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ABSTRACT

The dissertation investigates the pastoral challenges faced by the lay faithful in
fulfilling their mission within the Catholic Church in Kotido Diocese, Uganda. This
study is based on the theological framework provided by Pope John Paul II’s apostolic
exhortation Christifideles Laici (1988), which underscores the vocation of every
baptized Christian to participate fully in the life and mission of the Church. In Kotido
Diocese, the lived reality of the laity is marked by unique social, cultural, and religious
conditions, including widespread poverty, semi-nomadic lifestyles, and deeply
entrenched traditional belief systems. These realities create a complex pastoral context
that both challenges and shapes the Church’s mission. The laity, who form most of the
ecclesial community, are not merely passive participants in liturgical life but active
agents called to witness to Christ in all dimensions of social, family, and civic life. By
virtue of baptism, they are incorporated into Christ, made members of God’s people,
and called to share in the priestly, prophetic, and kingly office of Christ, striving in their
own way to carry forward the mission of the Church in both the ecclesial and secular

spheres.

The study emphasizes that, despite this fundamental calling, the laity’s mission
in Kotido Diocese is hindered by several pressing challenges, which are at once
sociocultural, moral, and theological. Among the most significant of these challenges
are the persistent practice of polygamy, the enduring influence of witchcraft and
traditional beliefs, and the insufficiency of catechetical formation and Christian
education. Each of these issues not only affects personal faith but also impacts the

communal witness and moral integrity of the Church. Polygamy, deeply rooted in the



culture of the Karimojong people, conflicts with the Christian understanding of
marriage as a faithful, exclusive, and indissoluble covenant, often leading to the
exclusion of individuals from full participation in sacramental life. Witchcraft and
belief in ancestral spirits continue to exert profound influence on the spiritual lives of
the laity, fostering syncretism, moral ambiguity, and a divided allegiance between
Christian faith and traditional practices. Meanwhile, inadequate catechesis and
Christian education lead to a superficial understanding of the faith, leaving laypeople
ill-equipped to live their baptismal calling or to participate fully in evangelization and
leadership roles within the Church. Together, these challenges form a complex web that
influences the way the laity experience and express their faith, shaping both their

personal and communal witness.

The research is guided by four central questions that probe the intersection
between faith and culture in Kotido: What cultural factors limit the laity’s active
participation in the Church’s evangelizing mission? How does polygamy affect their
involvement in sacramental life? What influence do witchcraft and traditional beliefs
exert on their faith and moral commitment? And how does inadequate catechetical
formation hinder their effective apostolic work? These questions reveal the intricate
ways in which the social realities of the Karimojong people shape the lived experience
of Christianity and provide insight into how Kotido Diocese can strengthen lay
engagement through inculturation and pastoral renewal. By addressing these questions,
the study seeks to illuminate practical and theological pathways for enabling the laity
to integrate faith and culture authentically, thereby fostering a Church that is both

intelligible and transformative within its local context.

In framing this study, the theological insight of Fr. Jordan Nyenyembe of the
Gaba Pastoral Institute proves particularly instructive. He observes that behind every
human problem lies a theological question, one that requires careful reflection to
produce a practical and meaningful solution. This perspective emphasizes that pastoral
theology is not merely theoretical but serves as a bridge between doctrine and lived
experience, connecting faith with culture and daily life. By situating human challenges
within a theological framework, pastoral ministers are better equipped to address the
deeper spiritual and moral dimensions of social issues. For the present research, this

framework is especially relevant, as it provides a lens through which the pastoral
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realities of Kotido Diocese can be interpreted and engaged. Through theological
reflection, the study aims to understand not only the immediate problems faced by the
local community but also their underlying causes, taking into account faith and
doctrine. This approach encourages a reflective and transformative engagement with
the community, moving beyond mere observation to active pastoral intervention. By
interpreting the cultural, social, and economic context through theological reflection,
the study aims to propose strategies that are both faithful to Church teaching and
sensitive to local realities. This perspective underscores the importance of integrating
theology and practice to foster holistic pastoral care that addresses both the spiritual

and temporal needs of the Karimojong people.

