participants’ accounts.  

 

Cultural Tensions 

One of the main criticisms that has been brought forward against Western-led 

education for development is that Western values and neoliberal paradigms are imported 

by NGOs and may harm the beneficiaries (i.e. Tarabini, 2010). This tension between 

wanting to help by bringing educational know-how and seeing the danger of 

implementing Western ideas that may or may not be appropriate, was very present in the 

participants’ accounts.  
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I think what I offered maybe was a fresh perspective or an outside kind of critical 

thinking mind who could imagine a different way and help paint a picture or ask 

questions…[but] I had to be careful not to jump to conclusions or to think I had 

all the answers or to have a savior complex probably. So our confidence and time 

and wealth and critical thinking, stuff that my Western background really pushed 

on me, that could be used to dominate or to be helpful I guess….I wanted to not 

just tell them what I could do for them, but ask them what they wanted. Even 

though I didn’t agree with all their practice, I wanted to come alongside them 

because they were the local people doing stuff. (Dan) 

 

It is interesting to note that all participants stressed the fact that living amongst the 

beneficiaries, learning from them, becoming friends and working with instead of for them 

was an integral part of their work. They all spent the initial year of their assignment just 

living in a slum community and learning language and culture. It’s a beautiful culture 

that I can learn so much from. I’m trying to be as culturally sensitive and Indonesian as 

possible. We are trying to be as contextual as we can. (Gabi) 

And yet despite the stance of learning from the local culture, a negative view of 

the local school system was prevalent amongst the participants: The public schools are 

really really terrible. The pedagogy in India is, in my perspective, quite primitive. Like 

it’s rote memorization, and when kids make mistakes, it’s very frequent that they get hit 

for making a mistake (Alan). Also, the indigenous cultural view of the poor or 

marginalized as of little value was questioned: I mean, this is a Western perspective of 

that, so it’s not a particularly good or favorable critique, but the [Cambodian system of 

education] is not really working well….If you are poor, you are not worth a lot (Rita). 

This was to be met with a quite clear educational agenda that was informed by the 

participants’ Western educational background. The educational programs that the FBOs 

offered were to be more creative, play-based, fun, less authoritarian, have fewer children 

per classroom, and were to foster critical thinking, self-expression and good relationships 

between teachers and students. They were to be more inclusive of poor and marginalized 

(i.e. disabled) students. The participants’ accounts make it clear that there was a real 
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tension between critiquing and trying to improve what they regarded as dysfunctional 

school systems that disempower children and being culturally sensitive and not wanting 

to superimpose Western values.  

I wanna be careful with what I say for other people….There are a million 

different ways of how to teach, how to learn and to celebrate different subjects. 

But I do believe that a lot of the injustice and poverty and cycles of pain and 

suffering that I see can certainly benefit from some more critical thinking. Not 

only could that produce creative solutions in poverty contexts, but I think that 

could help people realize within themselves that they have something beautiful to 

offer. (Dan) 

It seems that all participants struggled towards finding a balance between wanting 

to change or improve the system while at the same time keeping a posture of being a 

learner and needing to submit to a certain degree to culturally appropriate ways of doing 

education. One way the participants worked out this tension was by employing 

predominantly local teaching staff and having more of an empowering and advisory role. 

In their eyes, this would maintain some of the culturally appropriate interaction in the 

classroom.  

 

Tensions of being Christian  

A further tension that could be identified in the participants’ accounts was that of 

being a Christian in a non-Christian context. It becomes clear that the four participants 

see both clear advantages and disadvantages of being faith-based.  

One of the main advantages of faith was seen in the way it provides a common ground 

for connecting with other people of faith, even if they do not share the same faith.  

I think it would be really hard for people who didn’t have faith, like atheists, to 

interact with our neighbors because our neighbors are people of faith. A different 

faith, but they can respect that we have a different religion. But they wouldn’t 

understand at all if someone didn’t believe in God, that would be completely out 

of their realm of reality. (Gabi) 

Faith was further referred to as a source of hope and vision. It provided the participants 

with a holistic lens through which they were able to see poor and marginalized people as 
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beloved children of God who were as valuable as anyone else, and to work towards 

“human flourishing” (Alan).  

I come from a Western culture, with a Christian faith, which sees all people as 

valuable and all people having value inherently, whether they have disabilities or 

they are young children or whatever, that’s very different to Cambodian culture. 

(Rita) 

It gave them the motivation to move into and work with a slum community in the first 

place and the resilience to not leave when things got hard.  

Because I believed that being a serious follower of Jesus meant living in 

communion and connection with people on the margins and to do it in an 

incarnational way of living with them. So I moved to India but also to a slum 

community to be with the people as friends and to learn from the people. (Dan) 

On the other hand, the participants were also aware of clear disadvantages of 

working for a Christian FBO, which may include negative perception, harmful theology, 

a Westernized expression of Christianity, and power issues.   

