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FOREWORD
This report was prepared as background for the October 2, 2012 workshop, Faith in Action: Em-
powering the Poor to Reach Universal Energy Access. The workshop is a collaboration between the 
World Faiths Development Dialogue (WFDD) and the United Nations Foundation (UNF). It focuses 
on a particularly neglected question: What roles do faith-inspired actors play in eliminating energy 
poverty worldwide?

Access to safe and reliable sources of modern energy is a crucial step on the road to achieving truly 
sustainable, equitable development for the world’s poorest (and very often energy deprived) citizens.  
Without electricity, students have no light to study by, hospitals cannot store lifesaving vaccines, and 
irrigation systems cannot sustain drought-stricken regions. Burning traditional fuels like kerosene and 
certain types of biomass emit deadly fumes and pose fire hazards, yet they are often the most avail-
able and widely used energy sources in poor communities, in part because many poor people live far 
from power grids or lack the resources to pay for electricity. This often neglected priority presents us 
with a series of questions: Who are the actors working to achieve access to safe, reliable, and sustain-
able energy access? What are the latest and best practices and thinking on how to get there? How 
can we improve coordination in the spirit of the United Nation Secretary-General’s call to reach univer-
sal energy access by 2030? One answer is that to reach the energy-poor, innovative off-grid approach-
es, particularly those employing clean renewable energy technologies, are often the solution; however 
broader policies that give priority to energy needs are also crucial. 

Faith-inspired actors work on a range of approaches to eliminate energy poverty, primarily small and 
off-grid methods. Who the actors are, however, and how they design and implement their programs, is 
not well-documented. This report explores the intersections of faith and energy access, both to begin 
to map out the landscape of actors and to highlight their current approaches to energy access. The 
energy access challenge is large but not insurmountable, and engaging faith-inspired actors has the 
potential to both expand the reach and increase the effectiveness of current and future initiatives. 

This initial review highlights that, as is the case for other development sectors, there is no unique or 
distinctive faith-inspired approach to energy access. While many draw motivation directly from their 
faith teachings, others approach the challenge from a practical perspective, only later grounding their 
work within a theological context. Energy access is still not at forefront of the faith and development 
agenda. However, our findings point to meaningful work being done, much under the radar of develop-
ment policy makers and practitioners. 

The report builds on a United Nations Foundation initiative established in 2011: the Energy Access 
Practitioner Network currently has more than 700 members from almost 500 organizations working to 
scale up energy access to achieve universal energy access by 2030 – one of three 2030 objectives un-
der UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon’s Sustainable Energy for All initiative.  Largely a desk review, 
the report also draws on a set of interviews with key faith-inspired practitioners. 

A previous version of this report was circulated to workshop participants as a draft. This final 
version has been updated with their comments, along with workshop findings and conclusions. 
We welcome your inputs.

Katherine Marshall
Executive Director, World Faiths Development Dialogue
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INTRODUCTION
While poverty reduction and other measures of social and economic progress continue to improve, 
access to energy has emerged as a significant obstacle to accelerating progress on a wide range of 
development goals. An estimated 1.4 billion people—one in five globally—lack any electricity to light 
their homes, power hospitals, or run businesses.1  Twice that number – nearly 40 percent of the world’s 
population – rely on wood, coal, charcoal, or animal waste to cook their food, causing toxic smoke 
that causes lung disease and kills nearly two million people a year, mostly women and children.2  The 
energy poor show ingenuity and persistence in bringing energy to their homes and communities, but 
it is most often the poorest of the poor who pay the highest prices and rely on the most dangerous 
energy sources.

To address these issues, the United Nations General Assembly declared 2012 the International Year 
of Sustainable Energy for All, and UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon created the Sustainable Energy 
for All initiative – which seeks to ensure universal energy access by 2030, along with the objectives of 
doubling the global rate of energy efficiency improvement and doubling the use of renewable energy in 
the global energy mix.  Reaching this objective will demand a concerted effort and strong coordination 
on a global scale, reaching beyond the traditional actors and infrastructure.  

A June 2012 study by the United Nations Foundation (UNF), titled “Towards Achieving Universal 
Energy Access by 2030,” highlights the diverse array of non-governmental, private sector, and com-
munity-driven actors engaged in reaching out to affected populations, and the many opportunities to 
coordinate and enhance efforts towards universal access.  

The study makes the point that relevant work by faith-inspired actors is not widely acknowledged or 
understood, and deserves more focused attention in both policy and practice. Faith-linked energy 
projects and initiatives include, among others, initiatives on solar energy and improved cookstoves 
at the household level, as well as power for enterprise development, health services and agriculture. 
These diverse actors overlap with other stakeholders, including government, the private sector, and 
NGOs. They offer considerable potential to efficiently reach some of the world’s poorest communi-
ties, particularly in areas where they are a strong influence within local communities or at national or 
regional level. 

The role of faith actors in development more broadly, whether through unique approaches to social 
welfare challenges, or advocacy and mobilization of faith networks, are drawing increasing attention. 
However, their role in alleviating energy poverty has not been addressed systematically.  A thorough 
review of religious and other faith-inspired actor roles, activities, and motivations could make import-
ant contributions to the global energy access effort.

This review highlights examples of faith-inspired development initiatives, including better known exam-
ples such as work by the Aga Khan Development Agency, World Vision, the Global Alliance for Clean 
Cookstoves, and the UN Foundation’s Energy Access Practitioner Network, as well as some less well 
known entrepreneurial endeavors started by individual faith leaders such as Solar Light for Africa and 
The Paradigm Project. Cases of coordination with international organizations and donor agencies, 
such as the World Bank, the United Nations, and USAID, highlight aspects of partnership models that 
have worked well, and potential pitfalls to avoid in planning future efforts. The overall aim is to increase 
knowledge about and encourage faith-inspired action as a way to contribute to informed policy and 
programming to reach sustainable energy for all by 2030.
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ENERGY ACCESS: OVERVIEW OF THE ISSUE
 
Access to modern forms of energy is critical to successful development efforts to deliver clean water, ad-
vanced sanitation, irrigation for agriculture, and reliable lighting and power for households, hospitals, clinics 
and schools. While many in wealthier countries take access to energy for granted, energy is a rare and pre-
cious resource for many in the developing world; the lack of access to modern energy stunts learning, health-
care and economic activity, and can contribute to conflict and violence. 

Dirty and antiquated sources of energy, such as kerosene lighting, traditional biomass, and stoves have 
numerous negative impacts, including pollution, sickness, burns, and human displacement, and point to the 
need for more sustainable energy sources. The need for sustainable energy services is greatest in Sub-Saha-
ran Africa, India other parts of Asia, and parts of the Caribbean and Latin America that have not yet achieved 
full coverage. Over the next 20 years, however, Africa is projected to surpass Asia to become the largest 
unelectrified market in the world, and therefore most in need of modern energy services. 

ENERGY ACCESS IN CONTEXT – NUMBERS AND REALITIES 

Global energy demand is projected to grow 36 percent by 2035, with 93 percent of the increase in non-OECD 
countries (mostly the world’s poorer nations).3  Fossil fuels are expected to continue to dominate energy use, 
accounting for 74 percent of the world’s demand. Renewable energy is projected to grow (as a share of world 
consumption) from 7 percent in 2008 to 14 percent by 2035.4 Needed investment in energy is projected at 
US$33 trillion, almost two-thirds of which will go to non-OECD countries. These projections foresee continued 
reliance on traditional, high polluting energy sources and entail increases in emissions with non-OECD ener-
gy-related emissions of carbon dioxide (CO2) nearly 2.5 times those of OECD by 2035 in a business-as-usual 
scenario shift towards renewable clean energy sources. Even so, a majority of the world’s population will 
continue to lack access to modern energy by 2030.

BOX #1: ENERGY ACCESS DEFINED 
Although there is no universally agreed definition, the International Energy Agency has defined modern energy 
access as: a “household” having reliable and affordable access to clean cooking facilities, at first connection 
to electricity, and then an increasing level of electricity consumption over time to reach the regional average. 
The initial, minimum level of electricity for rural households is assumed to be 250 kilowatt-hours (kWh), which, 
for example, could provide for use of a floor fan, a mobile telephone, and two compact fluorescent lights for 
five hours per day. (Source: IEA, World Energy Outlook 2011.)

This definition, however, does not include other categories, such as energy to power businesses and public 
buildings, including schools and medical centers, and for the agricultural sector, all of which are critical to 
development. Further, it does not reflect the rapid changes in the off-grid energy sector such as advances 
in Light Emitting Diodes (LEDs), which are experiencing rapid performance increases and declining costs, 
enabling households and small businesses to have quality lighting at increasingly competitive prices. A more 
inclusive energy access definition, with broad-based support, remains to be developed.

Source: The United Nations Foundation, 2012, Energy Access Practitioner Network: Towards Achieving Universal Energy 
Access by 2030. 

