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This is a case study that is written from the perspective of a black African who lives in a

community of poverty. He has observed a growing number of adults who desire to get married,
but only cohabit. He formed a focus group with five cohabiting couples who desired to get
married. Through this focus group, they discussed impediments of getting married as well as
alternatives for converting challenges to resources that would make marriage a reality.
A mission practitioner who values being a tangible sign of hope through involvement in social
matters catalysed the happenings of this case study through a group he put together.
The results of the focus group reveal stories of both success and failure.

Keywords: bride price; cohabit; financial management; impediments; marriage and solution-
seeking.

Introduction

Marriage is an important institution in our society as well as in the church. The value of this
institution seems to be under scrutiny in view of an increasing number of adults who cohabit
instead of getting married. Semenya (2016:1) stresses that there is a ‘rising trend in cohabitation
reflected in South African statistics’. The 2001 census estimated that nearly 2.4 million South
Africans were cohabiting as partners.

InnerCHANGE, a Christian missional order, decided to interact with the issue of marriage as
experienced in the South African township of Soshanguve. The aim of this effort was to be
missional in tangibly being involved in solution-seeking. The concept of missional is understood
as ‘the radical application of Christ’s kingship over the whole of life and the goal of addressing
people in their total environment” (Van Niekerk 2015:3). Hirsh and Frost’s (2003:30) understanding
of missional is the church ‘engagement with culture and the world in the same mode as the
messiah himself’. InnerCHANGE values engaging the culture around it in order to generate
stories of hope from the inside out.

The author is part of InnerCHANGE. He has been involved with young adults and middle-aged
men as he played soccer with them weekly. After several months of getting familiar, he was
invited to these friends’” homes. The vast majority of these neighbours cohabited with their
partners. They first introduced these partners as wives. It was only a few months later when their
partners got familiar with the author after several casual visits that they disclosed their true
marital status. However, they also expressed their desire and longing to get married to their
partners and my friends. Many of them expressed their desire in a complaining way, such as
‘Please convince your friend to make a plan to marry me’. After hearing this complaint from their
partners, many of these friends were at first embarrassed and many times later they also expressed
their desire to get married and talked about the impediments that stood in the way of making
their longing to come true.

The author started grappling with this issue of marriage with the aim of helping people with
the desire to get married by proactively participating in lifting the impediments they face. His
involvement was also motivated by the black African value in marriage he grew up with
and also observed in Soshanguve. In fact, after the author was past his teenage years, the elders
of his family encouraged him to get married. Part of the reasons for this encouragement was
because in the African traditional societies a bachelor is ‘not considered as an adult’
(Mbiti 2015:134). These societies are hierarchical and patriarchal. They only considered the
voices of adults and men.
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The experience of knowing many neighbours, such as the
soccer teammates, who value and desire to get married and
the reality of seeing few marriages in local churches and in
the community motivated the formation of a focus group of
five cohabiting partners so that ‘in-depth investigations’
could be conducted after hearing stories straight from the
horse’s mouth (Polit & Beck 2008:235). This article is,
therefore, a case study of a qualitative research that aims to
demonstrate how the body of Christ could get involved in
real issues affecting ordinary people. This question guides
it: how can the church interact with an issue such as
marriage in a way that can empower people to become part
of the answer of the impediments they face? Marriage has
the potential to have a positive effect on the spouses’
commitment to one another and their involvement with
their children. There seem to be many impediments that
prevent many willing cohabiting couples from getting
married to do so. The discussions of the focus group will
shed light on these impediments. The focus group was
formed by taking into consideration ethical guidelines
that are required in academic research.

Ethical consideration

All the focus group participants were invited by the author to
be part of this conversation and discussions. All of them had
to fill in a consent letter in order to participate in this research.
The consent letter described the nature and aim of the study.
It also included the participants’ rights to privacy (hence this
research does not use names), voluntary participation and
confidentiality. Krueger and Casey (2002) advised that a
‘focus group be between 6 and 12 people’ for in-depth and
quality interactions that would be credible. The author
journeyed with 10 adults. Together, they were part of the
discussions that took place.

