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IAC Mexico Introduction       AJANews 69 – July 2008 

 

Three African Jesuits will represent AJAN at an Ecumenical Pre-Conference and the XVII 

International AIDS Conference (IAC). The IAC takes place 3-8 August and the Pre-

Conference organised by the Ecumenical Advocacy Alliance (EAA), of which AJAN is a 

member, from 31 July to 2 August. Helping to organise the Pre-Conference and 

welcoming the AJAN delegation is Dr Hernán Quezada SJ of the Mexican Province.  

 

Intent on enhancing their ministry, Paterne Mombé SJ from Togo, Séverin Mukoko SJ 

from DRC and Groum Tesfaye SJ from Ethiopia are keen to learn, share, and network. I 

hope to have access to recent findings and deepen my knowledge, says Fr Pat. He will look for 

best practices to inspire my work, which I may share with Jesuit companions. Fr Séverin: Sharing 

helps us to review and to improve our response. Hernán, meanwhile, hopes that we can knit 

bonds of cooperation and solidarity. 
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The IAC, held every two years, provides countless opportunities for learning, with some 

20,000 participants, from scientists and official representatives to people living with HIV. 

However, it is a forum where the Church struggles to be heard. At IAC 2002 in Barcelona, I 

was shocked to see how absent and vilified the Church was, says AJAN Coordinator, Michael 

Czerny SJ. In Bangkok in 2004 and in Toronto 2006, the EAA organised a pre-conference, which 

gave Christians a chance to meet and express themselves on a more manageable scale. Still, the 

ÊÖÕÛÐÕÌÕÛɀÚɯÝÖÐÊÌɯÙÌÔÈÐÕÚɯÔÜÛÌËȯɯAfrica as object of research and as market for medications is 

implicitly present, but the real Africa is very absent.  

 

The Jesuits have reservations about IAC 2008. My fear is that there will be speculation and 

discussion on issues of little interest to Africa, and no serious decisions and commitment will 

emerge, says Fr Pat. Hernán voiced concern about the scale of the conference, which could 

lead to our not arriving at concrete actions and forms of collaboration.  

 

For Fr Séverin, the lack of easily discernable outcomes raises misgivings: When one 

considers the many meetings held, the temptation is to get discouraged since no treatment is so far 

capable of curing the disease. Ultimately, however, experience has shown that it is really 

important to participate in such forums because one always leaves with a plus. 

 

Complete with its shortcomings, the IAC remains a valuable learning experience. My 

greatest hope is for the AJAN delegation to learn: about AIDS, about the international AIDS 

ÌÚÛÈÉÓÐÚÏÔÌÕÛȮɯÈÕËɯÐÕɯÈÉÚÌÕÛÐÈɯÈÉÖÜÛɯ ÍÙÐÊÈɀÚɯÜÕÐØÜÌɯÙÌÈÓÐÛàɯÈÕËɯ×ÙÖÉÓÌÔÚ, says Fr Michael. 

Neither our continent nor our Church really has a place at ÛÏÌɯÛÈÉÓÌȭɯ3ÏÈÛɀÚɯÐÔ×ÖÙÛÈÕÛɯÛÖɯÓÌÈÙÕɯÛÖÖȵ 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

 
IAC Mexico #1 1 August 2008 

This is the first AJANews Special about the Ecumenical Pre-Conference and the XVII IAC in 

Mexico City. Séverin Mukoko SJ (DRC) and Groum Tesfaye SJ (Ethiopia) are currently attending 

the Pre-Conference. Paterne Mombé SJ (Togo) arrives in Mexico today.  

SAVING LIFE  

The Pre-Conference has started, writes Fr Séverin. How can Christians respond to the AIDS 

pandemic? Entering the meeting hall, you see a big poster that reads: Faith in action now!  

 

This is the theme of the Pre-Conference hosted by the EAA from 31 July to 2 August in 

Mexico City. More than 450 representatives of faith-based organisations are attending the 

meeting which precedes AIDS 2008, the XVII IAC. The Pre-Conference aims to explore 

the challenges posed by the pandemic to people of faith, evaluate action taken, and plan 

strategies to put the Gospel into action. 

 

Fr Groum believes the soul-searching needs to be profound: Coming to Mexico is a moment 

of raising the mirror, looking at the challenge of working on HIV and AIDS and asking what am I 

REALLY doing with/to my friends living with the virus. There are consolations but what 

REMAINS TO BE DONE is MONUMENTAL.  
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The Pre-Conference draws attention to the role played by Churches in the struggle 

against the pandemic, a contribution unanimously recognised to be crucially important, 

says Fr Séverin, despite the perennial strain between the Church and secular society 

regarding moral issues. This role is most visible in Africa, where the Church not only bears 

responsibility for most health structures but also takes on the integral care of people living with 

HIV and orphans.  

 

The 31 July session considered the response of Church leaders and religious. The more 

Church leaders are involved, the more significant the role of the Church will be, continues Fr 

Séverin. Our concern for all must be the solution for the problem of AIDS that affects our families, 

communities and societies, and distorts our relationship with God and with others, considering the 

stigma and discrimination sometimes unconsciously maintained by the Church. From this concern 

emerge dialogue and mutual respect, the only way to share our experiences, beliefs, concerns and 

hopes in view of a common aim: SAVING LIFE. It is here and now that we must work together to 

find an effective and lasting solution.  

 

Fr Groum agrees that sharing is essential, indeed, the reason for being in Mexico: I have 

little to give except witnessing. I have come to learn from others. I was in Guadalajara for some 

days and wherever I went and had conversations with friends, I realised that HIV-AIDS is a very 

engaging subject to discuss and reflect on. It opens up more possibilities of working and sharing 

life with persons living with the virus. Indeed, as soon as I said why I had to come to Mexico, the 

whole conversation took a serious turn. 

 

I was particularly impressed with a yoga teacher who gives sessions to, and looks for better ways of 

serving, persons living with the virus after her positive experience with one group. This 

immediately gave me the idea of looking for yoga or similar techniques that I could offer to my own 

on my return to Ethiopia. 

 

Another focus of the Pre-Conference on 31 July was HIV and children. Fr Séverin said: 

There was a really moving moment when we listened to a recorded message by orphaned children 

(due to stigma, the children were not exposed to the cameras) of a lay association called Mesón la 

Misericordia Divina of Guadalajara. This organisation benefits from the spiritual support of the 

Jesuits (a challenge to us Jesuits in Africa).  

 

Fr Séverin participated in two of the 31 July workshops. The first was about the place of 

culture in the struggle against AIDS in Africa. African culture has its positive aspects, which 

could not only contribute positively to the struggle but support the Gospel values that the Church 

transmits to our societies. The Church must help to fight the negative aspects of culture.  

 

The other workshop was about Church and UNAIDS. Everyone recognised the lack of 

collaboration between the Church and UNAIDS. The latter prefers to work through state 

structures, which alas are absent on the ground but present in offices without any links to reality. 

All the workshop participants recommended that UNAIDS change its policy. 



4 

 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

 

GLOBAL 2008 REPORT 

The UNAIDS 2008 Report on the global AIDS epidemic was released on 29 July. Our daily 

experience in nearly 30 sub-Saharan countries adds urgency to the messages from this report, 

states Fr Michael Czerny SJ, Coordinator of the African Jesuit AIDS Network, in an EAA 

×ÙÌÚÚɯÙÌÓÌÈÚÌɯÌÕÛÐÛÓÌËɯɁ"ÏÜÙÊÏÌÚɯÌÔ×ÏÈÚÐáÌɯÓÖÕÎ-ÛÌÙÔɯÕÌÌËɯÍÖÙɯÓÌÈËÌÙÚÏÐ×ɯÈÕËɯÈÊÛÐÖÕɂȭɯ

We have to multiply our efforts, reach out to those most vulnerable in each society, respect 

ÌÝÌÙàÖÕÌɀÚɯÏÜÔÈÕɯËÐÎÕÐÛàȮɯÈÕËɯÈÚÚÜÙÌɯÉÖÛÏɯÓÌÈËÌÙÚÏÐ×ɯÈÕËɯÓÖÕÎ-term funding. Treatment, care and 

support are just beginning to reach the millions who need them. 
 

 

IAC Mexico #2 3 August 2008 

 
FACING REALITY 

Séverin Mukoko SJ reflects on themes tackled on the second day of the Pre-Conference: gender-

based violence and stigma.  

 

On Friday 1 August, we were invited to confront hard realities that have become 

common practice, about which we don't talk much anymore: violence against women 

(first plenary) and rejection, discrimination and stigma targeting people living with HIV 

(second plenary).  

 

Actually, certain outdated interpretations of Scripture don't help women to defend 

themselves from often risky sexual advances. Even within marriage, some men satisfy 

their sexual needs by violently forcing themselves on their partners, forgetting that the 

act calls for the consent of both.  