The laity’s mission, as articulated in Christifideles Laici, emerges from their
baptismal vocation to share in the priestly, prophetic, and kingly mission of Christ,
giving their faith expression in every sphere of life. They are called to be the “salt of
the earth” and the “light of the world” (Mt 5: 13-14), demonstrating Christian witness
through their actions, relationships, and engagement with society. In Kotido Diocese,
however, this calling is challenged by entrenched social and cultural realities, including
practices such as polygamy, belief in witchcraft, and limited access to systematic
catechesis. These factors not only hinder individual spiritual growth but also affect the
collective witness and credibility of the Church within the community. The insufficient
formation of the laity further compounds these challenges, leaving many without the
knowledge, skills, and confidence to put into practice their baptismal promises. These
realities highlight the urgent need for renewed pastoral approaches that actively form,
accompany, and empower the laity to embody their Christian vocation with integrity
and purpose. By combining theological insight with practical pastoral experience, the
study aims to propose a model of evangelization that is deeply contextualized and
culturally sensitive. Such a model seeks to affirm local identity and traditions while
fostering authentic Christian discipleship that transforms both individuals and
communities. In this way, the research contributes to the ongoing development of
pastoral strategies that reconcile Church teaching with lived realities, promoting a

vibrant and mission-oriented laity in Kotido Diocese.

The purpose of this research is therefore to identify and analyse the key pastoral

challenges that prevent the laity from fully participating in the mission of the Church.
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It examines how local cultural traditions, social norms, and community practices
influence the integration of faith into everyday life and affect the ability of baptized
Christians to live according to their vocation. The study emphasizes the equal dignity,
responsibility, and missionary call of all baptized members, recognizing that each
Christian has a unique role in the life of the Church. It assesses the current level of lay
participation in Kotido Diocese, highlighting areas where engagement is limited or
ineffective. Particular attention is given to challenges such as insufficient catechesis,
weakened family structures, and gaps in moral and spiritual formation, which hinder
the full expression of Christian discipleship. In response, the research proposes
practical interventions aimed at strengthening catechesis, promoting the sanctity of
marriage, and fostering mature and mission-oriented Christianity. By integrating
pastoral experience with theological reflection, the study seeks to guide for cultivation
of a Church where faith is lived authentically, culturally sensitive, and socially
transformative. The research underscores the importance of developing strategies that
enable the laity to embody their baptismal commitment fully, both within the Church

and in their wider communities.

The overall objective of the study is to propose pastoral strategies and
interventions that empower the laity to overcome barriers to full participation and
become effective evangelizers in their families, parishes, and communities. Drawing
from key magisterial documents, including Christifideles Laici, Pastores Dabo Vobis,
and Evangelii Gaudium, the research emphasizes approaches that are culturally
sensitive and responsive to local realities. It highlights the need for formation programs
that nurture spiritual growth, moral integrity, and leadership capacity among the laity.
The study also stresses the importance of structured lay apostolate initiatives that
promote active engagement and collaboration in parish and community life. By
investing in the development of lay leadership, the Diocese of Kotido can cultivate a
self-sustaining missionary Church capable of fostering pastoral renewal in the
Karamoja region. These strategies are intended to integrate theological reflection with
practical action, ensuring that evangelization is both faithful to Church teaching and
relevant to local cultural contexts. The research demonstrates that empowering the laity
is not merely a pragmatic necessity but a theological imperative rooted in the dignity,

vocation, and mission conferred through baptism. In this way, the study contributes to
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a vision of the Church where the laity actively participates in building a faith-filled,

culturally attuned, and mission-oriented community.

The value of this study lies in its potential to illuminate the lived realities of the
laity in Kotido Diocese and to offer constructive pastoral responses that are firmly
grounded in Catholic teaching. By examining the challenges posed by social and
cultural practices such as polygamy, belief in witchcraft, and insufficient formation, the
research highlights the theological, moral, and social implications of these practices for
both individuals and communities. It seeks not only to identify problems but also to
understand their underlying causes, considering Scripture, Church teaching, and
pastoral experience. In doing so, the study proposes practical solutions that integrate
the Gospel with local cultural realities, demonstrating how faith can be authentically
lived within the Karimojong context. The research emphasizes a model of contextual
pastoral theology that respects Indigenous traditions while remaining fully faithful to
Christian revelation and ethical principles. Its findings are intended to guide bishops,
priests, catechists, and other pastoral agents in developing strategies that foster spiritual
growth, moral formation, and active participation among the laity. By providing
insights into effective pastoral interventions, the study contributes to the creation of
vibrant, missionary-oriented Christian communities. It underscores the importance of
empowering the laity as co-responsible participants in the Church’s mission, thereby

promoting a faith that is both culturally sensitive and transformative.