The focus group discussions

As alluded to earlier, the five men involved in this focus group
played soccer with the author every Sunday morning. The
churchgoers went to their congregations after the match. The
majority of the team comprised de-churched people. Many of
those who cohabited freely shared that with the author, except
the five men who participated in this focus group because
they knew he was a pastor. Therefore, the author only
discovered that the five men were not married after he visited
their houses on several occasions and their partners told him.
Of the five couples, three of them had partners who went to
different local churches (the mother going to church with
children and the father going alone). They were known as
married at their respective churches. One couple were
members of one church. And the last couple had a Christian
man who belonged to a local church and the woman was at
not yet a believer in Christ. Semenya (2016:3) points out that
the phenomenon of cohabitation is a reality in South African
churches, although Christianity sees cohabitation as sinful.

The real issue that led to the forming of our focus group was
the desire of the five couples to get married and to overcome
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the impediments that prevent them from doing so. The author
invited his wife to join this focus group to enrich the quality of
conversations that were going to take place. The focus group
met once a quarter for 3 years. The author and his wife met
together with these five couples. The latter wished to get
married, but felt stuck. The goal of these gatherings was to
help individuals and couples discover how they were part of
the problem as well as how they could be part of the solution
in making their desire to get married, a reality.

In the initial conversations about why the five couples were
not married, in spite of wanting to, all the individuals talked
about the main reason being poverty. The reality of poverty is
indeed noticeable in the township of Soshanguve. South
Africa has a high unemployment rate and its economy is
struggling which means that more jobs are reduced than
created. In the latest statistics on employment, the official
unemployment rate jumped to 29% in the second quarter of
2019 (Fin24.com 2019). The youth are usually the age group
that needs to get married, yet the ‘unemployment rate for the
youth is 56.4%’ (Fin24.com 2019). Out of the five couples,
only three were employed and the employed partners were
the men.

The history of Africa includes a period of colonialism that has
some impact on the current state of poverty. Mbuli (2008:2)
stresses that ‘South Africa is disfigured by widespread
poverty, with almost half of the South African population
being categorized as poor in terms of the national poverty
line’. The poverty of the majority of South Africans is also
connected to the kind of education they receive. History tells
us that in 1955 Bantu education was imposed on black people.
Nkabinde (1997:5) stresses that the Bantu education aimed
‘to provide a separate and unequal education to different
races of South Africa’. Until today, Bantu education is still a
permanent resident in South Africa because the majority of
educators are Bantu education graduates who are imparting
a below-par quality of education, even with the best
intentions (Kabongo 2019:32).

Terreblanche (2003:13-14) points out that ‘the low levels of
education of many black Africans have made them ineligible
for employment in the tertiary sector’. This explains the
current ‘huge inequalities in the distribution of power,
property and income’ in South Africa (Terreblanche 2014:4).
Poverty is also connected to the location of people’s residence.
The majority of jobs are still centralised in the city centre and
suburban areas. Many people living in townships such as
Soshanguve not only spend several hours to go to work; they
also spend a large percentage of their salaries on transport. A
World Bank report (2019:xiv) rightly points out that ‘location
has implications on the travel costs” and the disposable
income of people.

Getting married involves many expenses. For people who
are unemployed, such expenses will be impossible to cover.
Even for low-income earners like the majority of our
neighbours, to cover those expenses is challenging. In the



http://www.hts.org.za�

back African culture, one of the things that is most important
in order for a marriage to take place is the bride price
(commonly known as lobola in South Africa). Shumba and
Landman (2019:1) say that the payment of the bride price by
a man ‘is an exhibition of love, which exhibits great
commitment of the bride and groom to marriage’. Mbiti
(2015:113) states that the bride price ‘is a gift given to the
lady’s family to remind them that she is not dead but given
away under mutual agreement between the two families’.
The Asante from Ghana views it as ‘a token of gratitude for
care over the bride and for allowing her to become his wife’
(Oduyoye 1998:349). However, the five men in the focus
group mentioned that nowadays the bride price is very
expensive and commercialised. It could be said that the bride
price is being commercialised in many African communities.
Theron (2002:74) stresses that the commercialisation of the
bride wealth ‘is one of the biggest problems. Extravagant
amounts are asked by the’ lady’s family. Many young
men cannot afford such extravagant amounts. Shumba
and Landman (2019:12) stress that in Zimbabwe, ‘the
commercialized bride price has become a challenge ...
Charging exorbitant lobola has become an obstacle to
canonical marriage because of the high price demanded by
the bride’s family’. Semenya (2016:2) believes that exorbitant
price is ‘a significant contributing factor leading’ many
couples to just cohabit and not get married. The current
commercialisation of marriage placed against the disposable
income of an ordinary person living in a town or a person
living in poverty explains why getting married is increasingly
seen as a luxury. The Rwandan Jean-Baptiste Gahamanyi
(1981:104) remarks that ‘two-thirds of young people of
marriageable age enter into concubinage and free unions’
because they cannot afford to pay the bride price. The Kenyan
Obetia (2015:114-115) talks about heavy financial expenses
when paying the bride price that prevent many young people
from getting married. And those who do so engage in a
luxurious practice.