 

Herlyn is a living and concrete example. At 14 years, she was abused and today she must 

live with HIV in her body (I spare you the details because one must be tough to take all 

this). Herlyn is a typical example of women and girls who undergo the bitter experience 

of violence at the hands of men.  

 

One of the only places where such women find sure refuge is the Church. Because the 

Church believes in human rights and dignity, it is the only hope, the voice of those whose 

voices don't reach beyond the barriers because of abuses.  

 

Unfortunately the Church is also where stigma and discrimination linked to HIV and 

AIDS are experienced. Many people living with HIV face a discriminatory attitude from 

Churches, especially the hierarchy. A profound sense of MEA CULPA marked the 

plenary thanks to the symbolic gesture of a Lutheran Bishop washing the feet of two 

HIV-positive women. 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 
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RESPONDING MORE INTENSIVELY 

Msgr Robert Vitillo serves as Special Advisor on HIV and AIDS for Caritas Internationalis. He 

shares his views about the Pre-Conference with AJANews. 

 

Catholic participation in this Pre-Conference was significantly greater than in previous 

ones, especially due to the fact that CAFOD and Trocaire, the Caritas organisations 

respectively of England/Wales and of Ireland, invited many programme partners from 

Latin America, Africa and Asia.  

 

With the overall theme of Faith in Action Now, the Pre-Conference emphasised the need 

to engage religious leaders in a more intensive response to the pandemic. During the 

plenary sessions, as at previous Pre-Conferences, much emphasis was placed on the need 

to challenge stigma and discrimination among religious leaders and communities of faith.  

 

In this regard, Bishop Mark Hanson, President of the Lutheran World Federation, made a 

ritual act of seeking pardon for such discrimination caused by Church leaders. Many 

participants were deeply moved by this gesture; others, made uncomfortable by such an 

action, wished to focus more on the positive work of the Churches in response to AIDS 

rather than constantly rehearse the negative actions on the part of some Churches and 

religious leaders.  

 

With regard to prevention, there were strong voices insisting that information about 

condom use should be made available in all Church-based programmes. On the other 

hand, several participants noted how little mention was made of the evidence-based role 

of sexual abstinence outside marriage and of mutual, lifelong fidelity in decreasing HIV 

prevalence. Moreover, no real discussion was allowed with regard to responsible sexual 

behaviour.  

 

Once again, during this Pre-Conference, the Catholic Church was singled out for criticism 

concerning the perceived incompleteness of its prevention messages. Several plenary 

speakers and some presenters offered negative views on the so-called Vatican statements 

on prevention without ever specifying the nature of those statements. 

 

Some Catholic participants expressed joy at being able to share experiences and reflection 

with non-Catholics; others felt that little room was offered to share Catholic values, 

teaching and experiences within a respectful environment.  

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

 

MEXICAN BISHOPS CALL FOR FAITH INTO ACTION 

On the eve of the IAC, the Social Ministry Commission of the Catholic Bishops 

Conference of Mexico issued Our faith in action so that life be worthy for our brothers and 

sisters with HIV (Nuestra fe en acción para la vida digna de nuestros hermanos y hermanas con 

VIH). Part of an awareness campaign called Hope for LIFE with HIV (Esperanza de VIHDA), 

the 18-page statement clearly orients the faithful to respond to the many needs generated 
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by the pandemic. The bishops especially urge those in social ministry to adopt concrete 

new attitudes of charity and justice: avoid blaming those infected; do not take advantage 

of their vulnerability; respect their moral condition and their choices; in order to offer 

human and Christian accompaniment, especially in times of acute suffering and dying.  

http://www.ceps-caritasmexico.org  

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

 

FEEDBACK FROM OUR READERS 

AJANews readers welcomed the first issue about the Mexico meetings (1 August). Besides 

encouraging messages from Australia and Zimbabwe, here are two feedbacks:  

 

Thank you so much for allowing us to experience the Pre-Conference in Mexico. The 

Church has a big role to play in a well-integrated struggle against AIDS. There is room to 

do more if our Churches, especially in Africa, get better organised to increase synergies. 

We expect significant advocacy from you participants as regards access to resources.  

Dr Bruno Miteyo Nyenge, Director of Caritas Development, DR Congo 

 

Thanks for this update. I am going to share it with all my colleagues at the Uganda 

Catholic Secretariat and others in the diocese. It's an eye opener for those who have not 

been moved to SAVING LIFE. 

Jacque, Information Management Officer, HIV/AIDS Focal Point 
 

 

IAC Mexico #3         4 August 2008 

 

CHILDREN IN AFRICA 

Groum Tesfaye SJ (Ethiopia) reflects on the plight of children affected by AIDS in Africa, growing 

alarmingly in number.  

 

To be in Mexico is good. Despite being in a congested city with a visible gap between the 

rich and the poor, where corruption or drugs are talked and written about daily, it is a 

country I am in admiration of. There is an ambiance of people at peace among themselves, 

with a contagious joie de vivre. This population is largely Catholic and expresses its 

identity and faith so simply. In the context of this vibrant nation, the Pre-Conference on 

AIDS took place from 31 July to 2 August.  

 

During the session about HIV and Children, an HIV-positive youngster repeatedly drove 

home the message: Accept us, treat us as your loved ones and dream with us about our future, 

walk with us as we walk with you. The fact of infected children in Africa now is staggering; 

the number of those who will be infected and affected, if we do not act immediately, is 

even more shocking. All this is physically sickening and pervades my thinking. I live and 

work in a country where such reality is beyond telling. What to do, whom to go to, whom 

to walk with? 

 

http://www.ceps-caritasmexico.org/
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As we delegates went for supper an hour's drive away I shared my feelings with a 

Filipino participant representing World Vision, who has travelled across nearly all of 

Africa. He consoled me when he pointed to the sense of solidarity of African cultures as 

the biggest asset with which to work ɬ this gave me a direction to walk in.  

 

My overall evaluation is that we had no time for anything other than to be here and be 

led into the dark as well as the bright corners of ourselves and the reality of HIV and 

AIDS. 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

 

PUTTING FAITH IN ACTION 

Hernán Quezada SJ MD is a special advisor on HIV and AIDS to the Social Ministry 

Commission of the Catholic Church in Mexico and in his second year of theology studies. He 

believes that the Jesuit participation at the Mexico meetings is truly encouraging evidence of the 

Society of Jesus contributing to the Church's struggle against the pandemic.  

 

The Pre-Conference is over. Churches, faith-based organisations (FBOs), men and women 

from the five continents gathered in Mexico City to meet, share and search for new 

approaches of solidarity and action in the face of HIV and AIDS.  

 

For the first time, the presence of the Latin American Catholic Church was very 

numerous, with representatives from all the Caritas of Central America, Mexico, Panama 

and Colombia, delegates of Brazil's AIDS Ministry and other FBOs.  

 

In the final plenary session, Very Rev. Gustavo Rodríguez, president of the Social 

Ministry Commission of the Catholic Church in Mexico, was present. His words were 

simple, humble but deeply profound. Calling for commitment and solidarity with people 

with HIV, he invited us to prophetic action to change structures bringing about suffering 

and death for our brothers and sisters with HIV, the same structures which cause the 

epidemic to spread.  

 

During the ensuing dialogue between delegates and the speakers, César, a transvestite 

who goes by the name 'Lola' and who works among the poorest in northern Mexico to 

alleviate the impact of AIDS, addressed Bishop Gustavo to publicly thank him for his 

interest and support for the work which César and others are doing there. Highlighting 

the Bishop's humility, César said he felt truly accompanied by his Church when invited 

to the Table to share bread, feeling accepted without judgment.  

 

The words of Cesar 'Lola' made me reflect on how our Church has been working. Men 

and women of faith have called people living with HIV to their table, and have done so 

quietly, without being at the centre of attention, in private. The prophetic and Samaritan 

action of these Catholics should spread around as awareness, service and a more open 

heart regarding differences. All this from our faith and in silence, bit by bit.  
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Seven Jesuits took part in the Pre-Conference: Groum, Paterne, Séverin, Henry, Homero, 

Eduardo and me. The seven of us feel united despite the heavy agenda and the language 

difference. I am filled with joy by the Jesuit participation in this conference which seeks to 

put our Faith in Action, action in this case to face one of the most formidable social 

challenges of our time: HIV and AIDS 

  

I am encouraged by feeling part of this body that is realising its faith-justice mission 

accompanying people with HIV and their families; raising our voice together with the 

rest of our Church to demand from institutions and governments a life with dignity, 

universal access, justice and respect for those infected and affected; joining in the 

implementation of effective public prevention policies that take the human person 

holistically into account.  

  

On Saturday evening, we Jesuits met to exchange our impressions, to discuss and share 

the joy of having this mission in common.  

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

 

ADVOCACY FROM TOGO 

Paterne Mombé SJ, director of the Centre Espérance Loyola (CEL - Loyola Hope Centre), brings 

urgent issues to the International AIDS Conference.  