Only 40 percent of electricity needs are projected to be met by grid electricity in both urban and rural areas. 
Annual investment averages around $7 billion, with government finance and the private sector being the pri-
mary sources.5 Although grid extension is a critical energy access strategy, it faces challenges in meeting the 
electricity requirements of the majority of the 1.4 billion in need. Reasons include: low population densities; 
dispersed, hard-to-access areas; consumer poverty; expenses and technical obstacles to connecting to the 



electricity grid; political interference (favoring some constituents over others); difficulties in maintaining 
electricity lines; and challenges in fee collection.

Expanding electrification to the remaining 60 percent of the population, particularly in rural areas, will 
depend on nontraditional approaches such as mini- and micro-grids and isolated off-grid applications. 
Investment in these systems is projected to average around $6 billion annually, with the private sec-
tor representing a significantly smaller share of the total, reflecting the obstacles to developing com-
mercially viable projects.6 Isolated off-grid systems involve generating capacity for a single point of 
demand, such as a rural health clinic, school, household, or business. Mini-grids comprise village and 
district-level electricity networks in rural or remote areas, where the power demand points are linked in 
a small low-voltage grid that may have multiple generating sources. Micro-grids operate small modular 
power generation technologies like mini-grids; however, these are typically combined with smart ener-
gy management and storage systems that can improve the operations of electricity systems at or near 
the end user. They can be utilized in off-grid as well as grid-based networks. 

ENERGY AND DEVELOPMENT:  
CROSS-CUTTING ISSUES 
 
Energy access or lack thereof, cuts across a range of development priorities, from health, to educa-
tion, to agriculture. The multi-disciplinary challenges involve most sectors. While a limited number of 
actors work directly on energy access, the issue affects almost all development practitioners, to vary-
ing degrees. 

AGRICULTURE

Access to sustainable energy is an important and necessary component of sustainable agricultural 
policy and practice. The United Nations Food and Agriculture Organization projects that global ag-
ricultural production will need to grow by 70 percent overall by 2050.7 Clean and sustainable energy 
technologies are important to increasing the efficiency of agricultural practice to meet this growing de-
mand. Specifically, agricultural production, processing, and storage all involve energy.8 Energy powers 
modern irrigation systems (particularly important in food insecure regions such as the Sahel in Africa), 
and is needed for processing crops and for refrigeration systems to preserve crop shelf life.   

Faith intersects with agriculture on multiple levels. The most established networks linking the com-
munity, regional, national, and international levels are often faith-inspired (church, mosque, temple, 
or interfaith/ecumenical networks, inter alia). This has particular relevance in poorer communities. 
Theologically speaking, most faiths teach a symbiotic relationship between the earth, its bounty, and 
human life. Faith-inspired actors can be an important component of overall strategies to rollout energy 
access initiatives in agricultural contexts, such as utilizing agriculture waste for electrical generation 
and cooking.9 A 2011 WFDD review of Ghana for example, points to the use of faith networks by the 
government to expand the scope of agricultural extension programs. 

HEALTH

Links between energy and health are particularly significant for addressing poverty issues. Modern energy 
sources are vital for improved medical care. Reliable energy sources are needed to power clinics, transport 
and store vaccines, and maintain proper sanitary practices.  The links between faith-inspired actors and 
health care provision is wide ranging, with involvement covering all sectors of care. While numbers range 
considerably, in many poorer communities faith-inspired health care facilities provide a substantial portion 
of available health care, especially in remote locations with limited centralized infrastructure. 
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In rural hospital and clinics, off-grid clean energy sources, such as solar panels or wind power, can be ef-
fective and cost-efficient for energy and electrification. While many faith-inspired health facilities do operate 
independently and with little coordination, large umbrella organizations, such as Christian Health Association 
in Africa, can be effective networks to measure and assess potential for expanding sustainable energy access 
to health facilities for reaching large populations, many of whom which are themselves energy poor. 

EDUCATION

Access to light is necessary for a child to read and study, and for schools to provide a classroom environment 
conducive to learning. In energy poor locations, students typically rely on candlelight or kerosene lamps that 
create a risk of fire and emit fumes harmful to the health of the student and their family. Energy is also needed 
to equip schools with modern information technologies such as computers and internet access, which can 
connect them to educational resources and knowledge from around the world. 

Bishop Hathaway, founder of Solar Light For Africa describes how bringing electricity to a rural Ugandan 
community improved levels of education among the students: 

On the occasion of our one-thousandth solar installation at a Catholic high school in a very remote area, we 
were able to electrify the school, and we also won a grant from a Rotary Club in Virginia to purchase a bank of 
computers. We ended up installing computers and put a satellite in the building to provide internet. Now, the 
students in this rural area have the same academic opportunity as kids in the city.

ENVIRONMENT

The juxtaposition of faith and energy is perhaps seen most clearly in looking at the environmental challenges we 
face today. Preservation and care for the natural environment hold high significance for the world’s major faith 
traditions. Through both theological teachings and service, faith communities play important roles in shaping 
attitudes and action towards environmental protection and policy.10 Environmentalism is deeply enshrined in 
most of the world’s faiths, which refer often to the environment being a part of divine creation. As one example, 
the concept of the Sabbath in Judaism encourages moderation in consumption, lending itself to support for re-
newable energy sources and technology.  Additionally natural disasters and change in climate disproportionately 
impact the world’s poorest.  Faith organizations concerned with the livelihoods of low-income rural communities 
have begun to recognize the importance of environmental stewardship in these regions. 

Most faith-inspired organizations with programs to expand access to clean energy cite environmental con-
siderations in their approach. Some faith groups, however, emphasize economic opportunity in providing 
charcoal for energy without explicit consideration for its polluting and environmental impact. Founded in 1883 
by Amadou Bamba, the Mouride Brotherhood of Senegal has a long tradition of drawing on their Sufi Islamic 
teachings to engage business and commercial enterprise. The brotherhood has developed a vast international 
trading network. Their business practice related to production of charcoal and wood for energy, despite clear 
economic benefits, has been criticized for contributing to mass deforestation and environmental degradation. 
In 1990, around 65 percent of Senegal’s total land area was covered by forest; by 2005 that figure had fallen 
to 45 percent and continues to fall at a rate of about 0.5 percent per year.11  

Another consideration is the need to ensure that poor countries are not thwarted in their own development efforts 
by international rules requiring cleaner energy that they cannot afford to develop. Faith-inspired organizations are 
marginally involved in debates at UN international climate conferences, but their engagement has been rising.

PRICING AND RESOURCE ALLOCATION

At the heart of the debate surrounding fair and universal access to energy sources are the issues of pricing 
and resource allocation. Those with the least access to energy are often those that pay the most for unsafe 
and insecure sources. The World Bank’s Lighting Africa Program estimates that that annual global expen-
ditures for kerosene-based lighting amount to US$37 billion.12  Off-grid local energy sources are much less 
expensive and more sustainable, but they require up-front financing.  



One component of the policy response is through advocacy for fair pricing. The Evangelical En-
vironmental Network (EEN) is one example of a faith-inspired organization advocating to weigh 
the public health, infrastructure, property damage costs of conventional energy versus off-grid 
technology.13  On fair allocation of resources, faith institutions such as churches and mosques 
can serve as energy access centers for their communities. Religious institutions are often not fully 
utilized 24 hours a day, and may have excess power capacity to build community charging centers 
for lanterns for household electricity.14  

CONFLICT AND HUMANITARIAN RESPONSE

Conflict and energy are linked in various and interrelated ways. Inequitable distribution of resources 
can lead to conflict.  One example occurs in the diversion of water sources for hydroelectric power. Not 
only do these create cross-border tensions for water right, but dam projects can also lead to human 
displacement.  This displacement often has direct impact on other energy resources as refugee pop-
ulations can deplete environmental resources over time (cutting down remaining trees for firewood for 
heat or cooking for example). 

Faith-inspired organizations, both large international NGOs and local community-based organizations, 
can be instrumental directly through energy related assistance, such as providing energy access to dis-
placed populations, and indirectly through conflict mitigation and advocacy work around the negative 
externalities of energy projects. American Jewish World Service, for example, helps groups in Ethiopia 
advocate for equitable and sustainable energy resource development. 

FAITH AND ENERGY ACCESS –  
FRAMING THE ISSUE
WHY LOOK AT FAITH AND ENERGY ACCESS?

Faith-inspired actors approach the energy access question from different angles and through diverse 
sectors. Motivations to work on the energy access issue come as both a practical response to de-
velopment challenges, which may not differ considerably from similar approaches by secular organi-
zations, as well as often deep-seated beliefs drawn from faith teachings and convictions. Inspiration 
to alleviate energy poverty is drawn in many circumstances from practical needs, such as lighting a 
school, powering a hospital, or bringing irrigation to crops. 

Bishop Alden Hathaway, founder of Solar Light for Africa describes the challenge this way:

I learned on the job. It was just a matter that there was a little orphanage that was dark at night. It was 
purely practical. We helped where we could through the Church abroad. And so in that case you care 
for the orphanage, you care for the poor, and part of caring for them meant bringing electricity for light. 