The dissertation specifically focuses on polygamy, witchcraft, and catechetical
formation as key pastoral challenges that significantly affect the laity’s ability to
participate fully in the mission of the Church in Kotido Diocese. These issues are
examined in consideration of relevant magisterial documents, which provide a
theological and doctrinal foundation for understanding the vocation, responsibilities,
and mission of the laity. The research highlights the complex and interconnected nature
of these challenges, demonstrating how cultural practices, moral life, and insufficient
formation collectively shape the spiritual, social, and communal experience of the
faithful. Polygamy and witchcraft are shown not only as cultural phenomena but also
as moral and theological concerns that influence family structures, community
cohesion, and personal discipleship. Similarly, gaps in catechetical formation limit the

laity’s understanding of their baptismal vocation and reduce their effectiveness as
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witnesses of Christ in their homes, workplaces, and society. Through careful
theological reflection and pastoral analysis, the study seeks to provide practical
strategies that are contextually relevant and culturally sensitive, ensuring that solutions
address local realities. The research also aims to generate models for pastoral
engagement that can guide priests, catechists, and pastoral agents in fostering mature,
mission-oriented discipleship among the laity. By focusing on these specific
challenges, the study avoids generalization and instead offers insights that are directly
applicable to the local Church, promoting both spiritual growth and active

evangelization.

Geographically, the research is specifically localized to Kotido Diocese, a semi-
nomadic region in northeastern Uganda characterized by underdevelopment, scarce
infrastructure, and limited access to formal education and healthcare. The area is also
marked by a strong adherence to traditional values, customs, and social structures that
have shaped the worldview and daily life of the Karimojong people for generations.
This cultural rootedness significantly influences how faith is understood, practiced, and
transmitted within local communities, making it essential to analyse pastoral challenges
in their authentic context. By focusing on Kotido, the study can explore in detail the
complex interaction between cultural practices and the Catholic faith, particularly how
deeply embedded traditions can both support and hinder evangelization. While the
primary focus remains on Kotido Diocese, occasional references to other African
dioceses are employed to provide comparative insight and highlight similarities and
differences in pastoral responses to local challenges. Such comparative analysis helps
to situate Kotido Diocese within the broader African ecclesial experience and offers
potential lessons for contextual pastoral strategies. Understanding these local dynamics
is crucial for developing pastoral approaches that respect the dignity of Indigenous
culture while guiding communities toward the Gospel ideal of moral, spiritual, and
social transformation. A precise understanding of the geographic and cultural context
ensures that recommendations are realistic, culturally sensitive, and capable of

fostering authentic Christian witness within the Diocese.

Methodologically, the study employs an interdisciplinary approach that
combines historical, analytical, and qualitative perspectives to ensure a comprehensive

understanding of the pastoral realities in Kotido Diocese. Historical analysis situates
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the Kotido Diocese within the broader socio-political and ecclesial developments of
Uganda, tracing how historical events, missionary activity, and local customs have
influenced the faith experience of the laity. Analytical methods examine the theological
and pastoral dimensions of the laity’s challenges, enabling critical reflection on the
interplay between doctrine, culture, and lived experience. Qualitative research,
including interviews with clergy, lay leaders, and parishioners, provides firsthand
insights into the practical realities, struggles, and successes of pastoral engagement in
the region. Pastoral reports and diocesan records, Synods are also analysed to evaluate
the effectiveness of existing programs and initiatives in addressing the needs of the
laity. This methodological synthesis allows the study to remain grounded in theology
while ensuring relevance for practical pastoral planning and action. By integrating
historical, analytical, and qualitative tools, the research captures the multidimensional
nature of pastoral challenges, balancing theory with lived experience. This approach
ensures that the findings are both academically rigorous and pastorally applicable,
offering meaningful guidance for strengthening lay participation and evangelization in

Kotido Diocese.