 

Attending the IAC, I want to draw attention to three major problems facing the CEL as 

we strive to serve people living with HIV in Agoè-Nyivé on the outskirts of Lomé: 

 

a) Problem of access to ARVs  

Access to ARVs in Togo may well be one of the most chaotic arrangements in the world. 

Since Togo was denied treatment financing by the Global Fund in 2006, the country has 

been facing an endless and desperate shortage of ARVs. In effect, thousands of people 

with HIV are being victimised by the disproportionate measures taken by the Global 

Fund to penalise the Togolese government for "irregularities" in its grant management. 

People with HIV are now forced to disrupt their therapy ɬ for longer than four weeks at 

times ɬ and new patients, even those with a very low CD4 count, are condemned to 

undergo complex and unaffordable procedures in order to get the drugs they desperately 

need. Yet, in 2007, the Global Fund again refused Togo's funding proposal.  

 

b) Problem of access to food 

The experience of the CEL goes to show that HIV has indeed made a preferential option 

for the poor. Many of those we are serving can barely afford to buy the food necessary to 

ensure a basic quality of life. Rising food prices and the increasing cost of living are 

making things worse for many with HIV. The CEL has felt the pinch too, and has been 

forced to stop giving nutritional support to its clients. 

 

c) Need of support for income-generating projects 

Many people with HIV do not want handouts, but rather modest loans to launch income-
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generating projects in order to meet their needs, including medicines and food. But 

accessing grants from microfinance structures is not easy. 

 

Together with its partners, Jade pour la Vie, Séropositifs en Action (SA+), Jeunes Missionnaires 

d'Aide Humanitaire (JMAH), and Croix Fleurie, the CEL calls for  

- a more responsible international response to the pandemic in Togo; 

- a secure and reliable supply of essential drugs; 

- key equipment to monitor the disease; 

- nutritional support; and 

- funding for income-generating activities.  

 

Well-integrated in the Catholic Church's AIDS mission, the CEL is looking to enhance its 

efforts to address the many acute challenges, and to mobilise communities against stigma. 
 

 

IAC Mexico #4 5 August 2008 

 

INTENSIFY PREVENTION AND TREATMENT  

More than 22,000 delegates are attending the XVII IAC entitled Universal Action Now in 

Mexico City. The conference is hearing calls for both prevention and treatment to be 

intensified, to make real inroads against the pandemic.  

 

The epidemic is not over anywhere in the world. It will require a long-term response well beyond 

the few years ahead of us, UNAIDS chief Peter Piot told journalists at a press conference 

before the opening ceremony on 3 August. For every person on HIV treatment, three new 

infections occur; we need to intensify prevention in the long term.  

 

Piot added that treatment needs to be expanded in the developing world too, where less 

than half of those eligible receive it. His appeal was echoed by former US President Bill 

Clinton, who called for more funding for treatment and more prevention to slay the 

dragon of AIDS. 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

 

ENSURE THE VITAL BASICS 

Unmoved by customary appeals from top officials, Séverin Mukoko SJ is inspired by the words of 

people living with HIV and by fellow IAC participants at work in the field.  

  

I didn't just want to be there for the opening session ɬ but to be in the front and see 

everything. That's why I left the Jesuit community two hours ahead of the scheduled 

opening of the doors. 

 

One after another, the different dignitaries passed on the same message, We must fight 

against HIV and AIDS, which we are used to hearing but which fails to transform into 

concrete, effective action. The Mexican dancing that livened up the evening was more 
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interesting than some of the speeches.  

 

Peter Piot was the same as usual with a simple but poignant speech: Even if the recently 

issued UNAIDS 2008 report reveals stagnation in the expansion of the virus, there may 

yet be surprises in store, as there usually are. Hence the need for mobilisation for social 

change. And the only means of halting deaths due to AIDS is to reduce the number of 

new HIV infections.  

 

The message which touched me most came from a 13-year-old Honduran girl: I didn't 

know what was happening in my body. We HIV-positive children have a dream like other children. 

We also want to be doctors, engineers. We need love.  

 

On Monday, the plenary speakers helped us to get started. The testimonies of a 23-year-

old South African woman, a researcher, two doctors, all with one message: the 

importance of prevention. I noticed all are coming back to the approach of the Church.  

 

How are people thinking of organising this prevention? Each arrives with his own 

solution: some think the condom is a must, others emphasise the struggle against 

homophobia (which has practically become the theme of the conference).  

 

To me, one response seems essential, given us by two women during a workshop on 

youth sexuality and HIV. They underlined the importance of contextualising strategies 

regarding sexuality for young people. I found a certain echo of what we are experiencing 

in Africa in the words of a Bulgarian woman: the number of pregnancies is rising among 

young people, as is the abortion rate. Keep in mind that Bulgaria is one of the poorest 

countries of Europe. A hungry stomach has no ears at all. The vital basics are therefore a 

must.  

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

 

ARVs of SHAME 

From people with HIV in south-west DRC, Séverin Mukoko SJ brought to the IAC an appeal for 

real access to ARV treatment. Fr Séverin runs the Foyer Louis de Gonzague (Aloysius Gonzaga 

Forum) in the town of Kikwit, a project that raises awareness among youth about AIDS and offers 

extensive support to people living with HIV.  

 

Faced with the highly complex and dynamic challenges thrown up by AIDS, it is 

upsetting to realise that many people are still motivated by attitudes that only serve to 

encourage the spread of this disease.  

 

One flagrant case we have dubbed "the ARVs of shame". On 20 March 2008, Kikwit 

received ARV medication for the first time, to the great satisfaction of residents living 

with HIV, who feel in their flesh and bones the distress of AIDS, and who join 

wholeheartedly in the struggle against the pandemic.  
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However, the access to ARVs has turned out to be very limited, because they are not 

accompanied by funds earmarked for the necessary preliminary tests, which allow the 

prescribing doctor to gauge the eligibility of patients for the treatment. Hospitals are 

charging US$50 or more for the tests, thus forcing those with HIV, already poor, to fall 

further into debt or sell everything they own to pay. Meanwhile, one batch of the drugs is 

due to expire in December 2008 and there is nothing to indicate that stocks will be 

replenished, given the scant importance accorded to public health in the government's 

scale of priorities.  

 

In Kikwit, the supposedly free ARV treatment is costing destitute people in one way or 

another. We have good reason to believe that the farce we are helplessly watching is the 

work of our world's decision-makers, with the role of irresponsible accomplices doubtless 

played by some local authorities.  

 

People living with HIV in Africa are not there to serve as guinea-pigs for experimentation 

with products, which not only are inaccessible to them but enrich the rich and their big 

pharmaceutical firms.  

 

The investment of one and all in universal access and equitable distribution of ARVs is a 

matter of rights and responsibility. All of us, sick or healthy, rich or poor, have the duty 

to help prolong the life of those people whose situation is increasingly precarious due to 

the advanced state of infection. This is a social and human duty.  
 

 

IAC Mexico #5 6 August 2008 

 

RADICAL CHANGE NOW 

One of the most remarkable moments of the Pre-Conference saw Bishop Mark Hanson, President 

of the Lutheran World Foundation, washing the feet of two HIV-positive women. Groum Tesfaye 

SJ, a university chaplain in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia, was deeply touched by the testimony of the two 

young women who received the symbolic gesture of seeking pardon. 

 

At the Pre-Conference, 1 August was a day devoted to people living with HIV, Church 

leaders, and women. Out of all those who gave inputs, two women living with the virus 

caught my attention. Apart from listening to their stories and being moved, I was left 

(once again) with the conviction that radical change is very urgent. The change I am 

talking about regards the attitude of men towards women in our Africa, and their 

relationship with them. I do not know how this change of accepting, looking at and living 

with women on equal terms, in mutuality and harmony, could be arrived at NOW.  

 

One young woman from Namibia spoke about the repeated rape and abuse she 

experienced at the tender age of 16 from an in-law, which made her run away from home, 

and from two other men, as she sought shelter from town to town. And how she got 

infected and her life changed irreversibly. She was speaking for so many, clearly, 
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fearlessly and in an awe-inspiring manner.  

 

So did a young woman whose whole message was for the Church and Church leaders. 

Her call was: Include us, listen to us, be with us, let us be with you, let us work together for one 

humanity. Another panellist, Bishop Hanson, responded to her call by saying that his 

message would start with the gesture of Jesus who washed the feet of His disciples, as a 

sign of asking pardon from all who were discriminated and stigmatised by the Church's 

action or inaction. It was a moment filled with emotion for many.  

 

On the same day, I looked for the two young women, talked to them separately and 

invited them to Ethiopia. I explained that if they were to speak to young adults their age 

and to the university students I am in touch with, the HIV-positive people I know would 

be prompted to find the courage to go forward with imagination. Many others who are 

afraid and still in 'hiding' would find a way of overcoming their fears. 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

 

TREASURING STORIES OF HIV+ 

The experiences of the Pre-Conference led Groum Tesfaye SJ to the following reflection, which 

contemplates HIV-positive people becoming free to accept themselves and to fight stigma and 

rejection.  

