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YOUNG WOMEN OF FAITH AND
TRANSFORMATIVE LEADERSHIP
IN COVID-19 RESPONSE
OVERVIEW

This event was part
of a conversation
series sponsored by the
“Religious Responses
to COVID-19” project,
a collaborative effort
of Berkley Center
for Religion, Peace,
and World Affairs at
Georgetown University;
the Joint Learning
Initiative on Faith and
Local Communities;
and the World Faiths
Development Dialogue.

An hour-long intergenerational conversation on “Young Women of Faith and
Transformative Leadership in COVID-19 Response” was hosted virtually by
the Berkley Center for Religion, Peace,
and World Affairs at Georgetown University on June 30, 2020. The webinar was
co-organized with UN Women, Baha’i
International Community, Milstein Center for Interreligious Dialogue, World
Young Women’s Christian Association,
Anglican Communion, and the Joint
Learning Initiative on Faith and Local
Communities. A group of female leaders
of faith discussed how COVID-19 has
shed new light on systemic inequalities
worldwide, the importance of faith as a

coping mechanism in times of crisis, and
how young women can seek bold partnerships to lift up marginalized voices.
The event began with a musical interpretation of the COVID-19 crisis by Jamie
Medicine Crane, a Blackfoot woman from
the Kainai and Piikani Nations in Alberta.
Lopa Banerjee, Director of the Civil Society Division at UN Women, framed the
discussion, which was then moderated by
Berkley Center Senior Fellow Katherine
Marshall and staff member Ruth Gopin.
Dr. Phumzile Mlambo-Ngcuka, Executive Director of UN Women, and three
young female leaders—Talia Kaplan, Martine Dushime, and Naomi Woyengu, from
their respective faith communities in the
United States, Burundi, and Papua New

Guinea—explored the strength and resilience that young women of faith exhibit in
times of crisis and how to sustain this leadership beyond the pandemic.
The webinar was the seventh in a series of
conversations focused on faith engagement
in the COVID-19 crisis and response, organized by the “Religious Responses to COVID-19” project. A video recording is available on the Berkley Center website.

“Faith is an important aspect of the lives

of the majority of young women and girls

•

The pain people are suffering and the
grief they feel need to be appreciated
and addressed in responses at all levels.
This is a deeply human crisis, and women’s capacity for empathy is a critical asset. Mental health is a vital issue for the
present and the future.

•

Rising discrimination linked to the
COVID-19 emergency is an immediate, tangible problem in many communities and is one that young women
both experience and contest.

•

Gender-based violence (GBV) is a
shadow pandemic that needs to be addressed; resources urgently needed now
to address GBV should be secured for
the future.

•

Faith is often a key coping mechanism
and source of personal strength, as well
as a driver of empathy and compassion
to assist those that are most affected by
the crisis.

•

Faith institutions and young women of
faith can be role models and use their
trusted voices to counter stigma and
discrimination.

•

There is need and potential for women
to work through networks and to build
and join coalitions that are lifting up
marginalized voices.

•

Sharing personal stories is a powerful
tool in promoting female leadership

•

Leadership is not a popularity contest.
It is about being loyal to your principles
and choosing to do the right thing.

across the world, shaping their economic,

political, and social life. Young women of faith
are responding to COVID-19 as frontline
responders, yet they remain untapped and

unheard as a constituency when responses to
the crisis are being designed.”

— Lopa Banerjee, UN Women

KEY TAKEAWAYS
•

•

The COVID-19 crisis has exposed
deep systemic inequalities in the world,
among which women’s disproportionate burdens stand out.
The COVID-19 crisis has also shown
the remarkable leadership of women,
including women who are inspired by
their faith, as frontline responders.
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CHALLENGES
Grief
Dr. Phumzile Mlambo-Ngcuka highlighted
grief as an aspect of the crisis that has not
received enough attention. “I think the one
area that we haven’t had a lot of time to talk
about is the grief that is out there—losing
so many people in such a short space of time
is something that nobody was prepared for.
People dying alone is a recipe for enormous
grief.”
She also noted the need tackle the issue
of grief by leveraging our increased online
presence and interconnectedness to find
new ways to console each other, especially
those who have faced loss, depression, or
hardship, and challenged the panel to think
about whether we “can figure out the ministry” of consoling those who are in grief at
this time. The issue of grief is of great importance to faith actors, who play a key role
in uplifting the spirits of their communities
in times of crisis.
Gender-Based Violence
Jamie Medicine Crane emphasized the issue of gender-based violence, tying her
beautiful musical performance together
with a focus on faith and healing. “I’ve seen
a lot of violence happening here in Canada. The murdered and missing indigenous
women and girls are still a big epidemic that
has been happening here since the beginning of contact with the indigenous people.
Faith has always brought me in my journey
and has helped me to heal, but also to help
others heal. And my music that I’m going to
be sharing with you is part of that.” You can
listen to her performance in the event video.