Faith-inspired practitioners often ground energy access projects in their faith teachings.  Bishop Hatha-
way goes on to describe how he reflected upon his work through his faith: 

As I thought more and more, it became apparent that light is significant - if you read the story of Gen-
esis the first thing that God says is “Let there be light.” This was the first act of God’s creation. In 
scripture you read that everything else comes from that—all of light, all of creation, human enterprise, 
everything. But foremost, it was God’s own son who said, “I am the light of the world” and “you are 
the light of the world.” […] I was also brought to the passage in James, where it says that “if you see a 
person who is hungry, feed them, and if you see a person without clothing, clothe them”, because you 
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shouldn’t have clothing and food and not share it. And my sense was what good is it if you’ve got a flashlight 
in your pocket, and you don’t share light with people when you can? That’s pretty much my message.

Energy access has been relatively under-the-radar in the international development discourse, despite its 
clear links across sectors.  The UN Millennium Development Goals will not be met unless energy access 
is made a priority.15  Initial research suggests that faith-inspired actors as a whole have not widely grasped 
energy access as a central theme in development. That said, a significant number of faith-inspired organiza-
tions have adopted the MDGs as a rallying call for their constituencies as a practical way to mobilize support 
around issues within faith communities (such as ending hunger, child mortality, and expanding education).  
     
Currently, however, energy initiatives tend to be largely ad hoc, with smaller organizations acting independent-
ly from larger networks, and merely responding to local circumstances. Yet even groups that have not adopt-
ed energy access a focus acknowledge the potential for action.

Sarah Jawaid of Green Muslims, a US-based Muslim environmental network, noted that: “As far as energy 
access is concerned, I think if we can be the thought leaders, we can push forward the ideas we have and 
make energy access a priority. That may, however, be a struggle in our community, because the concepts are 
so broad and seem rather new.”

Faith networks can be significant means of information dissemination, education, advocacy, and mobilization. 
Rev. Mitchell Hescox, President of the Evangelical Environmental Network (EEN), provides one example of 
how they are disseminating information and mobilizing congregations around the importance of expanding 
sustainable energy access:

What we bring to the table is the fact that we work within the evangelical community that is about 27 percent 
of the population of the United States. Within our network of approximately 40,000 churches and millions of 
individuals we represent a significant block of the church in the United States. So we are bringing 25 percent 
of the population of the United States and educating them on this issue – many people do not understand 
energy poverty. Energy poverty is an issue that people are just beginning to address and we are educating our 
congregations.

As a part of the their outreach, EEN is developing sermon guides to educate and inform on the importance 
of energy access in achieving short term development goals and the Millennium Development Goals more 
broadly. 

THEOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVES AND ENERGY ACCESS 

Faith actors share theological, ethical, and practical bases that provide a foundation for energy initiatives 
in their development work.  The theological motivation of caring for the poor, promoting stewardship of 
the earth, and recognizing the interconnectedness of the human family and natural resources are common 
strands across faiths. Serving the energy impoverished fulfills a quest for justice and equality among faith 
communities by sharing the distribution of natural resources and enhancing the livelihood of those people 
previously without access. Expanding energy access also empowers the impoverished to provide and advo-
cate for themselves. 

Meeting the needs of the energy poor will necessitate innovative solutions. In this light, religious teachings 
have been exemplars of motivation for provision of sustainable energy access as an intersection of service 
to the poor and stewardship of the earth. Different faith traditions include similar messages; through different 
traditions emphasize particular angles on humans’ relationship with the earth, energy, and the impoverished.



CHRISTIANITY – SERVICE AND JUSTICE

Christianity teaches a fundamental concern for the human family which emphasizes the concerns of 
inequality and overuse with regard to energy access.  It is viewed as unjust that others do not have 
access to equal resources, and an understanding of the finite capacity of human resources reinforces 
concern for over-indulgence on the part of those living with excess energy. Christian energy access 
initiatives are inspired by the combination of these priorities; and energy access is linked to other de-
velopmental goals as a fundamental factor of human well-being central to Christian social concerns.16 
Biblical literature includes a number of allusions and analogies to light such that light can take on a 
spiritual significance: 

You are the light of the world. A city on a hill that cannot be hidden. (Matthew 5:14, NIV)

The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness did not overcome it. (John 1:5, ESV)

When Jesus spoke again to the people, he said, “I am the light of the world. Whoever follows me will 
never walk in darkness, but will have the light of life.” (John 8:12, NIV)

HINDUISM – SERVICE AND HARMONY

The harmony of nature and humans is an important factor across diverse Hindu traditions. The Sam-
khya school of Hindu philosophy compares human consciousness and intellect to light, and identifies 
light as one of the five elements. Clean energy sources enhance humans’ function within and interac-
tion with nature.17 Several Indian temples, sacred spaces that serve as pilgrimage destinations, have 
converted to clean energy sources in light of financial and spiritual advantages. The Tirumala temple 
in the south Indian city of Tirupathi serves around 30,000 meals a day to pilgrims, and in 2002, the 
temple developed a solar energy system to cut down on emissions and enhance the natural purity as a 
sacred place. Tirumala has been able to sell carbon credits since adopting this system as an addition-
al form of income. Tirumala is just one of many temples that have enhanced their energy capacity and 
sustainability, as well as spiritual and financial infrastructure through such energy projects.18 

As the largest Hindu country, India is a prime example of a need for sustainable energy access; the 
July 2012 country-wide outage serves as a recent reminder.  Hindu development actors thus have par-
ticular impetus for developing sustainable energy access initiatives. Shri Ksethra Dharmasthala Rural 
Development Project (SKDRDP) based in Karnataka in South India provides microfinance loans to sup-
port families in developing renewable energy systems, and they have outfitted their temple, a central 
pilgrimage site, with clean energy solar panels and serve as an energy center for the community.19 

The Art of Living, a Hindu-inspired religious movement, promotes environmentally-sensitive sustain-
able development.  The organization encourages renewable, non-polluting resources such as the use 
of solar power. The Art of Living considers development through such processes as the only path to 
progress in mental and physical health. The movement teaches, “Environment is our first body, then 
comes the physical body and the mind, the mental sheath. You have to cater to all the three levels.”  
Greed is seen as the source of evil in consideration of the environment and other humans.20 The Art of 
Living has adopted environmentally sensitive development initiatives including the construction of bio-
gas plants for energy in the rural development project.21

ISLAM – SERVICE AND BALANCE

Muslim teachings prioritizing almsgiving to care for the poor are integrated into the balance of natural 
resources and environmental concerns. Three fundamental principles of Muslim life contribute to the 
call for environmental and charitable initiatives: tawhid (unity), khilafah (vice-regency), and al-akhira (the 
hereafter). Tahwid reinforces the integration of the livelihood of the earth and man. Khilafah establish-
es man as the vice-regent of Allah and confers on him the responsibility of caring for Allah’s creation. 
Al-akhira establishes a great depth of accountability for action down to the atomic level.
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Islam includes a foundation for fair distribution of natural resources. Islamic environmental notions are primar-
ily based on the premise of balance. The concepts of mouzoon and qadar embedded in the ayahs contribute 
to the belief that Allah provided adequate resources to meet the needs of creation, of which energy can be 
interpreted as one resource:

And the earth We have spread out, set therein mountains firm and immovable and produced therein all kinds 
of things in due balance. And We have provided therein means of sustenance for you and for those whose 
sustenance you are not responsible. (Quran 15:19-20)

Qadar (predestination) reinforces the measured balance:

Verily all things We have created in proportion and measure. (Quran 54:59)   

Muslim environmentalists cite this understanding of Allah-provided balance. Under this teaching, the supply 
of natural resources ought to meet the demand adequately. Shortages of resource supplies in our world are 
attributed to the unjust use and distribution of the resources with which Allah endowed the earth.22 

JUDAISM – SERVICE AND MINIMALISM

Charity towards the poor in Judaism rests on the principles of tikkun olam (heal the world) and tzedakah (jus-
tice). Environmental concerns are linked to the teaching the Torah to avoid superfluous destruction of property 
or resources—ba’al taschit. L’ovdah Ul’shomra describe man’s relationship with nature as based in the cre-
ation story of Genesis—both to rule the Earth and to work for and guard it. These concepts are used to advo-
cate for sustainable, efficient energy in order to provide for the fair distribution of natural resources around the 
world. In Exodus, God provided the Israelites with bread from heaven, manna. They were instructed to take 
only what they need and to have faith that God would satisfy their need that day and the next (Exodus 16). 
In reflection upon this story, Jewish teaching condemns energy excess in consideration of energy shortages 
in developing countries.23 The Hebrew Scriptures also contain light imagery that might motivate the spiritual 
importance of this developmental initiative:

I the Lord, in My grace, have summoned you,
And I have grasped you by the hand.
I created you, and appointed you
A covenant people, a light of nations —Opening eyes deprived of light,
Rescuing prisoners from confinement,
From the dungeon those who sit in darkness. 

(Isaiah 42:6-7, JPS Tanakh)

BUDDHISM – SERVICE AND MODERATIONS

Buddhism emphasizes simplicity and removal from desire. The Four Noble Truths of Buddhism teach cultivating 
a resistance to the individualistic, material world. They attribute attachment to desire as the source of suffer-
ing in the world and detachment as the ultimate objective of life. Buddhism is fundamentally aimed at nirvana, 
transcending perceptions of individuality and desire to be in communion with all nature.24 The Buddhist belief of 
moderation in consumption and harmony with nature is valuable for the development of natural resources.