 

Many African refugees in their camps and cities of asylum, migrants or internally 

displaced people, talk to each other constantly. Their stories are their greatest treasure. 

We do a great service when we facilitate their getting together to accompany each other 

and share their living stories of doubts and fears, hopes and aspirations. 

 

Similarly, how great it is when we facilitate the getting together of people with HIV to 

accompany one another and tell their stories, first to each other and then to others whom 

they go out to meet. I believe the climax of their stigma is when they feel that they have 

no story to tell. They become locked within themselves, feeling unwanted and hopeless, 

condemned to a life without eye contact except to regard the other as yet another 

aggressor. Their greatest treasure is their story, and it has to be treasured. Sometimes we 

have to leave all other AIDS work aside and go after positive people and their treasure, to 

listen to their stories, to make others hear and retell them. 

 

In the field of AIDS, we can be like the early Church, which was completely taken up by 

the story of the Risen One and overcame persecution, discrimination and stigma, going 

beyond marginalisation and experiencing the joy of togetherness. How can we do it, with 

whom? Let us reflect. 

  

With this in mind I have come to the IAC Mexico, from an ecumenical conference of 500 

to an international congress of how many thousands; from one hotel auditorium to huge 

and huger halls, corridors, screens, kiosks, posters and fliers ɬ impressive. My head soon 

started swimming with facts and figures, with every type of face, a few looking like mine, 
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with every possible ideology and orientation. One could get lost but I am choosing to be 

with themes relevant to what I would like to do.  

 

Many panellists, not all relevant or profound. The themes in themselves are interesting 

and actual: Is religion a barrier to HIV prevention?; Antiretroviral therapy in 2008 (very 

technical and many were interested; I could not follow all the medical language); Meeting 

the prevention needs of people living with HIV/AIDS; Good Catholics use condoms: how to 

answer the tough questions (the presentation was all about asking me to say 'amen' to 

condoms and poor about human sexuality: frustrating); Sex and Relationship Education and 

HIV. Some presentations were serious, experience-based and well reflected. Despite 

many voices who readily blame the Catholic Church for being so out of touch with the 

reality of sex, I am in my guts assured that the Church is giving a service on a very large 

scale and should acknowledge it.  

  

On our way back after the first day, we three African Jesuits took our time to evaluate 

and look at our day: it was satisfactory. My general impression is that without the Pre-

Conference, I would not have easily found my place. The most important part of my day 

was listening to three young people. A South African woman living with the virus has a 

famous radio programme, reaching hundreds just in one hour. My desire is to meet her 

and ask her how she could help us. The day reinforced what I was telling myself about 

stories of people with HIV.  
 

 

IAC Mexico #6         7 August 2008 

 

Paterne Mombé SJ (CEL - Loyola Hope Centre, Togo) shares insights from the XVII IAC 

underway in Mexico City.  

 

A UNIVERSAL ENEMY 

The pandemic touches all peoples of the earth. AIDS is really and truly a public and not a 

private affair, a universal scourge that spares no one. It certainly calls for Universal 

Action Now. This reality dawned on me, the first day of the XVII IAC, watching people 

from all races and cultures coming and going to get registered or pick up their 

participant's kit. 

 

In the crowd, there were HIV-positive people and others who were not. And yet no one 

was afraid to walk and talk with the others, to greet and embrace. In this diversity, there 

is one people with one common enemy: AIDS. So why the stigma and discrimination 

against those with HIV? 

 

The IAC got underway with the first plenary, State of the Epidemic, and the bitter 

affirmation that HIV remains out of control. There are many laudable national and 

international initiatives, but more prevention and care services and better 

implementation are called for. If a common point emerged, it was all the panellists 
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affirming that prevention is crucial and that a combination of approaches should be 

adopted to face the pandemic in evolution.  

 

THE AFRICAN REALITY 

One thorny question was posed at the outset of a session specifically on Africa: why does 

the continent have 72% of the global number of HIV-positive cases. Why are youth and 

women so vulnerable? Why are successes, noted in some countries, not replicated in 

others?  

 

I was left unsatisfied during the Regional Sub-Saharan Africa session, which took place 

on the first day, and I was sorry to see poverty and social injustice not highlighted as key 

factors in the African context.  

 

However I really appreciated the intervention of the Vice-President of Tanzania, Salim 

Mohamed Salim. Talking about the role of leadership in Africa in the struggle against 

AIDS, he said the engagement of Tanzania's government has led to interesting results. 

African leaders, he continued, need to show leadership to guarantee an effective response. 

Such leadership works in partnership with others for a holistic approach, which includes 

education, improved health structures and promotion of VCT. Salim also stressed the 

promotion of peace as key to making a real impact on the epidemiological situation on 

the continent.  

 

A final point really got my attention: African leaders should ensure that funds given for 

AIDS are really used for this purpose. This crucial point determines the quality of 

response. Wherever the government is using money properly, the care offered is usually 

adequate and patients have quite easy and sometimes free access to essential drugs like 

ARVs.  

 

However, despite efforts to scale-up treatment, Africa is still far from being in a position 

to offer such ARV therapy as really improves patients' lives. I realised this during the 

session, Antiretroviral Therapy in 2008: Current Issues and Controversies in Optimal 

Antiretroviral Therapy. In Africa, there is a deficit of knowledge, information, formation 

and key technical means necessary to obtain the best possible results, akin to those 

registered in developed countries. Access to ARVs in Africa is a need, a human duty. But 

the way it is implemented should be reviewed. If we really want to reverse the trend of 

the epidemic, there should be universal access not only to treatment but to knowledge 

and technical means too.  

  

I also attended Sex and Relationship Education and HIV. Education has proved to be a 

very useful instrument in prevention, but what kind of education? At the IAC, all sorts of 

ideologies can be found, and it's pointless to get lost in details. The intervention I liked 

best was that of a South African teacher entitled Beyond abstinence: Experience from South 

Africa. She believes that the ABC (Abstinence - Be faithful - Condom) approach fails in 

that it is removed from the reality of many young people. The factors that jeopardise 
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youth education are often forgotten, especially the reigning sexual mores and role models. 

The fundamental premise of this speaker, which found an echo in me, is that beyond the 

debates and fixations about ABC, we must promote integral formation of young people, 

educating their desires and helping them to develop a critical sense capable of 

challenging the society (including practices and cultures) in which they live.  

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

 

FROM TOGO TO GUADALUPE 

On 3 August, I went to Guadalupe for Sunday Mass, together with the other Jesuit 

companions and two Mexican scholastics. The Pre-Conference sessions I attended 

recalled to my heart the young people of Agoè-Nyivé, with whom we work at the CEL. 

The awareness of my responsibility towards them prompted me to pray to Our Lady of 

Guadalupe and to place them under her constant protection. I implored her prayer of 

blessings on each of the youth, people with HIV, and those dedicated to working for their 

wellbeing, as well as the staff of the CEL, our partners, and my companions in Lomé. 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

 

FEEDBACK 

Thank you for keeping us up-dated on the Conference! Best wishes and prayers, 

Sr Teresa Marcazzan FSP, Director, Paulines Publishers Africa 

 

I am grateful to be receiving the AJAN daily reports from Mexico City IAC. It is noted 

that the Jesuit delegation from African nations is African. What is happening in Kikwit is 

heartbreaking and outrageous, where the incompleteness of funding blocks those who 

critically need to receive treatment from assessment. 

Cora Twohig-Moengangongo, Interim Director, Field Education, University of St. Michael's 

College, Faculty of Theology, University of Toronto 

 

Thank you all for keeping us posted on events at the XVII International AIDS Conference, 

particularly on the Pre-Conference by faith-based organisations. It is true that the values 

we get from our faith play a great role in shaping our response to the pandemic at 

whatever levels we are engaged in.  

John Cheburet, Education for Life, Kenya 

 

My dear brothers, thank you very much for the AJANews IAC Mexico. It's an 

extraordinary effort. I pass the news on to others who are really amazed. I rejoice in the 

engagement of my African companions. Having worked in DRC for 47 years, I admire 

the courage of those who bear witness to the Kingdom of Christ through their 

involvement with the most disinherited people in our society.  

Ward Dirven SJ, Antwerp, Belgium 
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IAC Mexico #7 8 August 2008 

 

WHERE IS THE JUSTICE? 

A response to the AJANews IAC Mexico updates from Actwid Kongadzem, an NGO for women 

and youth living with HIV in rural Cameroon.  

 

Dear coordinator of AJANews, 

Thank you immensely for the news from Mexico that has really touched us here as we 

read your stories. As a national network of poor, rural women in Cameroon who are 

marginalised because of HIV, AIDS and TB, we feel strongly committed to this task of 

sharing with others. We are suffering and dying in silence in poor villages and other local 

communities where treatment access is almost impossible because people have to trek 

long distances to find a bus stop, then travel several hours to reach a treatment centre. 

 

Worst of all is the latest news: for the past two weeks, there has been a shortage of ARVs. 