Naomi Woyengu shared testimony of young
women in Papua New Guinea who reached
out to her because, during lockdown, “they
were going through situations or experiences of gender-based violence, or intimate
partner violence within their homes.” She
spoke about how “a lot of them were suffering in terms of their mental health and were
reaching out and needed to be heard.”

Participants discuss female lead-

Dr. Phumzile Mlambo-Ngcuka expressed
grave concern about how the COVID-19
pandemic becomes a magnifying glass for
multiple inequalities, particularly for gender-based violence, which has increased as
a result of lockdown measures. She echoed
earlier comments on GBV, observing that
“the issue of gender-based violence has
been very high on our agenda, battling the
health pandemic and battling the shadow
pandemic of violence against women.” Read
her full statement on the topic.

Kaplan, Naomi Woyengu.

ership in the COVID-19 crisis and
response. Top (L-R): Katherine
Marshall, Lopa Banerjee, Jamie
Ahksistowaki Medicine Crane,
Martine Dushime. Middle (L-R):
Ritah Muyambo (UN Women),
Anais Kintgen (UN Women),
Dr. Phumzile Mlambo-Ngcuka,
Ruth Gopin. Bottom (L-R): Talia

Systemic Inequality
The importance of addressing deep inequality that is rooted in social, economic, and
political systems was a clear message. Lopa
Banerjee, in framing the conversation, commented that “the demands for racial justice
have been insistent, together with the demands for justice and equality overall, be-
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spread fear and stigma, which she witnesses
even within her own extended family.
Lopa Banerjee echoed the concern: “We
have heard stories about nurses not being
welcomed back into their communities because they are seen as carriers of the disease
when, in fact, they are performing the services that are so essential for the survival of
their communities.”

LOOKING AHEAD
Dr. Phumzile Mlambo-Ngcuka,
UN Women, at a World YWCA
Young Women’s Safe Space in
Geneva. Photo courtesy of World
YWCA.

cause what the crisis has done is to highlight
the deep systemic inequality in the world.”
Talia Kaplan spoke to the strain police brutality has placed on Black Americans, including Jews: “...it’s an affront to human dignity
to see Black lives devalued by our government, by the people who are supposed to be
keeping us safe. And this is definitely on my
heart and mind and on the heart and minds
of many people in the Jewish community.
After all, we know that there are Jews of color, and Black Jews face the obstacles that all
members of the Jewish community are facing, but they also are experiencing the pain
and the grief and the discrimination that
comes from police brutality...one thing that
many of us, myself included, have been involved in is mobilizing interfaith coalitions
to affect the allocation of resources...to try to
divert resources from militarized police forces and bring them towards social services.”
Stigma and Discrimination
Martine Dushime spoke passionately about
love and compassion for those afflicted by or
suspected of having COVID-19. She is concerned that desperation is leading to wide-
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Lopa Banerjee outlined the ambitious goal
of the conversation: “We are here to talk
about the strength, resilience, and leadership
of young women at a time when bold action,
solidarity, and cooperation is what will see
us through this cataclysm…It is faith and
hope and the belief that we need to work on
this together that will help us to emerge into
a world that is equal, just, and, most of all,
sustainable.”
Katherine Marshall appealed to the young
leaders, as an elder with scars earned in
working to advance women’s rights and leadership: “I think, for Phumzile, Lopa, and me,
too many of these issues are not new. They’ve
been around for so long. And yet they still
seem to come back again in fresh forms.
But now we hear, and I think we genuinely
believe that this is a time to reimagine, to
rethink, to reopen, to look with fresh eyes
at what’s coming. We will be keenly interested in your advice to us, your elders: What
should we be doing apart from getting out of
the way? Do you have specific asks? Do you
have specific priorities, urgent priorities? Is
it the discrimination issue? Is it the violence
issue? We look very much to you for hope,
but also for direction as to what may not

have worked and what are the new opportunities, the fresh opportunities that we’re
seeing in this really, very remarkable time.”
Personal Faith During Crisis

essential services beyond COVID. That is
building back together. That is creating a
new normal out of this situation—making
sure that you institutionalize the accessibility of resources that are needed by women.”