While Buddhism originally did not advocate for significant social engagement, strains of Buddhists have 
found inspiration in the faith tradition for service. Buddhists view the lifestyle and living standards of many 
developed nations as over-indulgent. Nonetheless, Buddhist actors recognize basic human needs that are 
left unfulfilled in developing nations, and so aim to increase economic growth and development without social 
and environmental disruption. In the practice of Engaged Buddhism, Venerable Thich Nhat Hanh established 
fourteen principles of which the fifth emphasizes the need to share material resources with the impoverished:  
“Do not accumulate wealth while millions are hungry. Do not take as the aim of your life fame, profit, wealth, 
or sensual pleasure. Live simply and share time, energy, and material resources with those who are in need.” 
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The eleventh and thirteenth principle are also important foundations for charitable and sustainable 
development work: “Do not live with a vocation that is harmful to humans and nature. Do not invest in 
companies that deprive others of their chance to live. Select a vocation that helps realize your ideal of 
compassion,” and “Possess nothing that should belong to others. Respect the property of others, but 
prevent others from profiting from human suffering or the suffering of other species on Earth.”25

In order to advance their perspective on a healthy, harmonious relationship with nature, Buddhist actors 
aim to support clean energy, tied to increased awareness and moderation of energy use in developed 
countries.26 Tzu Chi, an international Buddhist development organization based in Taiwan has advo-
cated for moderation, presenting a program “The Other Half of Development: Patterns of Sustainable 
Consumption,” at Rio+20, that discussed ways to provide energy, food, and other resources through 
environmentally aware practices.27 Tzu Chi International Humanitarian Aid Association recently launched 
a solar powered emergency light for disaster relief aid.28 

Buddhism encourages sustainable development through engagement on the local, community level, 
particularly through education. Soka Gakkai International, an international Buddhist movement, also 
released an environmental proposal in anticipation of Rio+20. The proposal advocates for increased 
education and cooperation and coordination amongst communities and international institutions to 
develop clean energy practices.29 

OTHER FAITHS

The Baha’i and Jain Approaches

The Baha’i faith advocates for the necessity of human collaboration in order to attain prosperity. This 
conception of prosperity is defined with moderation in contrast to a “culture of consumerism.”30 The Ba-
ha’i support worldwide unity, even to the extent of a global political entity. Communion with and preser-
vation of the environment is central to the Baha’i faith. The Baha’i teach that humanity should aim to re-
spect and renew the environment, but not worship it. Rather, the environment serves to advance human 
civilization, and the Baha’i have recognized affordable energy as a basic need of the poor, and thus aim 
to improve the well-being of man through environmentally friendly, sustainable energy expansion. The 
initiatives are supported by moderation of material resource usage by those with adequate access, and 
the belief in the interconnection of nature and humankind.31 The Baha’i International Community is ac-
tive in worldwide efforts to promote sustainable development, such as its vocal participation in various 
United Nations environmental initiatives including the original Earth Summit and Rio+20.32

Jainism emphasizes harmlessness and renunciation. Jains believe in the unity of the every aspect of 
the universe. Central to Jainism is rejection of material goods—or maintaining only necessary material 
goods for lay Jains. Lay Jains are also guided to offer a quarter of their material income to charitable 
efforts.  This minimalism, universality, and charity combine to provide a platform for Jains’ contribution 
to environmental efforts and sustainable development.33



PROJECTS AND INITIATIVES
 
This section provides a brief overview of the approaches taken by faith actors in providing energy access to 
low-income communities. It highlights cases of religious institutions (churches, mosques, temples, and other 
houses of worship), faith-inspired organizations, and faith networks and their partnerships with governments, 
small and medium scale enterprises, social ventures, financial institutions, local and international NGOs, and 
academia.
 

CLEAN AND RENEWABLE ENERGY SOURCES 
 
Our preliminary survey finds that most faith-inspired actors engaged in expanding sustainable energy access 
are focused on providing renewable energy. 

Renewable energy technologies are gaining recognition and demand in off-grid markets as the cheapest, 
cleanest, and most sustainable options for household and community applications. These technologies can 
be used for lighting, charging electronic devices, and listening to the radio. Renewable energy technolo-
gies include biomass, geothermal, hydropower, solar, and wind power. The financial benefits of using these 
sources include leveraging local resources, reduced need for costly grid extension, and decreased imports of 
expensive diesel fuel. Energy security is enhanced by less dependence on fossil fuel imports, which can re-
duce national debt, improve trade balances, and free markets from fossil fuel price fluctuations. Renewable 
energy sources are also the most climate-friendly solutions.34 

Renewable energy technologies have been growing at high annual rates, ranging from 15 to 50 percent 
from 2005 to 2010, with wind power adding the most capacity, followed by hydropower and solar photo-
voltaics (PV), and a strong growth in biomass and geothermal power.35 In light of this growth, many faith-in-
spired organizations in the development sector are shifting their focus in energy provision towards creating 
a holistic and more sustainable practice in modern energy services. Faith-inspired development organiza-
tion World Vision, for example, defines their work as a shift towards providing localized financial and dis-
tribution services alongside products that are “reliable, affordable, sustainable and from low-greenhouse 
gas-emitting sources” (See Box #2). Additionally, renewable and clean energy is often aligned with larger 
environmental considerations central to most faith teachings, and fit naturally into faith-inspired develop-
ment, charity, and social service initiatives. 

BOX #2: WORLD VISION - REDUCING CHILDHOOD MORTALITY 
THROUGH SAFER ENERGY USE

World Vision, a Christian humanitarian organization focused on the needs of children, families, and 
communities in nearly 100 countries, recognizes that safe, sustainable energy is “fundamental for hu-
man development, from alleviating poverty, to promoting economic development, gender equality, food 
security, and health.” World Vision has introduced renewable and energy efficient technologies in Africa, 
Asia, and the Pacific with a focus on the impact of unsustainable household fuel-use for cooking and 
waste disposal on childhood respiratory diseases. 

World Vision energy access projects have included a the installation of a solar powered computer lab in 
rural Zambia and the use of methane gas from animal waste for electricity in a village-level “micro-grid” 
(featured in Hugh Jackman’s documentary “Seeds of Hope”). World Vision Australia is currently devel-
oping 30 local cooperatives to finance the distribution of energy-efficient stoves and solar-powered 
lights to 3000 households in two low-income rural districts in Ethiopia. They aim to lessen reliance on 
expensive kerosene and traditional open fire stoves that can harm respiratory function. Through a grant 
from the OPEC Fund for International Development (OFID) and REEEP (a market catalyst for renewable 
energy and energy efficiency), World Vision seeks to provide environmental, economic, and social bene-



fits to rural communities through savings from reduced kerosene and fuel wood consumption. They 
will partner with government agencies to train members of the cooperatives in book-keeping, technology 
repair, and development of innovative financial products and saving systems.

Drawing from their experience, World Vision submitted a memorandum to the 2012 Rio+20 United Na-
tions Conference on Sustainable Development calling for increased global participation in energy access 
initiatives. Safe energy access for poor households, the note argues, has received little attention, with 
only 17 of 140 developing countries with targets for access to safer modern fuels and clean cooking 
facilities. Improved health outcomes for children are not currently a particular focus of energy investment 
decisions, and health and environmental impacts are not always considered in the energy models of 
donors and companies. World Vision programs focus on modern energy services, defined as “reliable, 
affordable, sustainable and from low-greenhouse gas-emitting sources,” with the promise of preventing 
an estimated 2 million deaths annually from child pneumonia and adult chronic lung disease.

Sources: 
a. “The Power of Power!” 2012, World Vision Micro Blog, http://www.worldvisionmicro.org/blog/2012/02/07/the-
power-of-power.
b. G. Brophy and K. Greer, 2012, “Global funds to deliver a clean energy future in Ethiopia,” Press Release, 
World Vision & REEEP, http://www.reeep.org/index.php?id=443&special=showHotTopic&iHotId=861&s-
QuiteName=news&iQuiteId=627.
c. World Vision International, 2012, “Prioritising the health of children for sustainable development,” Input for the 
Compilation Document for the United Nations Conference on Sustainable Development, RIO+20 United Nations 
Conference on Sustainable Development, http://www.uncsd2012.org/rio20/index.php?page=view&nr=553&-
type=510&menu=20&template=529&str=Accountability.