This morning (7 August), young people, women and children who travelled long hours 

on appalling roads at very high transport costs to reach hospitals, cried out loud when 

they discovered that once again, there were no drugs for them.  

 

It saddens us to say that we are really disappointed with our State and all the officials 

who swan around in big cars, pretending to be supporting people with HIV. This is a lie. 

The truth is that we have watched thousands of people dying in silent anger, without 

medicine or without even a plate of food to eat before taking their medicine.  

 

Before the ARVs ran out two weeks ago, it was clear that since April, people with HIV 

were buying Cotrimoxasol from centres and clinics at a very expensive rate. We are 

informed that this medication is distributed for free by some clinics and hospitals in cities 

and towns. Why don't rural people have free access too? Where is the justice here? 

 

We wish to let AJANews know about these injustices and unfair treatment in Cameroon. 

We will like to joins hands with you in the fight. Thank you. 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

 

WHAT HAVE YOU DONE, MOTHER CHURCH? 

A rebuff at the IAC leaves Séverin Mukoko SJ (DRC) wondering why the Catholic Church is 

widely scorned despite its providing crucial health and pastoral care to AIDS-affected people.  

 

On 5 August, visiting the different stands at the IAC, I found myself in front of the 

French one. I asked to take part, as others were doing, in an activity consisting of writing 

a message about the struggle against HIV and AIDS on a small board, which would then 

be photographed and exhibited. I wrote: The Church will never abandon you, our brothers 

and sisters living with HIV and AIDS. I had my photo taken with my message. Instead of 

printing it as she had done with the rest, the young woman at the stand told me she had 

run out of paper and would do it later. As I turned away, I kept her well in view: she 
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deleted the photograph. Which prompted me to wonder: What have you done, Mother 

Church? 

 

When I think of all the men and women of good will in the Church, who devote 

themselves day and night to bringing a small smile to the faces of people living with the 

virus; when I remember all the religious sisters who, despite their age, share the joys and 

sorrows of infected people and their families, I think to myself: No, you don't deserve this.  

 

Throughout the discussions underway here, the Church, especially the Catholic one I 

belong to, has been treated as if she were the cause of the high rates linked with the AIDS 

epidemic, in spite of all the service she gives. Like Christ her Master, who was not 

recognised as the Son of God until He hung on the Cross (Mark 15:39), the Church too 

must be subjected to rejection and discrimination. Later, perhaps, her merits will be 

recognised.  

 

Prof. Linda Richter of the Human Sciences Research Council of South Africa talked about 

HIV and children and underlined the important role played by the family in prevention. 

Talking about the family, education comes to mind, a word dear to our Mother Church. 

Education, said another speaker, is the most important existing vaccine that can halt the 

expansion of the virus. This is a vast area of work waiting for our Church: helping the 

family to rediscover its place in our societies.  

 

We must recognise that a definitive solution will not emerge until there is the discovery 

of a vaccine and/or effective medication that can annihilate the virus completely.  

 

Recent advances show that treatment may improve, but access remains a real problem for 

many people living with HIV. Why these inequalities? asked Morolake Odetoyinbo, a 

Nigerian activist. Healthcare, she said, is a right for all, and whatever their social status, 

country or geographical region, all people living with HIV have the right to care suited to 

their condition. We need to come together in a revolutionary way to fight the injustice 

and inequalities that never stop growing among the people.  

 

As we were leaving the hall, my Jesuit companion Fr Groum told me: A meal served on a 

mat in the dark doesn't have the same importance, the same value, as one served at a restaurant 

table adorned with flowers. In the same way, the Church should use substantial means to 

make herself heard and understood. Unfortunately, this is not her objective. I am 

convinced that her main aim is saving lives.  

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

 

HOMO SAPIENS OR SEXUS? 

Paterne Mombé SJ on different approaches mooted at an IAC plenary devoted to prevention.  

 

Around 2.7 million people were infected by HIV worldwide in 2007, which translates into 

7,400 new infections every day. The plenary of the second day of the IAC presented the 
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stark reality of global HIV prevalence in a context where effective prevention strategies 

are available. Perhaps new ideas, new approaches are called for? 

 

Should we develop theological reflection about pastoral ministry among 'sinners'? The 

thought came to me as I listened to one of the speakers on harm reduction among drug 

users. The way prevention is approached makes me wonder what direction society wants 

to take when it comes to sexual habits. I have the feeling that people don't want to make 

the sacrifices which may be required by the AIDS crisis, and instead that libertinage and 

multiple sexual practices are encouraged. Have we gone from being Homo Sapiens to 

Homo Sexus, where people define themselves according to their sexual orientation and 

practices?  

 

Abstinence is presented as difficult to practise and the condom as the barrier method that 

works (without specifying the exact success rate). Well, the condom has an 85% 

protection rate against pregnancy, while circumcision, today promoted as a prevention 

method, has a 56% success rate in preventing HIV.  

 

The most interesting point to emerge from the plenary was that prevention should 

combine several strategies: behaviour change, antiretrovirals (using ART to prevent 

infection, as pre/post-exposure prophylaxis, seems to be an avenue full of promise), and 

the struggle for social justice and human rights.  

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

 

FEEDBACK  

Thank you for the news, which I am collecting (currently in France) and counting on 

making best possible use of ɬ the Catholic University of Central Africa (UCAC) certainly 

needs to revitalize its campaign.  

Philippe Dubin SJ, Assistant to the Rector, UCAC, Yaoundé, Cameroon 

  

Thanks for keeping us updated. It is great to know how together we can combat this 

pandemic. We in Sudan still have to get acquainted with the reality of AIDS. We have 

constant wars and displacement of people and this can affect the people more. It is only 

faith that will help us reach the response. 

Sr Philomena Fernandes FDCC, North Kordofan, Sudan 

 

I truly appreciate the daily updates. They provide insights that one simply can't get from 

the conventional media. Keep up the good work! 

Jocelyn McCalla, Maplewood NJ, USA 

 

You need to be commended for doing such a wonderful job. We could not all attend the 

conference in Mexico. But we feel part of the conference by your informed, critical and 

inspirational reflections on the proceedings of the Conference. This is what we need, 

especially we who are in the developing Africa as sometimes, because of poverty, things 

are pushed down our throats with little or no support for local and home-grown 
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strategies. Next week, I am carrying with me some of your reflections into our 

Conference on Responsible Masculinities within the context of Lesotho. Keep it up.  

Paul Leshota, National University of Lesotho 
 

 

IAC Mexico #8 9 August 2008 

 

KEY INVESTMENTS 

For Paterne Mombé SJ of the CEL in Togo, the last day of the IAC drew attention to essential 

elements of the AIDS struggle. 

 

          Invest in HIV+ people 

Give people with HIV more scope to contribute to the struggle against AIDS: this was 

one of the key themes of the IAC and rightly so. The message was underscored on the 

last day, 7 August, by a Nigerian HIV-positive speaker. 

 

The activist drew several rounds of applause when she denounced the reality that our 

African countries are overflowing with resources which alas are badly managed. She 

called for investment in the lives of people with HIV, geared towards the acquisition of 

skills and access to care and employment, and for support of their efforts to respond to 

the challenges of the pandemic.  

 

HIV-positive people have an especially important role to play in prevention. Positive 

prevention also means prevention of AIDS, said another speaker, echoing a phrase I like to 

use in training sessions: It's one thing to have HIV, another to have AIDS. In fact, the vision 

of the CEL, For an AIDS-free society, aims to promote prevention among HIV-negative 

people and to avert the onset of AIDS among HIV-positive ones.  

 

I left the plenary determined to make more room for people with HIV in the CEL's 

provision of services. We have already started doing something; I hope this will grow 

and bear fruit for the greater good of all.  

 

         Invest in nutritional support 

In recent years, much emphasis has been placed on access to antiretroviral therapy, 

forgetting a key factor to make it effective: nutrition, whose significant role was 

underscored in Food Security, Nutrition and HIV, one of the most important sessions of 

the entire conference.  

 

Poverty in Africa means that food security is often a distant dream. And the AIDS 

epidemic has accentuated this insecurity. Nutritional intervention does not consist solely 

of doling out food. There are other components like nutritional education, training with a 

view to encouraging people to produce food, and support for income-generating 

activities.  

 

A Ugandan speaker showed how the lives of many patients were improved thanks to 
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food aid and support for income-generating activities. A Kenyan doctor, armed with 

photos, demonstrated the improvement in nutritional status of an elderly person with 

HIV. And another speaker documented how, thanks to the expensive cost of living, 

funding for food does not go as far as donors imagine.  

 

Their common appeal was strong: invest in nutritional support! I hope decision-makers 

will hear this appeal. I left the session with my head full of ideas and projects. In any case, 

there is plenty of work to be done.  

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

 

BRINGING HOPE 

More from Actwid Kongadzem in rural Cameroon (see AJANews IAC Mexico # 7). 