Naomi Woyengu shared a story about her
own religious fortification during the pandemic. “I could only reach them [friends
who were experiencing intimate partner
violence during lockdowns] online, but that
was very limited, and I felt miserable and
hopeless in my role and in my capacity as
a young woman who is an activist and an
advocate for young women’s leadership in
this space… I had to take a step back and to
renew and reenergize my own faith, my own
capacity to then be able to help those other
young women who need my help.”

Martine Dushime pointed out that “many
times we make excuses as if we are not part
of any organization. We can’t take action.
We can’t do anything with our resources and
so on.” But she went on to share a quote,
which she says has guided her through the
journey of bringing change to her community, “if you cannot do great things, you can
do small things in a great way.”

Dr. Phumzile Mlambo-Ngcuka called
faith a “key coping mechanism” and source
of personal strength, as well as a driver of
empathy and compassion in work to assist
those who are most affected by crisis.

in this platform. And the ability to feel with

Action and Advocacy

— Dr. Phumzile Mlambo-Ngcuka, UN Women

Much of the discussion centered on how to
get involved and take action. Dr. Phumzile
Mlambo-Ngcuka shared concrete areas
where advocacy is needed as part of COVID-19 response efforts. The challenge of
gender-based violence requires vigilant advocacy and action to ensure that resources
like shelters, hotlines, counseling, and other
services are and remain accessible. “To the
extent that we still have situations where
the resources and the help that women need
when they experience violence are not accessible because of the restrictions that have
come with the measures meant to limit
transmission, we have to be vocal. …. Let us
also make sure that these resources remain

“The last few months have been difficult for

many people. Many of them are not with us
them and to take action of whatever sort is
very, very critical.”

Naomi Woyengu contributed a tool at everyone’s disposal: “In terms of encouraging
other young women and women of faith
and the work that we do, the only way we
can get others on board is to continue sharing our stories, because this is most the
powerful tool that we can use.”
Talia Kaplan also told a personal story to
back up the idea of how powerful it can be
to see others sharing their stories and acting as role models: “Growing up, the idea
of becoming a rabbi never crossed my mind
because I didn’t see rabbis who looked like
me…when I came to Jewish Theological
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Seminary ( JTS) I met with someone named
Margo Hughes-Robinson and many other
female rabbinical school students, and I
saw myself. And so when people talk about
stories, about women’s voices, they really do
matter.”
Building Relationships and Partnerships
The intergenerational perspective was noted
repeatedly as an important element not only
of this conversation, but as a key partnership and approach that is often forgotten in
approaching many challenges. Dr. Phumzile
Mlambo-Ngcuka pointed out that “the resilience of young people that we have here
can
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access that will help us learn to respond.”
Partnerships between faith actors and local
governments were highlighted as practical
and helpful. Naomi Woyengu reminded us
that “if we pay attention to the opportunity
that is at hand with the COVID-19 pandemic, it can lay the groundwork for closer
public service partnerships between local
governments and faith communities in the
future.”

Finally, Talia Kaplan noted that “it feels
really important to me as a community organizer to be proximate to the people most
directly impacted and to be building relationships with organizations in our community…. I would encourage young people
and people of any age on this call to find
out which organizations are doing the
work in your immediate community. And
when thinking about coalition-building,
it’s really important to know that you don’t
have to agree with every person and every
group and every coalition about every issue. What’s important is to come together
around common goals and to move those
goals forward.”
Leadership
The leadership potential for faith institutions and young women of faith was highlighted often. Lopa Banerjee focused on the
opportunities. “You know, faith actors are
there in the communities, and they are those
that people trust, so their role in ensuring
that accurate information is disseminated
widely to all parts of the community is crucial. And the role of young women of faith
as members of those institutions, but also
as members in their communities and being
people, again, that the communities trust.
They are credible voices who will be heard