At the beginning of our focus group meetings we prayed.
One of the things we regularly prayed about was for people
to get jobs. Both men and women wanted to get jobs. They
saw employment as a step forward in their desire to get
married. After 6 months, all the men in the group were
employed and so were three women. I have learned that a
man involved in a romantic relationship such as marriage
or cohabitation stood a good chance to be employed.
Unfortunately, ‘the opposite is true for women in that they
are least likely to be employed when living with their partner’
(Janse Van Rensburg, Claassen & Fourie 2019:7). The issue of
employment brought up some serious challenges about
financial management during our discussions.

Individuals started accusing their partners of misusing
money which was an impediment to their goal to get married
and improve their family’s standard of living. Alsemgeest
and Grobbelaar (2015:843) point out that ‘the conduct of
marital partners with regard to the way in which they spend
money can influence the success of their relationship’. In the
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first few sessions of the focus group, the author and his
wife had to deal with a lot of resentment from the women.
The latter complained that their partners did not prioritise
the desire to get married in their current financial situation.
Even those men who were unemployed had worked before.
In this group, we were dealing with couples who had been
cohabiting for between 5 and 10 years. The men, on the
contrary, complained about their partners” money spending
habits that negatively affected their household and the
possibility of saving money towards the bride price and
expenses for the wedding function. Alsemgeest and
Grobbelaar (2015:855) point out that ‘finances play a
major role in the life of every individual’ and a couple.
According to them ‘South Africa ... considers communication
about finances inappropriate” which leads to conflicts in a
relationship and a split. When it comes to household finances,
Alsemgeest and Grobbelaar (2015:855) point out men tend to
have a lower opinion regarding their partners’ ‘ability to
distinguish between luxuries and essentials’. This sentiment
came out in the group with men blaming their partners for
the mismanagement of finances.

This mutual blame game brought to mind Tolstoy’s (2019:1)
saying: ‘everyone thinks of changing the world, but no one
thinks of changing himself [sic]’. A process of inner change
was needed for everyone to be the change they wished to see
in the world around them (Maathai 2009:3). It was important
to help couples realise that they both were part of the problem
and solution to getting married. They, therefore, had to be
proactive participants in making their wish come true.

Helping the five couples to become the answer to their prayer
to get married was the cornerstone of all our conversations.
Mark 1:16-20 inspired group conversations. In this passage,
Jesus uses the skill of fishing, which the people he invited
had, as a metaphor of the role these invitees now had to play
on their journey together. We hoped couples would form
shalom partnerships in which their family problems and
their resolve will be a concern and responsibility of both of
them (Linthicum 2003:38).

Our initial conversations also had to engage the issue of
showing off prevalent in the culture. Many people believe in
being seen as successful — as having money — by acquiring
expensive things. Such a worldview makes many of our
neighbours to want to live beyond their means. Even some
low-income earners who cohabit tend to give up on getting
married because it would not be fun and meaningful if not
expensive. This worldview is not unique to Soshanguve.
In reflecting on his Ugandan context, Ssentongo (2018:1)
stresses that many people living in poverty like to pretend
and show off that they have climbed the ladder of social
classes. Engaging the issue of showing off meant talking
about the bottom line of people’s heart’s desire. This led to
talking about happiness.