 

Dear AJANews coordinators, 

We are really very thankful to you and all the others, especially the responses from the 

universities of Lesotho and Yaoundé. We are all struggling to put a smile on our faces 

this evening as we read through all your responses or feedback to us. 

 

Here we really find that we have people like you at AJANews who care. When we read 

the phrases and sentences about your opinion of Mother Church's contribution, for 

example, the Church will never abandon you, our brothers and sisters living with AIDS, it gives 

us a lot of hope for the future for all the rural poor living with HIV anywhere in the 

world. We are also consoled; more so as majority of our members are Catholics.  

 

We are saddened by the behaviour of the French girl at the IAC booth in Mexico, who 

destroyed or erased the photo, not wanting to give out your message. The quotations 

from the Nigerian activist, Morolake, on treatment inequalities have also moved us 

together with those who talked about education as the most important vaccine that can halt 

the expansion of the virus, as well as the speakers who mentioned HIV and children and 

underlined the important role played by the family in prevention. These are really good 

presentations and right now we feel as if we attended the conference with you too. 

 

We are all grateful and will remain in touch with you. Immense thanks from all of us, 

represented by Wendi, Teresa, Mary Fon, Tohnyanga Celestina, Aarigit and Ambijeh  

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

 

FEEDBACK 

Companions at AJANews, I greet you very kindly, much appreciating your work around 

the XVII IAC. Currently I work in the Latin American coordination of Jesuit parishes. If 

you visit http://www.cpalsj.org/parroquias/ there you will see the document about HIV-

AIDS of the Social Commission of our Mexican Bishops (see AJANews IAC Mexico #2). 

Thank you, Álvaro Quiroz SJ, Province of Mexico. 
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To the Editorial Team, Thanks for the updates and insights! 

Dr Margaret A Ogola, MD, Kenyan paediatrician and author 

 

Thank you for the feedback from Mexico. For us it is always so important to balance the 

secular news reports with a Christian viewpoint - In the midst of an overwhelming 

number of reports your newsletter helped me to keep the balance. 

Lyn van Rooyen, Programme Manager, CARIS - Christian AIDS Resource and Information 

Service, Fontainebleau, South Africa 

 

Very happy to receive these messages as the IAC unfolds daily, especially in connection 

with my former work in southern Chad. In the town of Kyabé, a year ago I set up the 

Coin des Amis pour la Lutte contre le VIH/SIDA (Friends' Place for the Struggle against 

AIDS), where the young people are very interested in getting the latest news about 

research in this area and especially happy to see the whole world mobilized to fight 

against this pandemic. It makes me very happy to get your bulletins here at Georgetown 

University in the USA where I am spending six weeks.  

Harris Tombi SJ, Jesuit School of Theology, Abidjan, Côte d'Ivoire  
 

 

IAC Mexico #9 14 August 2008 

 

NEW CATHOLIC AIDS NETWORK 

The Jesuits representing AJAN at the 2008 Pre-Conference and XVII IAC join other 

Catholic participants in calling for a global Catholic AIDS Network.  

 

The proposal ɬ announced in a Caritas Internationalis statement issued on 7 August ɬ 

emerged from a discerned need to share reflections and experiences and to enhance the 

sterling contribution of the Catholic Church to the struggle against AIDS. The lukewarm 

or even hostile attitude of some towards the Catholic Church triggered the felt need for 

joint action.  

 

I believe we must do something. It is time for the Church to acknowledge what it does, for all who 

are working and living with people infected by HIV and affected by AIDS to come together and 

talk like the disciples of Emmaus, said Groum Tesfaye SJ (Ethiopia).  

 

The Caritas statement explained: The network would boost the Catholic Church's profile in 

responding to the HIV pandemic by increasing public knowledge about the work being done by the 

Church at global, regional, national, and local levels. It would also improve contact and 

information-sharing among Catholic organisations working in this field. 

 

Although Catholic participation in ÛÏÐÚɯàÌÈÙɀÚɯPre-Conference was significantly greater 

than previous years, many felt that the Catholic Church was put down. A gathering of 

Catholic delegates on the sidelines, according to Paterne Mombé SJ (Togo), was galvanized 

by the idea of creating a Catholic network against AIDS, which would serve as a framework for 

exchanges about theological reflections and best practices. This idea was born of the realisation that 
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the Catholic Church seemed to be absent or even ignored, not to say criticised, during the Pre-

Conference. An evaluation among Jesuit participants came to the same conclusion.  

 

Why? The Catholic Church was singled out for criticism regarding the perceived incompleteness 

of its prevention messages, Msgr Robert Vitillo, Caritas Internationalis Special Advisor on 

HIV and AIDS, told AJANews on 3 August at the close of the Pre-Conference. Some 

Catholic participants felt that little room was offered to discuss the evidence-based role of sexual 

abstinence outside marriage and of mutual, lifelong fidelity in decreasing HIV prevalence, or 

responsible sexual behaviour, or to share Catholic values, teaching and experiences within a 

respectful environment. 

 

The reception at the IAC was not much better: It is clear to me that the dominating ideology 

underlying this conference was that of the 'world', which is far from the view of the Church, said 

Fr Mombé. From the start, the Catholic Church, with its position on the condom, was identified 

as an opponent.  

 

In the Caritas statement, Msgr Vitillo said: Especially in light of the intense learning situation 

presented by the IAC, we Catholics need some time to re-discover the faith roots for our 

commitment to accompany our brothers and sisters living with HIV or affected by AIDS. We need 

to learn from each others' successes and challenges. We need to discover ways to scale up our 

response to the pandemic according to the burden felt by the poorest and most marginalised in our 

local communities.  

______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

GIVING OUR BEST 

The Mexico conferences have left the AJAN delegates convinced that the Church should 

raise its profile in the field because it has much to bring to the struggle against the 

pandemic in terms of approach, values, spirit and ministries.  

 

The extensive services offered by Catholic Church-related agencies ɬ in Africa, at least a 

quarter of all HIV care ɬ deserve to be more widely known. What's more, the AJAN 

Jesuits believe that Church teaching offers a real, effective value basis for prevention and 

treatment.  

 

Séverin Mukoko SJ (DRC): I dare say that if our Church leaders took more of an interest in such 

forums, they would draw attention to what the Church does and change the opinion of many 

people about the Church as regards the struggle against AIDS. Why weren't there any bishops at 

the IAC? And yet I saw a 75-year-old Sister in the plenary sessions. The absence of the 

hierarchical Church gives the impression of a lack of Church interest, even if this is not the case. 

We are living in a society that adores sensationalist actions. A bishop on the podium of the Vienna 

IAC in 2010 would reassure many Christians.  

 

For Fr Mombé, the onus is on all Catholics to preach the good news: I would like to 

challenge Catholic participants to share on what they are doing. Perhaps we are too shy to defend 
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our views and to speak out about our successes in prevention and care. The world is offering to 

people the best things it has; the Catholic Church must also offer the world the best teachings it has. 

We are ignored because we are not convinced enough of the efficacy of our values. And we need to 

heal from that. 

 

Prevention strategies like ABC promoted as effective until now are somewhat inadequate. 

Better approaches need to favour the family and education. The Church should really 

contribute to help society, here and now, without waiting for gifts from lobbies that work for their 

own gain and manipulate anyone they can, said Fr Séverin. The Church defends biblical, largely 

universal values. She must oppose the pressure of certain ideologies that easily entrap young 

people and at the same time she must listen to the youth, to their frustrations, anguish, mistakes 

and hopes, helping them to shape their life according to God's will.  

 

His impressions of the IAC prompted the Congolese Jesuit to discern a more profound 

contribution Christians are called to bring to the struggle against AIDS: What is missing is 

the motivating will that can change our world. Relationships based on power, interests and profit 

govern our society, and we have forgotten that life is something more valuable that surpasses 

everything else. This consideration reinforced and stirred my conscience as regards the role I 

should play as a Christian and a priest amid those to whom I am sent, to face the multiple 

challenges posed by the AIDS crisis.  

__________________________________________________________________________ 

 

WHOSE AGENDA? 

Right from the first day, I was moved by the diversity of people meeting at the Banamex Centre 

where the IAC was held, to see researchers, doctors, politicians, people with HIV and activists 

come together under one slogan: Universal Action Now! Being struck by this great poignant 

experience did not stop Fr Séverin from putting his finger on a fundamental problem: But 

what action are we talking about? And how should it be directed? 

 

Almost non-stop listening, meeting new people, being bombarded by facts and an avalanche of 

information of papers and posters everywhere added up for Fr Groum to information-

overload. Hidden agendas surfaced as some angled to push their causes to the forefront. 

The most discriminated and stigmatised are those whom certain groups tell and identify for us, 

and it is themselves. Any worthwhile work that has been done always revolves around these 

persons. After a while the whole conference seemed to be for a cause of some few alone.  

 

This started suffocating me. For it seemed that the Catholic Church, churches and generally others 

had nothing to say or have no role in the fight against AIDS. The serious work done by people of 

institutional religions who serve and accompany all persons affected or infected seemed to be 

without value.  