We didn’t automatically want to be put into the Christian category which comes 

with a whole set of baggage around colonialism and power and prestige and 

antagonism at times. (Alan)  

 

Christianity is a whole different culture and world and associated with a lot of 

Western things that aren’t even from the Bible, so how to make that culturally 

appropriate, and that it’s still transformational for people? (Gabi) 

 

Dan summed up this tension:  

I think that Christian development has the opportunity to be very, very bad for the 

world, but also the best kind of development, depending on the theology. So I 

can’t judge a faith-based organization on the fact that they are faith-based. I want 

to look at what their core values are and if it’s a place of true empowerment and 

healing and freedom and participation, peace-making and equality, and 

reconciliation here and now.  
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Tensions of sharing one’s faith 

Another major issue identified by the literature on FBOs is that of proselytizing 

(Bradley, 2005). Both Clark (2008) and Sider and Unruh (2004) show that there is a 

spectrum of how actively FBOs engage in evangelism. However, the accounts of the 

participants of this study demonstrate that there are tensions regarding sharing one’s faith 

within each organization and even within each individual faith-based worker. On the one 

hand, there is the desire to share with others the hope, freedom, meaning, values and love 

the participants' faith provides for themselves.  

I am convinced that the way of Jesus is completely inclusive and completely 

peaceful…And I think even how it impacts my desire to listen to the voices of the 

kids or the elderly or the women or the people with disabilities or people in 

vulnerable areas, that’s something I learned from Jesus….So in that sense, I 

would love for people to see some of the things I talk about in Jesus. (Dan) 

On the other hand, all participants voice that they are uncomfortable with the term 

evangelism and that they rather share too little than too much about their faith.  

We use more an approach of “if people ask us questions”, we’ll be more open 

and conversing with them, and sharing Jesus through acts of love like providing a 

free school…(Gabi).  

 

I’m not shoving Jesus down anyone’s throat (Rita) 

 

I think we were careful to communicate that this was our worldview and that 

because of that we wanted to engage with them, but also that our purpose wasn’t 

to get them to become like us. (Alan) 

 

So these kids are in the slum and they are dealing with a lot of things and then 

they are told that this Christian god is going to send them to hell if they don’t 

believe in that god. And that’s honestly what most Christians in the world believe 

I think….but it sounds like child abuse and toxic evangelism to scare poor kids 

into converting. So my group, we had our gentle way of social justice, the good 
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news of God’s peace and that we don’t need to be afraid, that God is love and 

God is with us and that we can share this love out of a place of being loved. (Dan) 

 

An additional issue that came up for the participants in regard to evangelism was 

that they at times felt donor pressure to be more proactive in their evangelism. Alan 

recounts how they lost financial support and experienced “significant push-back” 

because their work was “insignificant if souls weren’t also being saved”. Dan said that 

some supporters seemed to have this attitude of “ultimately, gotta save them from God’s 

angry angry abusive wrath”. 

 

Tensions around gender equality 

A further major issue identified by research on FBOs is that of gender inequality. 

FBOs are often accused of hindering efforts towards gender equality by importing a very 

conservative gender agenda (Tomalin, 2007). It is interesting to see in the participants’ 

accounts that they all pursue an active agenda to promote gender equality in their 

educational programs. Dan has developed curriculum to promote gender equality in 

Indian primary school education. Alan has organized workshops on gender equality.  

I would say talking about gender was one of the things that we pushed probably 

the hardest on in terms of questioning the status quo in families and in our 

community. So pushing for families to prioritize the education of their daughters, 

pushing for families to delay the marriages of their daughters, pushing for 

equality of treatment between their kids, pushing for women to be allowed to 

work. (Alan) 

Rita works towards greater gender sensibility in teacher education and Gabi models 

gender equality by employing her husband as a preschool teacher (instead of a woman). 

They also try to model different gender roles in their marriage for the community to see.  

However, there is a keen awareness that the Christian faith community’s role in 

promoting gender equality has oftentimes been unhelpful.  

In our organization, the gender expectation was for things to be very egalitarian. 

I would say much more so than even American culture is…[but] I think in many 

ways, the church is behind Western culture in terms of gender equality. (Alan) 
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So in some contexts I would prefer a Muslim to be doing the work, not a 

Christian, because I believe that some Christians can promote gender inequality 

and promote violence and promote fear. So if a Muslim or a Hindu can do their 

work without promoting those things and a Christian would, I would rather them 

do it. (Dan) 

The participants thus distance themselves from certain aspects of the Christian faith 

community while at the same time being aware that they are part of it.  

