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RESPONSIBILITY IN A TIME OF AIDS 
A Catholic theological response to the pandemic 

 
 
Report on a conference held from 5-7 February 2003. 
 
 
83 invited delegates assembled at St Augustine College of South Africa Campus from Wednesday 
5th to Friday 7th February to participate in preparing a theological response to the HIV/AIDS 
pandemic. The conference was co-hosted by the AIDS office of the Southern African Catholic 
Bishops’ Conference, the Catholic Theological Society of SA and St Augustine College of South 
Africa. Delegates included Catholic AIDS activists, HIV/AIDS pastoral care workers and Catholic 
theologians. 
 
This conference comes at a time of a major growth in the response of the Catholic Church to 
HIV/AIDS in Southern Africa. Some 75 new pastoral projects have been set up in the last few years 
providing a wide range of services including home based care, hospice and medical care, education 
and training, counselling and guidance, work with orphans and vulnerable children, and work in 
poverty alleviation. 
 
A research audit of these projects last year surfaced the need for more thinking on a theological 
underpinning for this pastoral response and also to clarify some theological issues surrounding the 
response of the Catholic Church in general to issues of HIV/AIDS. 
 
Work done in two previous conferences of Catholic theologians on issues of HIV/AIDS together 
with the research carried out last year, in evaluating the various pastoral projects falling under the 
SACBC AIDS Office, has helped us identify a number of important themes, which need a 
theological response. As a result papers were commissioned on these themes from theologians 
working in these fields. It is these papers which were be presented in the first part of the conference. 
The papers covered areas of Catholic tradition, prevention, caring for the infected and affected, 
African culture, the media and healing. 
 
Responsibility was identified as an overarching integrating category since it was one which had 
come up consistently in the past. An analysis of our society revealed a thread of unwillingness by 
many stakeholders to take responsibility for the tragedy unfolding in our society. 
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Responsibility is often misunderstood as searching for someone to blame: the devil made me do it, 
the ancestors are angry with me, it is witchcraft, it’s the blacks, it’s the Americans and so forth. 
Attitudes like this are common in our society. 
 
Responsibility does not mean the apportioning of blame but rather the empowerment of people to 
take responsibility for their lives wherever they are and whoever they are in an ethical Christian 
response to this plague. 
 
Irresponsibility is seen in actions which lead to the rape of virgins for a cure, the refusal to admit the 
presence of the disease in our communities and the hiding away of AIDS sufferers. It is present in 
those who continue to stigmatise the disease and people. It is seen in those political and religious 
leaders who fail to mobilise the resources at their disposal to establish effective structures which will 
respond to the crisis and bring hope for the people  
 
True responsibility means the fullness of life expressed as concern, care for others and the promotion 
of the common good. It is this human and Christian attitude that we wished to foster in this 
conference. Responsibility implies seeking ways to prevent the spread of the infection and the 
illnesses that accompany it. It also means care for victims and the promotion of moral lifestyles, 
which advance the common good of our society. 
 
Dr Charles Ryan in a paper entitled “AIDS and Responsibility: the Catholic tradition” said that we 
must stop blaming God for AIDS either directly or indirectly. He also demanded that we break the 
connection between guilt and HIV/AIDS for to assume that a person who is HIV+ is guilty is 
unchristian. No one deserves to have AIDS. He also proposed that traditional concepts in Catholic 
moral theology (that serious sin requires grave matter, full knowledge and full consent) combined 
with the circumstances of South African society suggest that a huge percentage of people who are 
sexually active outside of marriage (including Catholics) do not believe they are being immoral. The 
Church must accept that it has failed to educate its members on the value of sexuality and chastity. 
Therefore we must mobilise ourselves to this end. But in the final analysis our response to 
HIV/AIDS must be that of Christ: compassion, support and above all not judging. 
 
Dr Jennifer Slater, academic Dean at St John Vianney Seminary, in her response to Dr Ryan, 
emphasised that the Church must work for the education of conscience in the context of such a virus 
since people are often confused about what is the right thing to do. The education of young people 
into a clear and consistent set of Christian values, which can help them survive, is an essential 
Christian response right now. She also noted that issues of HIV/AIDS should not be dealt with 
within a framework of individual moral values but within the framework of social justice since 
behaviour transmitting HIV principally results from acts determined by social power relationships 
rather than individual moral ones. 
 
Speaking on the theme of “Responsibility in the Prevention of HIV/AIDS” Sr Alison Munro, 
coordinating secretary of the SACBC AIDS Office, said that recent research has shown that people 
were becoming much more careful in their sexual behaviour and that the message on abstinence and 
fidelity is the second clearest message that people hear. She suggested that the Church must continue 
to focus on promoting this message.  She said that Catholic messages about condoms have tended to 
confuse the issue since they are too tied to teachings about contraception whereas the goal here is to 
defend oneself against a deadly disease. Education of people remains the best form of prevention 
and faith organisations are often the best source of this information. The Catholic Church’s ABCD 
message, which is a response to the whole of life and not just HIV/AIDS, provides a clear, values 
based method of youth education. Abstain from crime, corruption, substance abuse, littering, 
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vandalism and irresponsible sexual behaviour.  Be faithful to yourself, your body, your friends and 
your community.  Change your lifestyle if need be by making conscious choices, developing your 
conscience, living your African Culture, experiencing a culture of love,or you could be in Danger of 
no living life to the fullest, of becoming a criminal or a drug addict, spoiling the environment, or 
contracting HIV/AIDS. 
 