 

The Ecumenical and IAC conferences have to be lived to understand all this, added Fr Groum. I 

take it that these meetings have to be subjected to serious critique to know whose agenda it is and 

what driving ideology is operating behind them.  



24 

 

 

Fr Mombé pinpointed the driving force behind this year's IAC: The choice of the speakers 

appeared to be very political, focusing only on gender-based and sexual-orientation-based. It seems 

to me that homophobia was overwhelmingly singled out from beginning to end of the conference. It 

was the issue number one, even more important than the epidemic itself.  

 

Such a narrow focus meant overlooking other, extremely urgent needs. Africa accounts 

for 67% of the global HIV-positive population. Fr Mombé: Although many Africans gave 

presentations, I have the feeling that Africa wasn't given enough importance. Problems such as 

access to more ARVs and food were far from coming out strongly as key issues to be addressed 

urgently.  

 

My fear is that more money may be pumped into the fight against homophobia than into 

prevention and health infrastructures, or treatment access in Africa. When one considers the 

trends of the epidemic, the number of people implicated, this is simply an injustice. Despite the 

reality that many African countries clearly won't meet the goal of universal access by 2010, no 

serious measures to fill the gap were put on the table.  

 

Fr Séverin agreed that Africa was largely forgotten at the IAC and like his fellow Jesuit, he 

is concerned about unequal access to treatment: Although there may have been considerable 

advances in effective molecular research to fight against the virus, we are still challenged by a 

problem of social injustice, which concerns the access of the poor in Africa to new treatment. Who 

will give people with HIV in rural Cameroon or DRC the chance to praise life, like others in rich 

and developed countries do? Who will help them to start treatment early on as others with HIV do, 

look after themselves and live positively?  

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

 

LESSONS LEARNED 

Despite the setbacks, the EAA Pre-Conference and the XVII IAC served as invaluable 

learning experiences for the AJAN delegates, who return to their ministries with renewed 

vigour and useful insights. Especially inspired by the HIV-positive presenters, the three 

Jesuits came away convinced that people with HIV and their needs should play a greater 

role in responses to the pandemic.  

 

Fr Groum was so impressed with two women who addressed the Pre-Conference that he 

invited them to Ethiopia. And Fr Séverin: It wasn't just watching people with HIV speak out 

that impressed me, I've already seen many do so, but the inner strength that motivates and 

encourages them to survive despite living with that monster HIV in their body. 

 

The words of the Psalmist that are dear to me resounded: "No, I shall not die but live" (Ps 118:17). 

Going back over the conference discussions in my mind, I see the Zimbabwean woman who knows 

AIDS is a part of her life, of her. She must accept it as a companion. What courage!  

 

Fr Séverin left the IAC determined to do more in the Foyer Louis de Gonzague. I am very 
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happy with the conferences and I believe they will give renewed momentum for my work. I hope to 

develop our approach to people with HIV. A more permanent presence among them should take 

shape now: regular visits to find out about their real life situation will add another dimension to 

what we do as a Church. He plans to hold a meeting for pastoral agents in the town, getting 

the local Bishop involved too.  

 

For his part, Fr Mombé returns to Lomé and the CEL with heightened awareness that 

addressing the epidemic requires the contribution of people living with the virus. It should take 

into account the reality they live in. More investment in people with HIV is called for; access to 

microfinance, to nutritional support and to care and treatment. Involving HIV-positive people in 

prevention is crucially important too.  

 

Prevention emerged as a point of great interest too, everyone admitting that more holistic 

and appropriate approaches are required. There is a need to intensify intervention for youth, 

developing a comprehensive, effective approach tailored for the local population, continued Fr 

Mombé. One must take in account individual factors into account as well as structural ones. 

Scaling up VCT is essential and must be promoted in a way that respects people's right to 

confidentiality and privacy. 

 

But the ideas crammed into their heads have not deflected attention from the most crucial 

contribution the Jesuits feel called to play. Ultimately, we don't only need funds so that the 

dream of universal action against HIV and AIDS will become concrete now, added Fr Séverin. 

We have just as much need of our hearts to love and to transform the lives of those living with the 

virus. 

__________________________________________________________________________ 

 

JESUIT CONTRIBUTIONS 

Jesuits writing about the Pre-Conference and the IAC allowed people worldwide to 

follow the meetings thanks to the nine widely-read issues of AJANews IAC Mexico, of 

which this is the concluding one. Readers steadily fed back appreciation for the informed, 

critical and inspirational reflections, which helped to counter-balance secular news 

reporting.  

 

There were seven Jesuit participants, including three Africans representing AJAN ɬ 

Groum Tesfaye SJ (Ethiopia), Séverin Mukoko SJ (DRC) and Paterne Mombé SJ (Togo) ɬ 

and their host Hernán Quezada SJ MD of Mexico. 

 

Overall, the Jesuits found much in their experience that was positive, and thanks to their 

participation, the Society of Jesus was really there. It is important for Jesuits to be present in 

such milieu and to find a way to contribute to the reflection, said Fr Mombé, a sentiment 

echoed by Dr Hernán: I am filled with joy by the Jesuit participation in this conference which 

seeks to put our Faith in Action, action in this case to face one of the most formidable social 

challenges of our time: HIV and AIDS. 
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The Jesuits did not address either of the conferences, however Fr Séverin feels they 

played a significant role through the nearly daily bulletins. I dare say the Jesuits helped 

many people thanks to the reflections they shared through AJANews. The meetings were tiring but 

I was motivated to write when I saw that people wanted to have news of the conferences. I am very 

happy to see that AJANews is widely read, and this prompted me to give the best of myself.  

Another encouragement for the Jesuits was the strong affinity with one another. The seven 

of us felt united despite the heavy agenda and the language differences, said Dr Quezada. The 

Jesuits met regularly to exchange experiences, a time described by Fr Séverin as sharing an 

intense moment of life. The three African Jesuits found that they shared the same feelings. 

For me, continued Fr Séverin, this is a sign that the challenges lived by the Jesuits in Ethiopia or 

in Togo are the same as those facing the Jesuits in DRC and elsewhere.  

 

Despite the fatigue of the day, we did our best to be in touch and to share on our daily experiences. 

And that was really valuable and fruitful, said Fr Mombé. The presence of African Jesuits may 

stimulate and help companions from other continents who do not meet AIDS problems at the same 

level and therefore may not be doing enough. The fact that the companions who attended are actors 

in the field of AIDS has been great too.  

 

Apart from feeling personally motivated in the wake of the conferences, the participants 

also discerned a call to more action for the Society of Jesus as a whole. Fr Séverin: The 

Society is involved, especially in Africa through AJAN, and there is still scope to multiply 

initiatives, given the magnitude of the situation.  
 

 

IAC Mexico Feedback        20 August 2008 

 

Dear friends at AJANews, 

Thanks for copying me on all the AJANews IAC Mexicoȭɯ(ɀÝÌɯÚÈÝÌËɯÈÓÓɯÛÏÌɯÊÖ×ÐÌÚȮɯÈÕËɯÞÐÓÓɯ

continue to peruse them through and through ɬ imbibing the wisdom therein! 

Dr Peter Okaalet, Senior Director, Health, HIV and AIDS Policy, MAP International, Kenya 

 

Thanks for the updates on the Mexico Conference. I have found them extremely 

informative and helpful. I was able to get a view of what was happening at the 

conference that was not always available in the news media. Keep up the good work you 

are doing at AJAN and for the Assistancy. 

George Quickley SJ, Provincial, North-West Africa Jesuit Province 

 

My attention is drawn to the energy shown throughout the IAC by Fr Séverin Mukoko 

and his final resolve as he leaves the Conference. I have no doubt that Séverin will do 

quite a lot. His thoughts have an energy that I love. In fact I have collected his loud 

thoughts and sent them to my friends. He is a brilliant person. 

Richard Ochanda, PHD student of economics, Trento, Italy; consultant with KARDS (Koinonia 

Advisory Research & Development Service), Kenya 
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Sincere thanks to all who offered such powerful, thoughtful and challenging reflections 

on IAC Mexico. These materials will become part of our Theological Reflection seminar at 

St Michael's Faculty of Theology in September. I pray God will continue to bless all of 

your and our efforts to resist this evil in the name of the one who is Love. 

Cora Twohig-Moengangongo STL, ThD, Interim Director, Field Education, University of St 

Michael's College, Faculty of Theology, University of Toronto, Canada 

 

My appreciation and gratitude of all the material you have enriched us with from the 

Mexican International Conference. As a member of the Zimbabwean Jesuit 

Communications Commission, I should like to identify with the praise and gratitude 

heaped on you for the great work you have done. It will have worldwide effects.  

Patrick Moloney SJ, Zimbabwe Jesuit Province 

 

Thanks for the most interesting overview of the Mexico conference. We at FXB were 

represented as well. You might consider putting out a 'white paper' on the Church's 

position on AIDS, expanding on the A-B-C framework. I hope to see Msgr Vitillo soon in 

Geneva and will recommend this to him as well. 