 
FUEL-EFFICIENT BIOMASS AND BIOFUELS

Some 2.39 billion people use biomass for cooking and heating.36 Biomass and biofuel—biological 
material from living or recently living organisms and the fuels converted from these materials—can be 
unsustainable sources of cook stove fuel when high moisture content and improper use of biomass 
resources produce dangerous levels of smoke. Open fires and rudimentary cookstoves are inefficient, 
unhealthy, and unsafe, and inhaling the acrid smoke and fine particulates they emit leads to nearly two 
million deaths a year worldwide, primarily among women and children.  In addition to these premature 
deaths, millions more are sickened from acute and chronic lung and heart diseases while hundreds of 
thousands more suffer burns or disfigurement from open flames and dangerous cookstoves.37  Women 
and girls are at the center of this issue.  They are typically responsible for securing fuel to cook the family 
meal, and when they must leave the safety of their communities to search for firewood and other tradi-
tional biomass fuels, they are at increased risk of gender-based violence, particularly in conflict areas. 
While some may say that the poor cannot afford to adopt clean cooking solutions, the opposite is in fact 
the case.  The poor pay heavily for their lack of access to clean cookstoves and fuels, and the high cost 
of poverty in many developing countries means that clean cookstoves can quickly pay for themselves in 
health, economic, and environmental benefits.38

Biomass, however, can also be a cheap, safe, and sustainable renewable energy source. Its fuel efficien-
cy can be increased through improved stoves and ventilation that can redirect smoke and prevent leaks. 
Using cleaner biomass options—such as bioethanol (sugar and corn-based fuels) rather than firewood 
or methane—can also increase fuel efficiency.  Improved cookstoves are an important innovation pro-
moted by many development entities. By reducing the amount of fuel needed to cook, families save time 
collecting wood and protect the environment by burning less. One broad organization promoting these 
clean cookstoves is the Global Alliance for Clean Cookstoves.  The Global Alliance for Clean Cookstoves 
is a public-private partnership led by the United Nations Foundation to save lives, improve livelihoods, 
empower women, and combat climate change by creating a thriving global market for clean and effi-
cient household cooking solutions. The Alliance’s “100 by ‘20” goal calls for 100 million households to 
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adopt clean and efficient cookstoves and fuels by 2020.39 The Alliance is working with hundreds of public, 
private and non-profit partners to help overcome the market barriers that currently impede the production, 
deployment, and use of clean cookstoves and fuels in developing countries.  In addition to international 
organizations, various faith-inspired organizations, such as the Muslim-inspired Aga Khan Foundation and 
Christian-inspired World Vision, work to promote clean biomass and fuel efficiency technologies in rural areas 
(See Boxes #3 and #4). Effective partnerships have developed around cookstove initiatives, including fuel-effi-
cient building and household appliances, fuel-efficient stoves with chimneys to remove smoke, efficient water 
heaters, roof-hatch windows to cut draughts, and wall and floor insulation.  

BOX #3: THE PARADIGM PROJECT AND WORLD VISION  
PARTNER FOR SUSTAINABLE COOKSTOVES
 
Through an alliance with World Vision, the Paradigm Project aims to provide sustainable, efficient cookstoves 
to the developing world. As of 2012, World Vision and the Paradigm Project had delivered 36,340 fuel-efficient 
wood burning stoves to Kenya, Tanzania, Guatemala, and Haiti. 

Neil Bellefeuille co-founded the Paradigm Project venture in 2007 after a longstanding relationship with World 
Vision—a client of his while he worked as president of the branding consultancy Bulldog Drummond. World 
Vision asked him to go to Africa with them and, as Neil says, “that was really the start of my taking a look 
at how I could apply my skills to…find ways to give back and create positive outcomes for the developing 
world.” That led him to find partners and create the Paradigm Project. Using World Vision’s contacts in the 
field, the Paradigm Project began to recruit, train, and support local manufacturers, salespeople, and repair-
men for their stoves.  They provide the stoves to local communities for a small, subsidized fee that covers 
part of the cost of manufacturing the stove. Remaining costs are subsidized through the Paradigm Project’s 
sale of carbon offsets. Through actively monitoring the use of these stoves versus the use of open fires, the 
project is able to measure the amount of carbon saved each year. The savings are then converted into carbon 
offsets which are sold on the international market.  Between 2010 and 2012, 125,000 tons of carbon reduc-
tions were created through the stove initiative.  

Faith was also an inspiration to the Paradigm Project’s foundation. The founders asked themselves three ques-
tions before launching the project: “How can we use our talents, resources, and experience to help those in 
need?”, “How can we create lasting change in the lives’ of the poor around the globe without going back again 
and again asking for donations?” and “How can we be a tangible expression of God’s love to the world?”

Sources: 
a. N. Bellefeuille, 2011, “Stoves, carbon credits, profits and the poor,” Marc Gunther Blog (June 19), http://www.marc-
gunther.com/2011/06/19/stoves-carbon-credits-profits-and-the-poor.
b. “The Paradigm Project,” 2011, http://www.theparadigmproject.org. 

HYDROELECTRICITY
 
Hydropower is currently the world’s largest source of renewable electricity, accounting for over 16% of global 
electricity production in 2008.40 Hydroelectricity has significant potential to provide a stable electricity sys-
tem both on a large scale and on a micro level. This flexibility enables hydropower sources to address both 
broad electricity issues and expand electricity access to rural and isolated regions of the world. The Aga Khan 
Foundation utilized this characteristic through in Uganda, Pakistan and other parts of the world to address the 
diverse energy needs of rural and urban populations (See Box #4).

Similar to the Aga Khan work, Nepal’s Rural Energy Development Program (REDP) was launched to provide 
micro-hydropower and community development activities aligned with traditional religious and cultural prac-
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tices in order to introduce group savings, literacy programs, construction of roads, and efficient agri-
cultural practice to improve communities (See Box #5). Through this program, REDP has been able to 
provide electricity through a power mill to increase local food production.

Despite the benefits of hydropower, the construction and operation of many larger hydropower plants 
can have negative impacts on both local communities (such as through forced displacements), and on 
areas up or down stream from the actual project (through water flow diversions and changes in flow). 
To address these challenges while still providing energy, organizations like the American Jewish World 
Service advocate for equitable and sustainable hydroelectric projects.

BOX #4: AGA KHAN DEVELOPMENT NETWORK (AKDN) – 
SUSTAINABLE HYDROELECTRIC POWER

Founded by His Highness the Aga Khan, spiritual leader of the Shia Ismaili Muslims, the Aga Khan 
Development Network (AKDN) brings together a number of private, international, non-denominational 
development agencies, institutions, and programs that work primarily in the poorest parts of Asia and 
Africa. The AKDN has been recognized for both large and smaller scale sustainable energy projects. 

In Uganda, only about five percent of the population has access to reliable electricity. Rural electrifica-
tion is a key necessity for sustainable development in the country. The Aga Khan Fund for Economic 
Development (AKFED) brought together local and international partners to invest in the US$770 mil-
lion Bujagali Hydroelectric Power Project, the country’s first private hydroelectric power project. In 
Tajikistan, the Aga Khan Fund for Economic Development (AKFED) and other international agencies 
have expanded the capacity of a partially constructed Soviet-era hydroelectric power plant aided by a 
US$26 million investment by the Tajik Government. The plant, Pamir 1, has boosted the supply of hy-
droelectric energy in eastern Tajikistan, especially during the critical winter months. Similarly, different 
consortiums of investors led by AKFED have built Kenya’s Tsavo power plant, as well as the US$ 225 
million Azito power plant in Côte d’Ivoire.

In addition to large scale generation facilities, an award-winning AKDN program has introduced mi-
cro-hydroelectric plants that generate enough power to light multiple communities in Pakistan. Over 
180 “micro-hydel” units, supplying electricity to 50 percent of the population of Chitral, Pakistan, have 
been built. In 2004, the program won an Ashden Award for Sustainable Energy in recognition of “out-
standing and innovative renewable energy projects.”

Beyond power generation, the Aga Khan Planning and Building Services (AKPBS) sector has been 
recognized for its Building and Construction Improvement Program (BACIP). BACIP focuses on eight 
thermally efficient appliances and technologies including fuel-efficient stoves with chimneys to re-
move smoke, efficient water heaters, roof-hatch windows to cut down draughts, and both wall and 
floor insulation.  These improvements are all built by local carpenters and metal workers and then 
sold to local families by village-based agents in order to improve local economies. The appliances 
make homes warmer, cleaner and less smoky, and are more cost efficient than fuel wood.  BACIP was 
designed with the aim to help people in poor and remote areas improve the quality of their lives while 
saving 100,000 tons of CO2 annually. The program has produced over 50,000 fuel-efficient products, 
which have been installed in 27,000 households. The program has in total reached 240,000 people in 
over 300 villages of the Gilgit-Baltistan and Chitral provinces in northern Pakistan. 

Sources:
a. “The Aga Khan Development Network,” Aga Khan Development Network Online, http://www.akdn.org/about_akdn.asp. 
b. “Mobilising New Economic Drivers,” 2012, Aga Khan Development Network Online, http://www.akdn.org/Content/929.
c. “Clean Energy Pioneer AKPBS Receives Prestigious Environmental Prize for BACIP Programme in Pakistan,” Aga Khan 
Development Network Online (London: 16 June 2011), http://www.akdn.org/Content/1055.