 

Discussion 

Cultural tensions 

Both education for development initiatives and faith-based development 

initiatives have been criticized for promoting Western hegemony (Tarabini, 2010). At the 

same time, as expressed by the participants, faith and religion have the potential to offer 

an alternative, more holistic discourse for development, as in education the concept of 

human flourishing as opposed to human capital (Tadros, 2011).  Also, at various times in 

history, the Christian faith functioned as a counter-hegemonic force of liberation, as “the 

theme of justice for the poor, the marginalized and the alien is central to the Hebrew 

scriptures” (Ferris, 2005: 311). Examples of these can be found in such movements as 

liberation theology (Smith, 1991), black theology (Simms, 2000) or in contemporary 

faith-based resistance movements (i.e. Occhipinti, 2015). Western FBOs that work in 

education for development are therefore seemingly caught in a tension. On the one hand, 

in the World Bank’s terms, a partnership is needed for “bridging the gulf…separating 

[secular] development and faith institutions” (Stambach, 2005: 210). This partnership 

would basically mean the partnering FBO would need to adopt secular institutions’ 

educational strategy and implement a Western approach to development. On the other 

hand, as we have seen in the results section, FBOs and their staff often have their own, 

theologically based, vision for development, like moving into a slum in solidarity with 

the poor and in order to build relationships. The staff in this study are highly sensitive to 

cultural circumstances and their role in possibly importing inappropriate Western values. 

Instead of blindly believing in neoliberal development approaches, they struggle to figure 
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out what good and holistic development looks like in their local context. In that sense, a 

general critique that Western Christian-based NGOs automatically negatively impact 

local communities by importing neoliberal values must be refuted. More credit needs to 

be given to the single FBO staff who may be well aware of the dangers of Western 

hegemony and who may approach this issue with great diligence.  

 

Tensions of being Christian 

The research community that explores FBOs seems divided to a certain degree 

with voices who advocate for the benefits of faith in development and those who caution 

against it. It has been acknowledged that FBOs are very diverse (Lynch and Schwarz, 

2016). As shown above, attempts have been made to come up with typologies to create a 

better overview of the different types of FBOs and their different agendas (i.e. Clarke, 

2008). However, it has not been until very recently (i.e. Lynch and Schwarz, 2016) that 

there has been a greater focus on the diversity within each FBO. Such diversity is 

especially true for ecumenical FBOs that define their vision and mission through 

orthopraxis rather than orthodoxy. For example, it is not uncommon to have on the same 

Servants field team a Catholic, an Anglican, and a Mennonite team member. Each one of 

them will most likely experience their faith identity quite differently. What becomes 

apparent however is that faith identity is seen by the staff themselves as both beneficial 

and problematic. So instead of saying “faith is good for development” or “faith is bad for 

development”, what we can learn from the practitioners is that there is no black and white 

scenario, but that faith identity is experienced as somewhat paradoxical and that this 

identity is constantly being re-negotiated within the context the practitioner finds him- or 

herself.  

What also becomes clear from the participants’ accounts is that faith can offer an 

alternative, more holistic approach to development in general and to education for 

development in particular. This is in line with Tadros’ (2011) observation that  

human flourishing is one alternative reimagining of development, put forward by 

some faith-based organisations, which seeks to shed light on the limitations of 
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existing mainstream development paradigms that fail to take into account 

relational dimensions of wellbeing and its non-material aspects. (63) 

We can say that in this way, faith-based development is very much in line with 

secular holistic approaches to development, such as Sen’s (1985) and Nussbaum’s (2011) 

capability approach that focus on human capacity rather than human capital, or Hill’s 

(2003) empowerment approach. Again, it is important here not to generalize and 

conclude that faith automatically creates more holistic development.  While the positive 

seems to predominate amongst our participants, they also acknowledge the cultural 

baggage that is attached to Christianity.  

 

Tensions of sharing the faith 

Proselytism is seen as the Achilles heel of faith-based development (Bickley, 

2015). However, as Lynch and Schwarz (2016) point out,  

commentators and scholars often treat proselytism with too broad a brush, 

coloring religious groups automatically with suspicion instead of interrogating the 

meaning of religious mandates for the groups concerned. But Christian groups are 

far from united on whether or not to promote conversion. Instead, they debate 

within and among themselves the meaning and legitimacy of religious and 

cultural mandates regarding pluralism, evangelism, “witness,” and proselytism in 

aid work. (2) 

The participants’ accounts show clearly that none of them had an agenda to 

convert people to Christianity, despite an inherent desire to share the faith that they 

experience as a source of hope, love and motivation. In this context, Lynch and Schwarz 

(2016) make the interesting observation that proselytism is not just an issue for FBOs, but 

(if defined more generally as trying to promote a specific ideology over an existing one) 

an issue for development actors in general: 

Analysts should examine the propensity of humanitarian and development groups 

to spread the faith of neoliberal forms of aid provision as well as faiths based in 

religious traditions. (4) 
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Again, it is important here to analyze not only FBOs case by case, which would still be 

using “too broad a brush”, but to interrogate the individual worker and thus paint a 

nuanced picture. This is not to say that there are not very harmful examples of Christian 

organizations doing evangelism in non-Christian contexts. But it is to say that the faith-

based educator may have reflected much more on this issue and may work more context-

sensitive than a general classification would acknowledge.  This is in line with James’ 

(2009) finding that there is an increased reticence among development workers to 

articulate their faith because of the awareness of negative examples of FBOs or churches 

in this area. 