Dr. Phumzile Mlambo-Ngcuka on Women and Financial Stimulus
Dr. Phumzile Mlambo-Ngcuka provided advice regarding the economic stimulus many
countries are providing in response to the financial crisis:
“Be vigilant about the applicability of those interventions to women. Track the stimulus
package of your country, and see if it reaches women in the informal sector, women who are
running family-owned business and, therefore, are sole-proprietors, who tend not to be the
ones targeted by these stimulus packages. Write about it. Talk about it.”
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BOX

in terms of countering the disinformation
that is out there.” In response to discrimination, “faith institutions and young women
of faith can also be role models and use their
trusted voices to counter that stigma.”
Talia Kaplan took the idea further: “I think
that faith leaders are really filling a vacuum
that we’re seeing in [government] leadership
and affirming the dignity in every human
being when they say there are real health
concerns that come with a global pandemic.
And we encourage our community to support one another, not by physical in-person
gatherings, but by taking necessary health
precautions and by finding innovative ways
to gather, as we’ve been discussing, through
technology.”

EVENT PARTICIPANTS

Lopa Banerjee is the Director of the Civil
Society Division at UN Women and Executive Coordinator of the Generation
Equality Forum. Lopa has worked for over
three decades on international development, policy advocacy, communication, and
partnership building across the UN and in
the private sector.

CONCLUDING THOUGHTS
The conversation about leadership during
the COVID-19 crisis and beyond made
clear the need to revisit how leadership
should be defined and what it looks like in
practice. Naomi Woyengu observed that “in
the traditional definition of leadership, we
are told to be strong, to be aggressive, and
to be bold.” A better and newer definition
of leadership would include “someone who’s
compassionate, someone who has empathy,
someone who can connect well with people
and provide that space of inclusivity for
those who are in need of that.”
Dr. Phumzile Mlambo-Ngcuka had a powerful message to share for young women
who are aspiring to be leaders: “Be true to
your conscience when you lead… if you
have to differ, so be it, because leadership
is not a popularity contest. It is about being
loyal to your principles and choosing to do
the right thing.”

Martine Dushime is a youth leader for the
Anglican Church of Burundi. Ms. Dushime is also a fifth-year medical student
at the University of Burundi and was a delegate for the Anglican Communion Office
at the United Nation’s delegation for the
UN Commission on the Status of Women
in 2020.

Ruth Gopin is the Berkley Center’s events
and projects manager. Before joining the
Berkley Center in August 2019, Ruth
worked as an independent contractor for
the World Faiths Development Dialogue.
She holds a B.A. in international development studies from McGill University.
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About this Brief
This brief highlights
contributions to a June
30, 2020 Berkley Center

Talia Kaplan is an organizer and educator
studying for rabbinic ordination at the Jewish Theological Seminary. Talia currently
serves as the program director of JustCity,
which focuses on the intersection of Judaism and justice.

webinar on “Young Women
of Faith and Transformative
Leadership in COVID-19

Phumzile Mlambo-Ngcuka is the Executive
Director of UN Women and affiliated with
several organizations devoted to education,
women’s empowerment, and gender equality. She has also served in many government roles, including as deputy president
of South Africa and as a member of Parliament during South Africa’s first democratic
government.

Response” drawing
on the insights of an
intergenerational group of
female leaders of faith. The
goal is to share their stories
and to sustain female
leadership beyond the
pandemic.

Katherine Marshall is a senior fellow at the
Berkley Center for Religion, Peace, and
World Affairs and a professor of the practice of development, conflict, and religion in
the Walsh School of Foreign Service. She
helped to create and now serves as the executive director of the World Faiths Development Dialogue.

Naomi Woyengu is currently the regional coordinator for the young women’s leadership
program in Asia and the Pacific for World
YWCA. She is also an active member of the
YWCA of Papua New Guinea, and specializes in co-designing, implementation, and
evaluation of leadership programs.

Jamie Ahksistowaki Medicine Crane is an
activist, educator, and artist. Jamie has been
involved with the Young Women’s Christian Association (YWCA) for over 20 years,
serving as vice president of World YWCA.
She is currently a curriculum developer at
NorQuest College.
For additional event content, see https://berkleycenter.georgetown.edu/events.
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