The research demonstrates that the challenges of polygamy, witchcraft, and
inadequate catechetical formation are not isolated issues but are deeply interconnected
realities that influence the moral, spiritual, and communal life of the Church in Kotido
Diocese. Each of these challenges reflects a complex tension between local cultural
practices and the values of the Christian faith, revealing how tradition can both support
and hinder the full expression of faith. Polygamy, for example, affects family structures
and participation in sacramental life, while belief in witchcraft can distort moral
reasoning and weaken trust in divine providence. Insufficient catechetical formation
exacerbates these challenges by leaving laypeople without the necessary understanding
or tools to live their faith coherently in daily life. Addressing these issues requires a
pastoral approach rooted in dialogue, discernment, and cultural sensitivity rather than
outright condemnation, allowing the Church to engage the community constructively.
Positive elements within local culture can be identified and harmonized with Gospel
teaching, promoting an authentic inculturation of faith that respects human dignity. The
laity, being deeply embedded in the social and cultural fabric of Karimojong society,

serves as a crucial mediator between faith and tradition, facilitating the meaningful
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integration of Christian principles into everyday life. By renewing their understanding
of their baptismal vocation, laypeople can strengthen the Church’s missionary witness
and play an active role in transforming society through faithful service and moral

example.

The theological foundation of the study rests on the recognition of the baptismal
dignity and vocation of the laity, as emphasized in Christifideles Laici, which affirms
that all baptized Christians are called to share in Christ’s priestly, prophetic, and kingly
mission. Practices such as polygamy and reliance on witcheraft undermine this
baptismal identity, creating contradictions between professed belief and lived practice
and weakening the credibility of Christian witness in the community. Authentic
Christian living, therefore, demands that the laity renounce dual allegiances and commit
fully to living in conformity with the Gospel in all aspects of life. Catechetical
Formation becomes central in bridging the gap between faith and daily life, equipping
laypeople with theological knowledge, moral guidance, and practical tools to integrate
their spiritual, moral, and social responsibilities. Holiness is not merely a private or
individual pursuit but a communal and missionary reality, linking personal
sanctification to the effectiveness and credibility of evangelization within society.
When lay spirituality is lived authentically, it becomes a transformative force,
influencing families, communities, and broader societal structures by moulding
Christian virtues. This holistic integration of faith encourages both personal growth and
communal renewal, fostering a Church that witnesses credibly to Christ in diverse
social contexts. By embracing their baptismal mission, laypeople can become agents of
positive change, demonstrating through their lives the transformative power of living

faithfully the Gospel values.

Practical recommendations arising from this study emphasize the importance of
a holistic and context-sensitive approach to pastoral ministry in Kotido Diocese.
Prioritizing catechesis on Christian marriage is essential to promote monogamous
unions as a visible witness to Gospel values, guiding families toward faithful and
sacramental living. Establishing dialogue forums between the Church and cultural
leaders provides a platform for constructive engagement, allowing the integration of
positive cultural practices with Christian teaching while addressing areas of conflict.

Strengthening family associations and parish communities creates opportunity for
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ongoing faith formation, moral development, and communal support, helping laypeople
grow in mission and active participation in Church life. Leadership roles within
parishes and diocesan structures should be entrusted to committed Christians who
exemplify integrity and moral courage, ensuring that pastoral initiatives are carried out
authentically. The promotion of Small Christian Communities, youth and women’s
groups, and counseling centers can provide practical spaces for spiritual growth, ethical
guidance, and social engagement. Ongoing formation initiatives, including retreats,
workshops, and catechetical programs, equip the laity with the knowledge and skills to
respond effectively to cultural and moral challenges. Collectively, these measures
empower laypeople to live fully their baptismal vocation, strengthen their participation
in the mission of the Church, and act as credible witnesses of Christ in their

communities.

In conclusion, the pastoral challenges facing the laity in Kotido Diocese should
be understood not merely as obstacles but as opportunities for spiritual and communal
renewal. They call both clergy and lay faithful to rediscover the depth and significance
of the Christian mission, rooted in the baptismal dignity and the call to participate in
Christ’s mission. Overcoming practices such as polygamy, reliance on witchcraft, and
inadequate catechetical formation requires a renewed commitment to structured
catechesis, pastoral accompaniment, and continuous spiritual education. True
evangelization emerges when faith penetrates every aspect of personal and communal
life, influencing families, workplaces, and broader social structures in accordance with
Gospel principles. Addressing these challenges with patience, discernment, and cultural
sensitivity enables the Church to engage the local communities constructively and
meaningfully. Perseverance, unity, and active collaboration between clergy and laity
are essential to ensure that pastoral efforts bear lasting fruit. By embracing these
challenges as moments of grace, the Diocese of Kotido can cultivate a Church that
reflects God’s redeeming love and moral guidance in tangible ways. Empowered and
well-formed laypeople can integrate faith with culture, transform societal norms, and
serve as living witnesses to the transformative power of authentic Christian

discipleship.