As a focus group, we came to an agreement that being happy
has to do with doing the right thing both culturally and faith-
wise, live in a functional relationship and raise children in a
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functional home. Happiness had to do with having the
best quality of life possible that will improve the flourishing
of their lives as individuals, a couple and a family. Niemandt
(2016:2) sees flourishing life as ‘essential to individual
thriving and the global common good’.

During our conversations, it turned out that poverty and
finances were not the only reasons people were cohabiting
and not getting married. Three men mentioned that they
needed to make sure that their girlfriends could get pregnant
with their child before they could think about getting
married. Two of these three men even say they needed to
have a boy child before they could think about getting
married. Oladeji and OlaOlorun (2018:1) say that in Africa ‘a
high premium is placed on child-bearing. Women with
fertility problems may be despised, neglected or abused by
their husbands and extended family’. Infertility leads to
many mental issues in women. In our African patriarchal
society, ‘infertility is culturally considered as a problem of
women’ (Oladeji & OlaOlorun 2018:2). In Soshanguve,
‘childbearing in a marriage, with special emphasis on the
birth of boys’ is highly valued (Janse Van Rensburg et al.
2019:7). The author has also met many women in dating or
cohabiting relationships with men working hard to get
pregnant and preferring to give birth to a boy as a way to
motivate their partner to marry them. So, this cultural
prejudice has been propagated by many women. And it is
still perpetuated by many men.

The group discussions also brought to the fore a cultural
prejudice that seems to be accepted by the church about the
submission of women. Four men said that they can only get
married to submissive women. Some even pointed out to
their difference in opinion about financial management and
the prioritisation of household things, as a case of lack of
submission of their cohabituating partners. These men saw
their perspective as wisdom and any different perspective as
defiance to wisdom. The submission of women to men is a
prevalent cultural belief in the township of Soshanguve. This
cultural belief is prejudiced against women. Chisale (2018:1)
connects this cultural belief to ‘the domestic violence that is
prevalent in black African communities’.

All these insightful conversations needed to be engaged in a
way that would challenge and empower these five couples to
be the main solution to their desire to get married. We needed
to interact with the different problems and challenges raised,
and use them as resources for solution-seeking.

Interaction with problems for
solution-seeking

In this section, the author reflects on how he and his wife led
the group to (de) constructively tackle the impediments they
faced. It was critical to challenge the group to not be normal,
but kingdom like. What is normal in our community is a very
high bride price and expensive wedding celebrations,
although the majority of our neighbours are poor. Therefore,
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poverty and very expensive engagements seem paradoxical.
Learning to be kingdom like meant making decisions
according to someone’s financial means, learning to focus on
the meaning of a wedding celebration rather than the details
of the celebration. This argument seemed to be an easy sell
for the men, not so much for the ladies of our group. For the
latter, it was important to fit into the culture and be seen as
successful. They also strongly believed that the one way
towards getting married was to make more money.

The fact that all the men in the group were employed and
some ladies too was a significant boost in our conversations.
Getting married involves expenses. Therefore, financial
preparation was critical. We talked to the couples about the
need for them to discuss their monthly incomes and expenses
so that they can start saving for expenses towards their
marriage. At this stage, two gender-orientated views on
money arise and are contradictory. It took us more than a
year to see some positive results in three couples; two others
remained stuck at this level. All the men in the group believed
that you should not tell your partner how much you earn. If
she knows, you will not be able to spend money on other
things such as taking care of the financial needs of your
parents and siblings.

The Congolese culture that the author grew up in also follows
this belief system. The women, on the contrary, held the view
that money is there to be spent. If the household runs out of
money in the middle of the month, which happened almost
every month, it was the man’s responsibility to make a plan
for the month. In their study conducted in a poor township of
Kwazulu-Natal, Bhana and Pattman (2011:1) found out that
many women’s love for a man had to do with how well a
man could provide financially. The financial reality we faced
was that these five couples lived on credit every month and
did not save any money. Having debts seems to be a normal
thing in the community. Many of our neighbours believe that
an adult cannot live without debt. The couples were
challenged to relinquish individual views on money, put out
in the open their incomes and expenses, and decide which
expenses to cut out so that they could live within their means.
We also taught them about budgeting so as to save 5% of
their income towards their wedding and 5% for family
emergencies.