BOX #5: ALTERNATIVE ENERGY IN NEPAL 

Because of its rugged landscape in the Himalayas, less than 44 percent of Nepal’s population has access to 
electricity (as of 2009). Nepal’s remote villages are often spread in clusters of 3-6 households in the middle hill 
region and the prospects of line transmission in these areas is low as expenses can range from US$10,000 
to US$30,000 per running kilometer for the line and poles alone. The costs for running those lines to produce 
and transmit power, while sustaining monthly tax collections from cash-poor villagers do not offer a sustain-
able way to reach over 70 percent of the population. 

In 1996, the Rural Energy Development Program (REDP) was launched to help the government of Nepal 
achieve its aims of sustainable development and rural poverty alleviation. The program aimed to take a holis-
tic and participatory approach to development, including the empowerment of women, and has been rec-
ognized as a “best practice” program by the Nepalese government. The program initially began with 15 hilly 
districts in Nepal and focused on micro-hydropower schemes as an entry point to improve the rural energy 
situation. It also promoted use of solar panels, biogas plants, and community development activities such as 
group savings, literacy programs, construction of roads, and efficient agricultural practice to improve commu-
nities. In Pinthali village, as one example, micro-hydropower has provided electricity to near 120 households 
and for operating a power mill with one huller, one grinder and one oil expeller. Women, as a result, have 
reduced their workload in hulling and grinding grain. With traditional technologies it takes four to five hours to 
hull 30 kg of grain; with the power mill the time is reduced to less than one hour. Water from the canal es-
tablished to operate the mill is used for drinking water and irrigation, and the irrigation system has increased 
vegetable production, especially garlic; such income traditionally goes to women.

The Home Employment Lighting Program (HELP) is operated by the Himalayan Light Foundation which 
combines the use of solar lighting systems with income generation and barter-based micro finance for poor 
Nepali villagers. Participating villagers are offered skill-training to set up an income generating activity such as 
knitting, weaving, handmade paper products, and Buddhist scroll painting, with a solar electricity system that 
extends the working day into the night by adding light to villager’s homes. Marketable products made in the 
home in the villager’s spare time at night are sold in both local and international markets so families gain ad-
ditional income, while paying for their family’s solar lighting system. Traditional religious and cultural practices 
like scroll painting and paper milling are tied to income generation.  

Sources:
a. United Nations Development Program, 2009, Renewable Energy and Rural Development – Nepal, http://www.undp.
org.np/environment--energy/program/rerl-126.html.
b. I. Mahat, 2005, “Alternative Energy and Women in Rural Nepal,” AgriCultures Network, http://www.agriculturesnet-
work.org/magazines/global/energy-on-the-farm/alternative-energy-and-women-in-rural-nepal.
c. Himalayan Light Foundation, “Home Employment and Lighting Program,” http://www.hlf.org.np/programpage.
php?id=5.

 

SOLAR ENERGY 

Solar energy is the one of the most utilized off-grid alternatives, a clean energy source, and the fastest-grow-
ing renewable power technology worldwide. The amount of energy generated has increased from only 1.5 
gigawatts in 2000 to 65 gigawatts by the end of 2011. In addition to the rapid growth, there is great po-
tential for solar energy to help meet the world’s energy demand.  According to IEA analysis, solar energy 
could provide up to one-third of the world’s energy demand after 2060.41

In the development context, the versatility of solar technologies is a major advantage. Solar technologies 
can be particularly useful near the equator, where insolation levels are high.42 Small-scale solar photovol-
taic systems are able to provide power to millions of households. Additionally, solar energy can be gen-
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erated both in large scale concentrating solar power (CSP) systems and on the smaller-scale solar 
photovoltaic systems. 

Many faith-inspired organizations engaged in providing solar powered energy access draw upon 
their faith traditions and networks of charitable mission work. Sonlight Power, Inc. has utilized a 
youth mission design to establish 25 solar systems in Honduras and has expanded its work into 
Africa through the Hope Children’s Center in Kenya (See Box #6). Solar Light for Africa similarly 
draws upon youth missions in order to provide electricity to hospitals and power water pumps to 
more efficiently transport water to nearby villages.

BOX #6: SONLIGHT POWER, INC.

SonLight Power, Inc. (SLP) is a US-based renewable energy outreach non-profit organization that 
provides sustainable solar-powered solutions to off-grid regions. SLP’s stated aim is to broaden edu-
cational opportunities, wellness, economic development, skills training, and emergency preparedness 
through a scalable model for deploying 30-year supplies of solar power to schools, clinics, orphanag-
es, water wells, and churches.

Through the efforts of volunteer mission teams from the US and host countries, SonLight Power has 
established power grids in Ethiopia, Guatemala, Haiti, Honduras, Kenya, and Mexico. These mission 
teams are modeled off of the Christian mission trips which inspired SLP’s founder and director, Allen 
Rainey. He combined the team model with solar power knowledge from his own mission trips by testing 
a series of solar grids on his campground in Indiana. He found that his approach to solar grid installation 
cost about the same as an electric bill and planned to expand the model abroad with mission teams. The 
model developed into SonLight Power in 2002 in Honduras where SLP installed solar lighting systems 
in two churches, repaired a medical clinic system, and added a backup power system to an emergency 
room. SLP has since established 25 solar systems in Honduras and expanded into Africa in 2003 with 
the installation of a complete electrical system in the Hope Children’s Center in Kenya.

Throughout their work in Latin America and Africa, SLP has emphasized sustainable relationships be-
tween volunteers on mission trips and the communities they serve. Central to the success of SonLight 
Power’s mission is the training of local residents in the basics of renewable energy sources and the 
maintenance of their solar electric systems. In Honduras, SLP partnered with universities to provide 
a solar energy curriculum with the hope that locally trained solar technology expertise would reduce 
dependency on costly foreign sources of energy. SLP’s public sector partners, most notably the Office 
of the First Lady of Honduras’ Healthy Schools Program, provides in-country logistic support and sup-
ports partnerships between SLP, academia, and government.

SLP’s faith statement says: “We believe that a relationship with the living and active God is the most 
exciting thing that can happen to man and generates a burning desire to share that faith, next door, 
around the block, and across the ocean.” SLP’s faith-inspired mission trip design aims to form spiritual 
and service-oriented relationships between volunteers working on projects. The organization cites the 
“passion” that drives SLP as the desire to empower not only poor communities but also volunteers 
“with faith, love, and a renewed sense of hope.” Rainey has established in Indiana a camp to serve as 
a training and demonstration facility for volunteers and sponsors. 

Sources:
a. SonLight Power, 2012, “History”, http://www.sonlightpower.org/history.php.
b. K. Sasson, 2012, SonLight Power Celebrates 10th Anniversary, Press Release (Cincinnati: February 18), http://
www.sonlightpower.org/_pdf/Press%20Release%20-%20SonLight%20Power% 2010th%20Anniversary.pdf.



BOX #7: SOLAR LIGHT FOR AFRICA
 
Solar Light for Africa (SLA) is a Christian faith-based NGO whose stated mission is to transform lives and em-
power the people of Africa by providing light and energy using the natural power of the sun. SLA collaborates 
with American and African church leadership, nongovernmental organizations, and governments to provide 
power and light to public facilities—health clinics, hospitals, schools, orphanages, churches, and community 
centers in rural regions of Africa. In implementing this collaboration, Solar Light for Africa leads mission trips 
partnering American and African youth to provide cross-cultural experiences while installing solar energy light-
ing systems since 1999. 

Solar Light for Africa was founded by retired Anglican Bishop Alden Hathaway after visiting a rural orphanage 
in Uganda.  “It was a lovely facility,” said Bishop Hathaway, “but when the sun went down and it got dark, I 
realized that they had no access to electricity.”  The orphanage was dependent on kerosene candles to func-
tion.  Feeling the need to help, Bishop Hathaway spoke with his son, an electrical engineer, and developed a 
plan to electrify the building using solar energy.  Using church groups, he was able to raise the $8,000 needed 
for the orphanage.  During this fundraising process, Bishop Hathaway met an African bishop who challenged 
him, asking why stop with the orphanage when so many others did not have power. This challenge led to the 
creation of Solar Light for Africa as a long term approach to electrifying the region. 

After gaining the support of the First Lady of Uganda, Solar Light for Africa greatly expanded its mission 
throughout Uganda.  Every summer they pair American youth with Ugandan youth and send them in to every 
corner of Uganda to install solar panels in hospitals, schools, homes, and libraries.  Solar Light for Africa has 
also increased its mission to include Rwanda, Tanzania, Liberia, and Ethiopia.

When asked about the impact and faith inspiration for his work, Bishop Hathaway recounted a story told to 
him by a Roman Catholic bishop after a solar installation: 

A man is hurrying to get home to his village before dark. He is running along but he is too late. The sun goes 
down and it gets dark. He hears a noise and is terrified. He is fearful that it is a “night dancer” (a spook in 
the night). So he gets down on the path and covers his head with his hand, waiting for the dawn. Now the 
noise that he heard was another village man who was also hurrying home, and also got down on the path and 
covered his head to wait for dawn. When the dawn came, they saw that they are brothers. Similarly, said the 
Bishop, you have brought us the light so that we can see that we are brothers. 