Peter Neidecker, François-Xavier Bagnoud Centre (FXB), an international organisation aimed at 

providing support for children affected by AIDS and poverty. 

 

I would like to thank you heartily and to express the joy of those who have benefited 

from the information received, which I have shared with those who work to give hope to 

our brothers and sisters living with HIV. One is Sr Denise Bwanga of the Sisters of 

Charity of Gand, who lives in the region of Kimpese-Mbanza Ngungu in Bas-Congo, 

Matadi Diocese. Sr Denise wants to set up a centre called Village HOPE for 50 children 

who have been in her care for some two years, to teach them agriculture and animal 

rearing as well as other skills like masonry and carpentry. She is searching for moral and 

material support. The Bishop of Matadi and some lay people (doctors, engineers) help 

her on a voluntary basis. I help her by sharing the information I receive from you, which 

she appreciates, as she believes she must give hope to young people. She also takes care 

of street children who need a ÊÈÙÐÕÎɯÎÓÈÕÊÌɯÚÐÔ×ÓàɯÛÖɯÎÐÝÌɯÛÏÌÔɯÏÖ×Ìȭɯ+ÌÛɀÚɯÒÌÌ×ɯÛÏÐÚɯ

initiative in our prayers.  

Joachim Umba di M'balu SJ, Agro-Veterinary Institute (ISAV), Kimwenza, D.R. Congo 

  

Thanks for the updates you have made on the ongoing AIDS Conference in Mexico. I 

have read your brief excellent reports (typical of AJAN news) with a lot of interest. Last 

week, I shared the article ARVs of Shame from Kikwit in DRC with my lecturer and class. I 

am undertaking a diploma course in Advanced Healthcare Management at Strathmore 

University. We were studying a module on health economics and the lecturer raised a lot 

of concern about HIV/AIDS programming. When I read the story ARVs of Shame it 

actually confirmed his fears and I took the article to class with me. He patiently read 

through it and we discussed some of the concerns it raised. 

 

Today, I felt a little bit angry, and to some extent saddened, by the report on the 
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treatment the Church is receiving at the Mexico IAC especially for the contributions it has 

made in health care through its healing ministry. I worked for the Health Commission of 

Kenya's Episcopal Conference for four years (May 2004-May 2008) and I know the extent 

of the Church's contribution to healthcare in Kenya. If you include the ecumenical 

perspective in these efforts, the contribution of the Church is immense in Africa. 

 

It is my opinion that forums like the one in Mexico provide opportunities for the Church 

to learn how to "trade" better with the "talents" at its disposal. I am aware of some of the 

consultative forums held in Eastern and Western Africa in which the Church explored 

challenges and opportunities in its healing ministry in the dawn of the third millennium. 

One of the outstanding challenges and opportunities exists in collaborative efforts with 

governmental agencies, both at national and international levels. These collaborations, 

while providing opportunities to revitalise and strengthen material aspects of the 

Church's healing ministry, sometimes threaten to obstruct (or compromise) the mission of 

the Church in the ministry of prevention. 

 

My submission is that some effort is needed to make improvements where they can be 

made. Few people understand the sacrifices made to bring health services, compassion 

and hope (salvific) to sick and suffering (with an ever increasing proportion of indigence) 

and usually in remote hard to reach locations of Africa. 

 

Please continue with your excellent journalism.  

Cavin Otieno Opiyo, Nairobi 

 

It is encouraging to read your reports on the conferences in Mexico City. I, too, attended 

both the Pre-Conference and the IAC coming away with similar conclusions. My 

frustration in my role of empowering nationals around the world to develop culture-

specific HIV prevention strategies is that those controlling the agenda are totally 

committed to doing everything possible to slow the spread of HIV as long as it does not 

get in the way of people freely exercising their sexual appetites. This qualification is 

destined to scuttle all their work as it takes the most effective weapon out of the arsenal. 

 

Too often we, who are motivating people to save sex exclusively for marriage, are 

labelled as moralists, and we accept the label. That is sad because, while the behaviours 

we are encouraging are consistent with Biblical morality, that is not the only reason to 

encourage people to follow them. They are also the only method of prevention that can 

be proved to be effective in preventing infection. (ÕɯÛÏÌɯÌÙÈɯÖÍɯ×ÜÚÏÐÕÎɯɁÌÝÐËÌÕÊÌ-ÉÈÚÌËɂɯ

approaches to prevention, the only truly evidence-based approach is being thrown out 

because it is also consistent with moral teaching. 

 

It is time for us to stand up and make it clear that saving sex for marriage carries with it 

so many benefits that, even if it were not moral and even if it did not prevent infection 

with HIV and other STIs, it would still be the wise choice for everyone and the best for 
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our families, our cultures, and our world. The fact that it is also moral is a side benefit. 

The fact that it prevents infection is also a side benefit. 

 

LetɀÚɯÞÖÙÒɯÛÖÎÌÛÏÌÙɯÛÖɯÏÌÓ×ɯ×ÌÖ×ÓÌɯÌß×ÌÙÐÌÕÊÌɯÛÏÌɯÞÖÕËÌÙÍÜÓɯÉÌÕÌÍÐÛÚɯÛÏÈÛɯÊÖÔÌɯÍÙÖÔɯ

saving sex for marriage! 

Duane Crumb, New Mission Systems International (NMSI), Fort Myers, USA 
 

 

NOT OF THIS WORLD 

A missionary couple attended the International AIDS Conference (IAC) in Mexico City in 

August 2008. They found echoes of their experience in the encounter shared by AJAN 

representative, Séverin Mukoko SJ from DRC in AJANews IAC Mexico #7 - 8 August: 

 
On 5 August, visiting the different stands at the IAC, I found myself in front of the 

French one. I asked to take part, as others were doing, in an activity consisting of 

writing a message about the struggle against HIV and AIDS on a small board, which 

would then be photographed and exhibited. I wrote: The Church will never abandon 

you, our brothers and sisters living with HIV and AIDS . I had my photo taken with my 

message. Instead of printing it as she did the rest, the young women at the stand told 

me she had run out of paper and would do it later. As I turned away, I kept her well in 

view: she deleted the photograph. Which prompted me to wonder: What have you 

done, Mother Church?  

 

Throughout the discussions underway here, the Church, especially the Catholic one I 

belong to, has been treated as if she were the cause of the high rates linked the AIDS 

epidemic, in spite of all the service she gives. Like Christ her Master, who was not 

recognised as the Son of God until He hung on the cross (Mark 15:39), the Church too 

must be subjected to rejection and discrimination. Later, perhaps, her merits will be 

recognised. 

 

This inspired Dr Filippo to write as follows to Fr Mukoko: 

I attended the XVII IAC in Mexico City with my wife Luciana. Both medical doctors, we 

have spent the last 28 years in Uganda, sharing with Ugandans the whole life of the AIDS 

epidemic. I was really impressed by your experience at the IAC, especially that reported 

on 8 August, as we found it corresponded absolutely with our own experience right from 

the beginning of the conference. 

 

Your question recalled to me the words of the great poet T.S. Eliot: Has the Church failed 

mankind, or has mankind failed the Church? (The Rock, 1934, Chorus VII) 

 

Indeed we find ourselves in this situation, characterised by open hostility towards the 

Church and aware of our own poverty, perceiving a profound distance from the world. 

 

But above all we must be aware that we are people without a motherland, because we cannot be 

assimilated in this society. This is the real situation in which every Christian lives, if 

Christianity is truly followed. The one who recognises Christ as a different Presence in 

the world cannot be assimilated in this society.  

 



30 

 

We are accepted only when Christianity is ready to support the world with moralistic 

rules and values or with a vague spiritual sentimentalism. At the conference we saw how 

many Christians, Catholics included, were warmly welcomed and cheered, provided 

they were supporters of those in power. In fact, either we fall prey to the powers-that-be 

(if we reduce Christianity to moralism or to a spiritual new age) or the Church has 

abandoned the world (then we are without motherland). 

 

Therefore we understand that the only task we have is to witness to Christ, living the 

huge responsibility of spreading His Presence through our life, even if we are unworthy. 

Doing so, we find ourselves without a motherland. In fact the Church does abandon the 

world when the world feels ashamed of Christ. 

 

Luciana and I lived the conference, as you did, with this humble awareness, and it was a 

great experience for us as it was for you, full of encounters and beauty. 

 

Thanks for your presence in Mexico City and in the world (but not of the world),  

Dr Filippo Ciantia, Kampala, Uganda  

(AJANews 72 ɬ October 2008) 

 

 

To download this full set of daily AJANews IAC Mexico specials in one document, please click 

on http://www.jesuitaids.net/go.aspx?ID=4&B2=50&P0=132&TL=1  

And to have the same in French, please go to 

http://www.jesuitaids.net/go.aspx?ID=4&B2=50&P0=132&TL=2  

 

http://www.jesuitaids.net/go.aspx?ID=4&B2=50&P0=132&TL=1
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