Because the bride price seemed to be a key impediment, we
encouraged couples to save towards it together. Culturally, it
seems to be the man’s responsibility. We thought that a
couple’s ability to save money together will increase the
prospect of getting married. We suggested that their yearlong
savings would help in paying the bride price (50%) and the
expenses towards the wedding celebrations (50%). Once a
couple was disciplined enough to save money for 6 months,
we encouraged the lady to start talking to her parents about
getting married and how much bride price her fiancé could
afford. Traditionally, the women’s family decides on the
bride price to ask from the man’s family (nowadays, the
groom-to-be has to pay from his own pocket). It was critical
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to make parents to come up with a realistic price tag. The
request to talk to parents was very hard for the women
because the bride price is a taboo subject that only parents
talk about and decide upon. Nonetheless, all of them were
willing to take up this challenge after many discussions.

It was critical to involve their local churches because at least
one partner of a couple, was a churchgoer. We wanted local
churches to be involved as a support system for their
members wanting to get married. We also wanted the pastors
from these local churches to get their members married.
Many pastors in the community start getting involved with a
to-be-married couple only after the bride price is paid and all
the traditional ceremonies are already finalised. We wanted
to cautiously challenge this practice by inviting ministers to
help in dealing with the realities of getting married.

With regard to the world views about childbearing and
women being submissive before getting married, some (de)
constructive conversations were considered. We used the
Bible as the main reference of discussions. We used Mark
10:7-9 that talks about a man and a woman leaving their
families to become one, to stress that a man and a woman are
equal partners in a relationship. Some of the implications of
this partnership are mutual love, mutual submission and the
sharing of taboo issues such as finances. We also stressed that
children are the fruits of a relationship such as marriage and
should not be a pre-condition for marrying a woman. One of
the men in the group stressed the fact that culture obliges
men to pay the bride price, put men in a position of power
and authority over women. He stressed that the culture
should do away with the bride price. Some feminist scholars
agree with this man. Hague, Thiara and Turner (2011:550)
stress the fact that ‘in situations where domestic violence is
common, bride-price introduces additional ways in which
men can justify the abuse of women’. According to them, the
bride price is commercialised and commoditised in many
African communities, and this situation has abusively
increased the ‘male power over women’ (Hague et al.
2011:550). A discussion about the relevance of a bride price or
not could be important to engage, here. However, it is not the
focus of this research.

As stated earlier, the author is part of InnerCHANGE,
a missional team that values engagement in social matters.
This missional team made the commitment to meet half-way
the couples who made an effort to save money towards their
marriage. It did some fundraising in printing out T-shirts
and sold them to extended family members and friends of a
couple. The profits from the fundraiser went to the couple to
be married. InnerCHANGE also offered to conduct the
wedding function (party) of a couple according to the budget
they had.

The author’s wife runs a catering company. She sometimes
gives back to her community by helping to conduct functions
in low cost. The five couples of this focus group would also
benefit from her generosity if they were able to save money
towards their goal of getting married. This effort was made
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because we believe in solidarity. Churu (2015:146-147) rightly
pointed this out: ‘the true African community lives in
solidarity in order to safeguard its values and its survival’.
InnerCHANGE also wanted to be in solidarity with its
neighbours in this way. What did these discussions amount
to? The following section shares the outcome of these efforts.

Focus group outcome: Results of
interaction with solution statements

After 3 years of journeying together as a focus group, two
couples were able to get married. The two couples learned
the discipline of saving money. The ladies talked to their
parents about how much bride price their fiancé could
afford. There was a lot of tension, disagreements and tears
at this stage because families are used to the normal, which
was asking for the price they wanted. In the end, parents
wanted their children to be happy and received with joy
what was affordable.

One couple started saving money only after 2 years of group
meetings. It seemed to be hopeful about its plan and desire.
Two couples still struggled to save money and could not
move forward in their goal.

The author hoped to see these couples become a testimony to
their community and the church that getting married is
possible if the willpower to make a desire a reality is present.
It takes discipline, dedication and persuasion when talking
to families about bride price and the details of the wedding
celebration. The author hopes that such testimony would
encourage others to get married. This focus on helping
ordinary people get married was also motivated by his
observation of many children and teenagers InnerCHANGE
works with. He has observed that the majority of these
children and teenagers who come from families where both
parents are involved in their lives have a good discipline
record and interact well with authority figures. Many of these
parents are also involved with InnerCHANGE as a
community-based organisation one way or another.