Bishop Hathaway expanded upon the story; “solar light not only gives light to study by, but also gives light to 
overcome all things that go against the human spirit. And that is the essence of the light of Christ. That is the 
spiritual foundation for it all.”

Sources: 
a. Solar Light for Africa, “Mission Statement,”  
http://www.solarlightforafrica.org/Solar_Light_for_Africa_Who_We_Are_Mission_Statement.html.
b. J. Haeni, Solar Light and Clean Water for East African Villages, USAID, http://transition.usaid.gov/our_work/econom-
ic_growth_and_trade/energy/publications/success_stories/uganda_sla.pdf.
c. “Solar Power Brings Light to Ugandan Hospital,” USAID, http://transition.usaid.gov/stories/uganda/fp_uganda_solar.pdf
d. A. Hathaway, 2012, “Discussion with Bishop Alden Hathaway,” Interview conducted on September 7, 2012 by Michael 
Bodakowski for the Practitioners and Faith-Inspired Development Series of the World Faiths Development Dialogue, http://
berkleycenter.georgetown.edu/interviews/a-discussion-with-bishop-alden-hathaway.
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WIND POWER 
 
While wind energy has grown significantly since the turn of the 21st Century with an installed capacity 
of 238 GW by the end of 2011, up from 18 GW at the end of the year 2000, wind energy is primarily 
concentrated in North America, Europe and China.43 Recently, policy measures and programs have 
emerged supporting wind power through the expansion into offshore wind generation. 

The use of wind energy in the developing world is sometimes restricted by the difficulties of building 
the wind turbines, the conditions needed to effectively generate wind power, and the troubles of main-
taining the turbines. Furthermore, the logistical needs are often greater than that of establishing solar 
panels or building micro-hydro generators. Still, some organizations have seen success in utilizing 
wind power, such as the faith-inspired organization Islamic Relief which has installed windmill-powered 
water irrigation systems in Chil Ghazi, Pakistan to pump water throughout a low-income rural area.

INVESTMENTS AND FINANCING
 
Social entrepreneurship, private-public partnership, large donor funding, and microfinance systems 
can help bring clean energy generation to scale. Without regular, reliable financial support for both 
distributors and low-income consumers, energy initiatives with the best intentions can still ultimately 
fail. Richenda Van Leeuwen of the UN Foundation’s Energy and Climate Team warns that such failures 
can “destroy that community’s faith in that solution set for the next 5-10 years.” She emphasizes the 
importance for faith-inspired organizations to find partners in reliable local and international enterpris-
es and funding networks.

Most of the sustainable faith-inspired energy access initiatives that are highlighted in this report are 
carried out in coordination with small and medium scale-enterprises and social ventures. These part-
nerships combine the products, services, and technical knowledge of private partners with the com-
munity reach, respect, and funding networks of faith-inspired development organizations and religious 
institutions.  For example, ChildFund International’s Global Light to Learn Challenge is carried out 
through a partnership with a solar light design company and manufacturer called Nokero International 
Ltd. (See Box #9). Another example is the Solar Light for Africa Mission, which partnered with Apollo 
Solar in 2010 to install light systems in schools in Southern Uganda.44 

Many long-term partnerships rely on aid from large private investors, governments, and individual do-
nors. Examples of investment networks include the Aga Khan Development Network’s Fund for Eco-
nomic Development (AKFED), which brought together local and international partners to invest US$ 
770 million in the Bujagali Hydroelectric Power Project, the country’s first private hydroelectric power 
project. The project also received US$ 26 million in grants from the Tajik Government for initiatives in 
Tajikistan (See Box #4).

Multilateral and bilateral donors such as the World Bank and USAID have also provided grants for 
energy access initiatives carried out by faith-inspired and secular organizations. Examples include a 
USAID grant to Solar Light for Africa for its work in East Africa, and the World Bank’s Lighting Africa 
Development $2.7 million grant competition winner “Providing Solar Power and Microfinance through 
Faith-Inspired Networks in Liberia.” 

Smaller-scale, innovative financing programs include individual sponsorships, as implemented in the 
Global Light to Learn Challenge by ChildFund International. Funding for the initiative is a part of an 
initiative which gathers individual contributions in the form of monthly child sponsorships.



BOX #8: CHILDFUND INTERNATIONAL -  
THE GLOBAL LIGHT TO LEARN CHALLENGE
 
ChildFund International is a US-based international child sponsorship group that provides assistance to ap-
proximately 13.5 million children and their families annually.  Founded in 1938 as the China’s Children Fund 
by Presbyterian minister Dr. J. Calvitt Clarke to aid Chinese children displaced by the Second Sino-Japanese 
War, the mission has since expanded to 31 developing countries, including the United States.  

ChildFund International projects are primarily through child sponsorships, which use a portion of individu-
al donor contributions towards providing clean and safe light sources to children. ChildFund International 
launched the Global Light to Learn Challenge in 2012 to bring sustainable and nontoxic solar light to the mil-
lions of children around the world living without electricity. They aim to achieve this through partnership with 
Nokero International Ltd., a company that designs and manufactures practical, intuitive, and cost-effective 
solar lights and phone chargers and distributes their technologies through partnerships with international and 
local organizations. Their partnership with ChildFund will bring clean, healthy, Nokero solar lights to schools 
in unelectrified communities. Students can check out lights from school so that they can study and read after 
dark at home. Lights will also be used in the classroom to teach students about science, technology, renew-
able energy, and the power of the sun. 

As ChildFund International’s Marcia Roeder expressed, “Light is something we take for granted, but for kids 
living without it, illuminating the darkness does more than simply brighten a room – it gives a child the ability 
to reach his or her full potential.”  

Sources: 
a. ChildFund International, 2012, “Our Mission” & “Our History”, http://www.childfund.org/about_us.
b. ChildFund International, 2012, “ChildFund, Nokero Launch Global ‘Light to Learn’ Challenge,” Press Release.

 
Programs also aim to stimulate the economies of target communities so that local consumers can sustainably 
invest in grassroots energy programs and local enterprises. Microfinance programs, such as ones implement-
ed through the Hindu inspired organization the Shri Kshethra Dharmasthala Rural Development Project (SK-
DRDP) for example, provide loans and access to subsidized energy sources to low-income consumers. Many 
initiatives have begun to combine traditional fundraising with social entrepreneurship. Solar Light for Africa 
coordinator Bishop Hathaway highlighted an example: “I would raise half the cost on my side through char-
itable grants, and the receivers of the solar panels would pay the other half through loans from the Ugandan 
bank guaranteed by the Ugandan Church.”

Other examples include the Nepal’s Himalayan Light Foundation Home Employment Lighting Program (HELP), 
which combines the use of solar lighting systems with income generation and barter-based micro finance for 
the poorest of Nepali villagers (See Box #5) The winner of the World Bank’s Lighting Africa Competition, Cen-
ter for Sustainable Energy, employed another microfinance model in Liberia, where low-income consumers 
use savings otherwise wasted on kerosene and candle bills to finance the solar lantern based on a “Use, Pay 
& Own” loan agreement (See Box #9). 
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BOX #9: CENTER FOR SUSTAINABLE ENERGY - SOLAR 
POWER, MICROFINANCE, & FAITH-INSPIRED NETWORKS
 
The Lighting Africa winner for Liberia in 2008 was the Center for Sustainable Energy, which by work-
ing through faith-based organizations, implemented programs to provide improved lighting and battery 
charging for low-income households and street venders in rural communities through innovative mi-
cro-credit services. The approach uses a two-fold business model to remove the affordability barrier. Micro-
finance networks are utilized for low income consumers who use savings otherwise wasted on kerosene 
and candle bills to finance the solar lantern based on a “Use, Pay & Own” loan agreement. Middle and high 
income consumers, social institutions like schools, health clinics, and NGOs, and small businesses acquire 
the lights through cash sales and thus facilitate the financing of more low income and poor consumers.45 

In 2008, the World Bank and the International Finance Corporation (IFC) held a Lighting Africa Develop-
ment Marketplace (DM) grant competition to seek out innovative off‐grid lighting solutions for Africa. The 
DM is a key component of the Lighting Africa Initiative, which aims to bring clean energy lighting products 
and services to 250 million people in Sub-Saharan Africa by 2030. Their plan aligns with the energy access 
objectives of the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), the World Bank’s Clean Energy and Development 
Investment Framework, and the Africa Energy Access Scale-Up Plan. 

The competition received over 400 proposals from 54 countries applying for $2.7 million in grants. Among 
the 2008 project winners was a unique initiative combining energy access with social entrepreneurship, 
microfinance, and faith-inspired community organizing, entitled “Working Through Faith-Based Organiza-
tions to Provide Improved Lighting and Battery Charging for Low-income Households and Street Venders 
in Rural Communities.” The project provides solar/LED lanterns to 500 low-income households and 300 
street vendors in rural Liberia through a micro-finance system. It aims to address the issues with social and 
economic well-being that arise from less than 2% Liberian rural residents with access to electricity. 

