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26 June 2003

FACING UP TO THE HIV/AIDS PANDEMIC: “WE NEED TO TELL THE TRUTH ABOUT THINGS THAT MAKE US UNCOMFORTABLE”  (HEARING 3)

HIV/AIDS is the greatest development and humanitarian disaster in modern history. To face the challenge of HIV/Aids, the churches need to put a human face to the virus. Only then will people who are positive be able to feel part of the community and churches will be a place of healing, speakers told those gathered at a Hearing during the 12th Assembly of the Conference of European Churches Assembly, meeting in Trondheim 25 June to 2 July. 

Stu Flavell, International Coordinator of Global Network of People living with AIDS provided ”the human face”. He talked movingly of his partner, Paco, who died of an AIDS-related lung disease. ”Paco died in my arms at home and I really appreciated all that my parish did. But it was exceptional and it is not what HIV positive people usually experience.” In contrast he said some churches threw people out of their congregation, and referred to church leaders who had spoken of ”this evil disease-ridden evidence that God is bringing retribution”. 

Meanwhile other church leaders were honest, humble and frank, Mr Flavell told the Hearing organised by Norwegian Church Aid and the World Council of Churches. But still those leaders failed to bring reconciliation because HIV positive people could not find a home in their churches. ”We live as outsiders, as obviously marked sinners and you and I have to bring people back into our communities.” He reminded everyone,”You are as sick as your secrets. We need to tell the truth about things that make us uncomfortable.”

Margarita Neliubova of the Russian Orthodox Church told the gathering that HIV is just a disease, not a crime or a failure. In Russia where the epidemic had started later than in some parts of the world, it was spreading quickly, primarily among intravenous drug users. Even seven year olds who experimented with drugs became positive. 

Church-related organisations around Europe had responded to the pandemic: Mrs Marit Lindheim, Norwegian Church Aid Programme Coordinator for Europe, described projects in Armenia, Belarus, Ukraine and St Petersburg. Dr Manoj Kurian of the World Council of Churches said that accountable and responsible leadership was needed to tackle AIDS, a preventable disease. “There is a huge untapped energy of people willing to work. If we get our attitudes and messages right we can conquer this,” he said. 

For more information:

http://www.cecassembly.no
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