Marriage is a public commitment for someone. Communities
with poverty such as Soshanguve need committed partners
who can build functional families. Van Niekerk (2015:2-3)
says that family in Africa is one of the only few institutions
‘that has always...successfully taken care of all the elderly,
the orphans, the handicapped, the unemployed and the
underemployed’. Marriage can strengthen the foundation of
a family so that it can better take care of its members. The
church could make a meaningful contribution to society if it
creatively gets involved in issues such as marriage that has
the potential not only to strengthen a family, but also a whole
community (Theron 2002:4). Marriage, especially a functional
one, can also be a better platform to raise the vulnerable
population such as children. Selvam (2015:123-124) says
that ‘the family is the centrepiece of all human societies’.
It is because of this that evolution happens through the care
of children and young people. Good care of children in
families has good implications on the health of a community



http://www.hts.org.za�

and a nation. Selvam analyses the attachment theories in
connection to relationship building in society. Selvam
(2015:128-129) stresses the fact that individuals with ‘a secure
attachment in childhood’ tend to be faithful in relationships.
Faithfulness builds a community. A functional marriage is,
therefore, a potentially good platform to raise children who
will have a secure attachment and will build healthy
relationships in all spheres of the society which could lead to
the improvement of the quality of life for all in a given society.

Reflections

The outcome of these efforts is one of the ways InnerCHANGE
expresses its missional mandate to be involved in social
matters. In such involvement, it hopes ‘to inspire people to be
agents and embodiments of the life of God’s new creation in
Jesus Christ’ in being agents of their own desires (Kirk
1997:7). It believes in ‘a theology of participation’ which
involves the church and a community to work together in
finding solutions that are mutually beneficial (Moltmann
1981:139). It sees itself as ‘an incarnational movement sent to
engage its context’ in tangible and meaningful ways
(Niemandt 2012:4). This is why, through its staff, it was
engaged in a real issue such as marriage. It agrees with
Vorster (2016:7-8) that marriage has the potential to establish
‘permanent relations of mutual trust, stewardship and love
on an equal basis’. It also has the potential to build a
functional and altruist relationship that can build a family
and the society in general.

Churu (2015:145) says that there ‘is an opportunity for the
church to re-appropriate such a practice since it is valued,
yet frequently misinterpreted and misused’. Nowadays,
poverty seems to be a threat to the institution of marriage.
The high value of bride price and cultural worldview
connected to the fertility of women before being married and
submission also seem to be a threat to the institution.
InnerCHANGE believes that as a church, we are called ‘to
live in solidarity with and responsibility for the world” (Barth
2004). Such a posture could lead to a partnership between the
church and communities which could lift many social
impediments such as the challenges of the getting married,
and create shalom communities. Robert Linthicum (2003:38)
defines a shalom community as ‘an environment where
socio-economic justice is available to all and community’s
problems and their resolve is a concern for all’. The author
would also add that socio-economic success will also be
celebrated by everyone. InnerCHANGE along with the
township of Soshanguve celebrated the marriage of two
couples and would like to see many more couples getting
married in affordable ways.

Conclusion

This case study captured a 3-year journey of six couples: the
author and his wife as well as five co-habiting couples. They
formed a focus group which aimed to discuss and figure out
the possibilities of these cohabiting couples to get married.
These couples desired to get married.
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During their discussions, several issues came up which
proved to be impediments for these couples to get married:
poverty, unemployment, the commercialisation of bride
price, financial management and cultural worldviews.

The latter were a turning point in helping the five couples
that they were part of the problem in the fact that they
struggle to make their desire to get married come true. Some
of the couples were also part of problem through their
financial management.

The five couples also agreed to become part of the solution to
the fulfilment of their desire. They committed to save money
towards getting married. They learned to focus on what they
could afford. Some of the ladies even reached out to their
parents to negotiate an affordable bride price. In the end, two
couples that took the instructions from the facilitators got
married and there was a good prospect of another marriage
in the near future. Two couples remained stuck on not
managing their finances well and could not get married. An
important lesson drawn from this focus group was that in
social challenges, the victims can both be part of the solution
and part of the problem.
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