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The latest statistics on teenage pregnancy, substance abuse, and gender-based violence should disturb the conscience of every South African. These are not merely numbers for government reports or headlines for a few days and then be forgotten. Behind every statistic is a child, a family, a broken dream, a survivor, and a community crying out for help.
South Africa's adolescent pregnancy figures that were released for the 2024/25 period are deeply concerning pregnancies among 10 -19 years and crime statistics released quarterly are equally shocking.
These figures should force us to ask tough questions. How safe are our children? Who is protecting them? Why are so many young people growing up surrounded by violence, poverty, substance abuse, and broken relationships?
Teenage pregnancy is not only a girl’s problem. A young girl who becomes pregnant does not lose her dignity, her humanity or her right to dream.  She does not need to be met with shame but support. This does not mean ignoring responsibility or failing to instruct young people about healthy choices. It means recognising her dignity and refusing to allow one chapter of her life to define the rest of her story.
These pregnancies raise fundamental questions about sexual abuse, exploitation, statutory rape, poverty, unequal power relations, and our collective failure to protect children. The government during the 2026 Child Protection Month highlighted persistent gaps in reporting, investigation, and case management, alongside continuing elevated levels of gender-based violence and child sexual abuse but unfortunately nothing much has happened.
The pastoral task of the Church during this crisis is not to condemn those already carrying heavy burdens, but to walk with them, support them and help them find a way forward.
 Parliament also recently called for coordinated action on teenage pregnancy, substance abuse, poverty and gender-based violence, recognising that these challenges cannot be addressed by the health sector alone.
This is where a pastoral response becomes essential.
The Church must move beyond condemnation to compassion, beyond preaching to practical action, and beyond asking, “What is wrong with our young people?” to asking, “What has happened to our communities, and what are we doing to protect and empower our children?”
The crisis of drug abuse must also be approached pastorally. Too often, we see the young person struggling with addiction only as a problem to be removed from society. We ask, “What is wrong with this child?” We should also ask, “What has happened to this child and what has this child gone through? Behind substance abuse there may be trauma, unemployment, violence, peer pressure, hopelessness, or a desperate search for belonging. Condemnation alone cannot heal addiction. Young people need safe spaces where they can say, “I need help,” without immediately being labelled, rejected, or treated as beyond redemption.
The churches response to gender-based violence must be equally clear. The Church cannot preach about love while remaining silent about abuse. We cannot protect the reputation of institutions or influential individuals at the expense of survivors. The church must not remain silent about the attitudes, relationships and systems that allow violence to flourish. We must believe survivors, protect children, challenge harmful attitudes towards women and girls, Equally the church must report abuse appropriately and hold perpetrators accountable. It is part of the responsibility of the church to teach our boys that strength is not violence, that control is not love and that consent is not negotiable. We must teach our girls that they are worthy of dignity, safety, and respect.
Parents, too, have a crucial role. Our children need more than food, school fees, and shelter. They need our presence and creation of safe homes where vulnerability is accepted and being open is not taboo. We must talk with them about relationships, sex, drugs, social media, peer pressure, and violence. We must create homes where children can speak without fear.
The statistics should therefore move us from shock to action as a church.
Every church should be asking itself certain questions like the safety of the children in place of worship and whether the young people can trust the church and regard it as a safe place. Churches should develop safeguarding policies where the young people can feel safe and can disclose abuse. Is the church supporting teenage mothers to continue their education and pursue their dreams? Are the churches partnering with schools, social workers, health professionals, and community organisations? No institution can address these issues alone partnership is key.’
South Africa needs homes that are safe, churches that listen, schools that protect, communities that care and institutions that act.
Every statistic has a human face. Every child deserves protection. Every survivor deserves safety. Every young person deserves hope and an opportunity to flourish.
The churches pastoral calling is clear and is to move from statistics to compassion, from compassion to responsibility, and from responsibility to action.
The future of the young generation cannot wait. 



