
 

 

1. 

Church mobilisation: learning from 

experience 

HAPA, the HIV/AIDS programme of 

Carlile College Centre for Urban 

Mission in Nairobi, seeks to develop 

and strengthen the capacities of 

local churches in Nairobi’s informal 

settlements.  

 
Its purpose is to assist local churches to 

respond effectively to the challenges 

posed by the HIV/AIDS pandemic by 

making specific, practical and 

measurable responses.  
 

We asked James Nyaga, the 

Programme Director at HAPA, who 

has a wealth of experience and 

expertise in mobilising churches at the 

grassroots level, to tell us more about 

church mobilisation and the challenges 

he faces in working with local churches. 

Here are excerpts of what James had to 

say… 
 

Can you describe the grassroots 

(local) churches you work with? 

By local church I mean a group of 

believers gathering together for worship 

in the informal settlement. Such 

churches are usually small in numbers 

and meet in rented buildings though 

some may have permanent buildings or 
their own property. These churches can 

be part of the mainstream 

denominations or African indigenous 

churches while others are individual 

ministries.  
 

Ninety-five percent of the churches we 

have worked with are legally registered 

though they have loose structures in 

terms of leadership, and financial and 

social committees. Founders Syndrome 

is common in those that are started by 

individual ministries.  
 

What do you mean by founder’s 

syndrome? 

Since most of these churches and 

ministries are run and managed by the 

founders, decisions are made at their 

discretion. Everything goes the 

founder’s way so that the ministry’s 

vision and mission reflects the founder’s 

thinking.  
 

What would you say are the 

challenges of the churches you 

have described?  

Financial constraints due to the poor 

congregants, a lack of theological 

education among pastors and weak 

leadership. This means the churches 

have problems such as power struggles 

and an inability to network and partner 

with other organisations. The volunteers 

who serve in these churches come from 

the congregation and tend to 

experience burn out.  
 
What challenges do you encounter 

while working with these churches? 

There are many challenges, working 

with the pastors and church leaders, the 

majority of whom are illiterate, tribal and 

have limited theological education. Their 

idea of integral mission is remote. By 

integral mission I mean preaching and 
demonstrating the word of God.  

 



 

 

2. 
At HAPA, we believe it also means the 

church engaging in community/social 

work in order to meet the socio-

economic and emotional needs of 
people. HIV/AIDS is still stigmatised and 

this erects a barrier to effective 

participation of the local churches in the 

fight against the disease. Local 

churches lack capacity in terms of 

appropriate theological orientation, 

proper knowledge about HIV/AIDS, 

ability to build networks and 

collaboration. These are challenges that 

must be addressed for the church to 
take the stand it needs to.   

 

You have indicated that the local 

churches you work with are located 

in high-risk areas and so tend to 

have both internal conflict and 

external conflict with other 

churches and their communities. 

What strategy do you use in order to 

ensure capacities are enhanced? 

Church initiatives take a long time to 

start and when they do, progress is 

slow. Initiatives collapse because of the 
welfare approach which does not 

promote sustainability. These churches 

get over-stretched and often need 

external resources to function. 

 

In working with local churches, we use 

our 11-step sequential church 

mobilisation plan.  The mobilisation plan 

aims at equipping pastors and church 

leaders with knowledge about 
HIV/AIDS, assisting them to set up 

Church AIDS Committees (CACs) which 

in turn mobilise church members to 

participate in setting up HIV/AIDS 

ministries and initiatives. We give them 

the right information about HIV/AIDS 

transmission and prevention. They are 
also taught programme management 

skills and how to enhance inter-church 

and organisational collaboration to 

support networking initiatives.   

 

 

Despite the challenges, James adds 

that the hard work is rewarded 

when he sees churches embrace 

the ideals of integral mission and 

ensure that the needs of the poor, 

stigmatised, sick and bedridden are 

met. Working in partnership with other 

churches resource systems improve the 

sustainability of their work.  

 

Today, HAPA is working with 124 

volunteers, pastors and church leaders 
drawn from 64 churches. The 64 

churches are individually or jointly 

running 77 HIV and AIDS ministries 

reaching out to over 6,000 beneficiaries. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