Quality lighting would enhance evening studies, improve security, and increase evening business 
hours for street vendors. Yet, many in these communities have low expendable incomes, and while 
some pay high costs for private generators, most depend on candles, kerosene, and palm oil. The 
Lighting Africa winner for Liberia addresses financial concerns through innovative micro-credit ser-
vices to rural communities. The approach uses a two-fold business model to remove the affordability 
barrier. Microfinance networks are utilized for low income consumers who use savings otherwise wast-
ed on kerosene and candle bills to finance the solar lantern based on a “Use, Pay & Own” loan agree-
ment. Middle and high income consumers, social institutions like schools, health clinics, and NGOs, 
and small businesses acquire the lights through cash sales and thus facilitate the financing of more 
low income and poor consumers. 

The key to establishing the micro-credit financing mechanism is the use of strong church-community rela-
tionships in Liberia’s rural areas. Working through the social network of the church ensures high repayment 
rates and effective advertising to create a unique rural market supply chain. Through this network, partner-
ships are established between churches, service-oriented NGOs, and a private sector enterprise to create 
a sustainable business model. With these efforts, the project is able to provide high quality lighting sources 
and battery charging outlets for households and businesses in Liberia’s poorest rural areas. 

Sources:
a. A.V. Goanue, 2009, Lighting Africa (Pico-PV): Successes and Challenges in Delivering Low Cost Lighting Prod-
ucts on a Sustainable Basis in Liberia, Presented at the Africa Electrification Initiative (AEI) Workshop in Maputo, 
Mozambique, June 9-12 (Monrovia, Liberia: The Center for Sustainable Energy).
b. The World Bank Development Marketplace, 2010, Working Through Faith-Based Organizations to Provide 
Improved Lighting and Battery Charging for Low-income Households and Street Venders in Rural Communities, 
WorldBank.org, http://wbi.worldbank.org/wbdm/idea/working-through-faith-based-organizations-provide-im-
proved-lighting-and-battery-charging-low-in.



ISSUES OF NETWORKING AND COORDINATION
The range, breadth, and scope of work on energy access are vast, as is the diversity of activities and programs. Some 
organizations work specifically on energy provision, while others focus on interrelations with a host of other develop-
ment sectors.  Some work and activities overlap, while some are freestanding. Some work within specific faith com-
munities, others within the context of society at large.  Most activities are ad hoc, based on local circumstances,

The United Nations Foundation Practitioner Network emphasizes the need for greater coordination and a more 
effective approach. Richenda Van Leeuwen, the Executive Director of the Energy and Climate team at the United 
Nations Foundation discusses some benefits of on-the-ground coordination and ideas for best practices:

First, there is coordination on the project level, on the ground and in country, which keeps long-term goals in mind 
and not just a focus on the short term benefit of the feel-good service that can ultimately do a disservice to the 
community, by not keeping in mind future maintenance requirements. The second area of coordination is work-
ing with trusted local providers, or producing a wider coordination body, like the Practitioner Network, to provide 
names of companies that are trusted and experienced, who could do the local work professionally.
  
While one of the strengths of faith-inspired organizations is knowledge of local conditions and circumstances, 
improved coordination and planning is as necessary to make sustained advancements towards achieving uni-
versal energy access. Although faith-inspired organizations are effective service providers in many development 
areas, they can be ineffective at sharing lessons and communicating concerns to the development community and 
constituents at large, both faith-inspired and secular. In cross-sectoral work, faith-inspired organizations are often 
cited as being able to deliver goods with as much success as competitors but at a lower operational cost.  How-
ever they are still considered, generally speaking, to inadequately inform others of their work, since many religious 
groups feel no need to publish or promote reports.46  Sharing experience and lessons learned has the potential to 
greatly increase efficacy of service delivery of energy resources.

Despite challenges, there are successful examples of coordination mechanisms in approaching energy access. 
These include coordination with major development agencies such as USAID and the World Bank, mobilization 
around international summits, and mobilization through faith networks. Among faith coordination is the occasional 
interfaith collaboration, such as the US-based Interfaith Power and Light network which brings together faith-in-
spired leaders working on environmental issues, with one approach focused on renewable energy. 

BOX #10: UNITE TO LIGHT 
 
Unite to Light is a 501c3 organization based in Santa Barbara, California that provides solar based lighting to 
people in the developing world. Unite to Light had a unique start. The founder of Unite to Light, John Bowers, 
is the Director for the Institute for Energy Efficiency at University of California Santa Barbara. Mr. Bowers was 
approached by a Presbyterian pastor, Pastor Kofi Fosuhene, and a Ghanaian professor, Dr. Osei Darkwa, and 
asked to provide lights for their students to read at night. At that point, there was not a product on the market 
that met the needs for reliability, affordability and energy efficiency directed specifically for children’s educa-
tion. Dr. Darkwa also expressed concern for the health problems suffered by Ghanaians who rely on kerosene 
light. In the north of Ghana, three out of four people are without electricity.  

The first all-purpose solar light from Unite to Light was designed by a team at UCSB. This light is unique. It costs only 
$7.00 USD and has one rechargeable AA battery. It has a high efficiency LED and solar panel and only weighs 4 ounces. 

The first 900 lights were shipped to Accra, Ghana and distributed to Presbyterian Churches. Since then, Unite 
to Light has expanded its work to over 50 countries on four continents and distributed over 25,000 lights to 
date. It works with over 100 organizations and partners with non-profits, relief organizations, small business-
es, and service clubs to distribute its products. These lights are now used to replace unhealthy forms of light-
ing such as kerosene. They have also been included in mid-wife birthing kits and for disaster relief for Haiti 
and Japan. Unite to Light is committed to “light the world, country by country.”
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Source: 
a. “Could you live without electricity?” MSNBC, April, 22 2010, http://www.msnbc.msn.com/id/36712257/ ns/
world_news-world_environment/t/could-you-live-without-electricity/. 
b. Dawn O’Bar, email sent to Katherine Marshall, October 31, 2012
c. Unite to Light, 2012, “Our History” http://www.unite-to-light.org/history.html.

 
US-based evangelical churches have also participated in some energy access initiatives, through ad-
vocacy, education, and resource mobilization, both among US congregations and partner churches in 
low-income energy poor countries. For example, the Accord Network—an association of all Christian 
relief and development organizations in the United States—contains member organizations, individ-
uals, and even sub-networks (like the Evangelical Environmental Network led by Reverend Mitchell 
Hescox) are active on energy access issues.47  

Opportunities to bring energy access into development can arise through aid coordination efforts Rio 
+20 United Nations Conference on Sustainable Development in which over 50 church and civil soci-
ety leaders led by the Catholic NGO International Cooperation for Development and Solidarity signed 
a joint statement titled, “Time to rethink and regain control over the future of the human family.”  This 
document called for a faith-based approach to a sustainable future, and the protection and preserva-
tion of “God’s creation.” Though it was not focused on energy access, the agreement reflects the sort 
of international global networks that could bolster faith-inspired approaches towards energy access. 

CHALLENGES AND LESSONS LEARNED
 
While many faith inspired organizations are already working to promote and deliver energy access, 
more must be done.  Many faith actors are currently working on promoting these goals.  Faith-inspired 
organizations are actively involved in providing healthcare, education, and infrastructure in many low 
income countries.  Access to energy affects all of these areas, and faith actors could be more actively 
engaged in energy programs.  

As a result of its relative obscurity in the faith -inspired development networks generally, advocacy and 
education on the importance of energy access could help to mobilize support from donor communi-
ties.  Although several organizations are involved in various levels of advocacy as part of their day-
to-day activities, these are generally ad hoc, tailored to a specific audience, and not coordinated with 
other practitioners.  Greater awareness could lead to greater impact from faith practitioners. 

Maintenance and training on new energy systems is essential to their longevity and effective use 
within rural communities.  Faith-inspired actors focused on energy access programs should look to 
the longevity of their efforts.  As Richenda Van Leeuwen, the Executive Director of the Energy Access 
program at the United Nations Foundation affirms, “We have seen well-meaning efforts where people 
have donated a solar panel system to a community, installed it there, but then within six months the 
system failed because they did not consider that it would also need maintenance, spare parts, etc. 
Once it does not work, you have destroyed that community’s faith in that solution set for the next 5-10 
years.”  It is necessary to recognize knowledge gaps and form effective partnerships with technical 
experts at the project level.



RESEARCH GAPS AND REMAINING QUESTIONS
 
This initial research points to important intersections between faith and energy access that are relatively 
unknown to both practitioners and development policy makers, but are significant in most aspects of the 
energy access equation.  This report highlights some of the most active organizations, but it is likely that 
many other actors not identified in this report are working independently and responding to local circum-
stances.  A more in-depth investigation could uncover a range of other faith-inspired organizations engaged 
in energy access work. 

Additional research into how to mobilize faith networks that already approach energy issues, or that are well 
positioned to do so within their current constructs, could point to ways to reach  the energy poor more effec-
tively, building on the foundations of their respective faith traditions as well as interfaith initiatives that draw on 
a range of communities and traditions.

There is little research on how theological teachings can bolster advocacy for action on energy access. Our 
initial review points to faith teachings that support and/or call for energy related action across the major faiths 
examined in this report. 
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