 

Tensions around gender equality 

Gender is a key issue in education for development. Goal 2 of the Millennium 

Development Goals, to achieve universal primary education, is closely tied to goal 3, the 

promotion of gender equality and empowerment of women. Gender is also clearly a 

sensitive topic in FBOs. It is important to understand that FBOs are highly diverse, and 

that while some work for the promotion of gender equality, some could “jeopardize hard-

won commitments to gender equality” (Pearson and Tomalin, 2008: 65), and some may 

paradoxically do both at the same time. (Connor, 2011; Walker, 2011). Tadros (2010) 

outlines four gender conundrums for FBOs: 1) It is difficult to determine an FBO’s 

gender agenda because they often have different standpoints on different gender issues, 

2) FBOs empower women while at the same time prescribing gender roles, 3) FBOs 

might be effective on a grassroots level, but are at the same time importing non-local 

values, 4) FBOs may deliver services on conditions that beneficiaries adopt their gender 

roles. While these classifications and conundrums may be helpful in a general sense, they 

ignore how the individual staff member wrestles with the tension of his and her Christian 

heritage and the desire to work for gender equality. The results of this study show a great 

awareness of the participants towards gender issues in their own culture, in their faith 

tradition and in the host culture also. They seem to have put considerable effort into 

reflecting on their own gender ideology and have shown ways of working for greater 
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gender equality. Again, what stands out here is how they interpret their own doctrines on 

gender, and they seem to be integrating some Christian feminist theological thought. 

 

Conclusions 

In general, it can be concluded that the picture of FBOs presented by the literature 

is not differentiated enough. While the field is generally divided into those who see the 

participation of FBOs in education for development in a positive light and those who 

generally have a critical perspective, what is largely ignored is the fact that many FBO 

staff members wrestle with great tensions. Their reality is much more of a “both / and” 

reality than an “either / or” reality. They need to live within the paradoxes that are 

inherent in their Christian faith and Christian doctrine. Deneulin and Rakodi’s (2011) 

observation that “polarized debates between critics and advocates of religion are 

unhelpful and insufficient” (52) seems to fit well with this study. The individual 

experiences come across as more nuanced, reflected and perhaps wise than what is 

portrayed in much of the research literature. I therefore agree with Offutt, Probasco and 

Vaidyanathan’s (2016) statement that “arguments about whether religion is inherently 

good or bad for particular development outcomes such as economic growth are ultimately 

futile” (2) and that many studies lead to contradictory claims. I would add to their 

conclusion that the contradictory claims are perhaps not only due to research design, but 

exist because there are inherent paradoxes and tensions in the Christian faith and its 

application to development.  

In that sense, it becomes almost impossible to make general claims about the 

benefits or pitfalls of faith in development but possible to make personal claims based on 

workers’ individual worldview, theology and experience. The individual faith-based 

workers need to be given more credit for having done their personal inner work of 

reflecting on their faith doctrines and traditions and how these impact the context in 

which they work.  

A general recommendation for FBO policy makers, trainers and member care 

personnel would be to make these tensions explicit already in the pre-field staff training 

phase. Each organization could implement training modules that raise awareness among 
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prospective staff about personal tensions that might arise in the area of culture, 

evangelism and gender. This would offer room for discussion and would further increase 

awareness of the complexity of working in faith-based organizations and programs. Such 

intentional reflection could then perhaps help facilitate the dialogue with secular 

development actors, potentially leading to less polarized views on faith-based 

development.  

Limitations 

This study has clear limitations. First and foremost, it only focused on one FBO. 

Being an ecumenical FBO, Servants is also not a typical FBO. The results can not 

therefore be generalized for all FBOs. A further limitation is the small sample size. While 

this allows for depth and for ample use of personal quotes in academic writing and thus 

helps the reader to “hear” each participant, it again limits the generalizability of the study. 

A final limitation comes from the purposive sampling. In order to be able to compare 

similar experiences, this study only worked with relatively young Caucasian staff. 

Further qualitative research with Christian FBO staff from different organizations, with 

different ethnic backgrounds or from a different age bracket could be helpful to 

corroborate the findings of this study.   
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