Dr Patricia Fresen presented a paper on the theme of “Responsibility and Caring for one another”. 
She said that AIDS is the first epidemic of globalization. The first step in care is an attentive 
approach to a person living with HIV/AIDS asking “what are you going through?” and listening to 
the response. We are called to love and care for one another and caring is one of the things that 
Catholic Institutions are well known for. Caring for people is a true healing work and demands real 
responsibility for it is time consuming and demanding. It is an essential ingredient in our spirituality. 
Creative responsibility goes beyond “passive” responsibility in reaching out to those beyond our 
immediate circle.  In a response to Dr Fresen, Mr Johan Viljoen compared his treatment in a high 
tech clinic with that in a hospice run by the Sisters with far fewer resources. It was in the latter 
where he began to experience healing for it was there that he experienced human warmth and care 
rather than the coldness of organic processes. He also shared a report from the Barcelona conference 
last year, which said that the Catholic Church is currently providing 25% of all HIV/AIDS caring 
facilities worldwide. He challenged attitudes of denial which exist in the Church in the face of 
Priests and Religious who are HIV+ . Similar attitudes prevent  access to HIV+ people who wish to 
join religious institutes and dioceses.  Instead of facing up to this reality, letting such people be seen 
as part of the body of Christ which is HIV+, the attitude of Church leaders reflects severe 
stigmatisation of those within its own inner circle who are affected. 
 
Speaking to the theme of Responsibility in African culture Fr Sipho Ncube noted that many African 
people turn to traditional healing processes in their response to HIV/AIDS and that the Church 
should be more supportive of the values of these methods. Such methods were embedded within an 
ethical system, which sees a person as part of a family rather than just as an individual. This 
community-based approach has many aspects which are compatible with the gospel and these should 
be encouraged. When a family recognises a problem they will often go to a diviner to determine the 
source of the problem. Fr Ncube suggested that we could also incorporate aspects of this process into 
our own pastoral response. What is required is the recognition that issues of HIV/AIDS often have 
family connotations and that we should be prepared to listen to patients and their kin when they 
come to us with problems like these. We should also recognise the importance of rituals of family 
reconciliation so important in order to deal with issues of HIV/AIDS and use these in our own 
response. Dr Sipuka in his response felt that Fr Ncube was too accommodating to some aspects of 
African Traditional healing methods especially those around witchcraft. But he felt that some of the 
suggestions proposed were valid and that more research was required to see how the Church’s 
pastoral response could be more effective by assimilate symbols and rituals which speak to people’s 
understanding. 
 
Fr Gabriel Afagbegee, of Lumko Missiological Institute, spoke on the theme of “Responsibility and 
the media”. He pointed out that media as a tool of communication is neutral itself so responsibility 
lies with those who use the media. There are two different categories of media: interpersonal and 
mass. Interpersonal media is more effective for behaviour change. He also noted that media is 
always culture bound. This means that we have to understand and appreciate socio-cultural norms, 
which influence and determine the effectiveness of media in issues of sexuality and problems of 
stigma. He recognised that the Church in Southern Africa has little access to mass media but that it 
does have access to large sources of interpersonal media which can be used for greater impact than 
at present. Group meetings, homilies, retreats and recollection days can all be used to communicate 
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the Church’s position on issues of HIV and AIDS. We need to find ways of communicating this 
message in an effective way. This means a clear content, the correct timing and the right way of 
saying it within the given socio cultural context. He suggested that Jesus was a master of this form of 
interpersonal media citing the parables and the Sermon on the mount (Mt 5). 
 
Speaking on the theme “Responsibility in Religious and Cultural healing”, Professor Stuart C Bate 
of St Augustine College of South Africa suggested that issues of HIV/AIDS can only be dealt with 
adequately within a religious and cultural framework. The reason for this is that they impinge on so 
many areas of human life and so they are human issues more than medical ones. This pandemic has 
become a matter of life and death, of sickness and health, of medicines and no medicines, of jobs 
and unemployment, of wealth and poverty, of politics and power, of spirits and witches, of sin and 
evil, and of ethics and morality.  A response, which focuses only on the medical issues, will not 
respond adequately. HIV/AIDS is a religious matter because it is religion which provides a way of 
responding to the limit situations of human life when we cannot make sense of why this is 
happening, when we cannot bear the suffering it entails, and when our normal ethical system cannot 
cope. An effective response has to happen on all the different levels of human life. We must work 
for medical solutions and encourage psychological healing therapies. But we must also recognize the 
value of ritual healing processes in mediating cultural symbols of health to people and the power of 
spiritual healing therapies which even current medical research recognizes. We must also accept that 
we need a new political struggle within our society to counter weak political leadership, which 
refuses to take responsibility for what is going on, and marshal the resources of our country to fight 
the plague. 
 
Dr Jennifer Alt, in her response, suggested that real leaders have an ability to marshal the people 
under their authority with by providing hope and courage in a time of darkness. This is what 
Churchill did in England at a time when that nation was facing defeat. It is what Mandela did in 
South Africa when it looked like our country would destroy itself in racial conflict. These were true 
leaders and true healers. Where are our leaders today? 
 
The second part of the conference allowed people to workshop these issues. This process was aimed 
at the production of a booklet for use by Christian groupings throughout the subcontinent to 
encourage reflection and action on these issues The booklet, to be edited by Dr Anselm Prior,  will 
appear later this year. 
 
The conference papers will be published as a book, entitled Responsibility in a time of AIDS which 
will be available from July 2003 at a price of R70. 
 
The workshop booklet will appear around the same time. 
 
Both can be obtained:   

-From SACBC AIDS office  PO Box 941, PRETORIA 0001 Tel 012-3236458 Fax 012-
3266218 email amunro@sacbc.org.za 
-From St Augustine College of South Africa (c/o Prof. Stuart C Bate) PO Box 44782 Linden 
2104 . Tel. 011-7824616 e-mail scbate@staugustine.ac.za 
-From Lumko Institute PO Box 5058 Delmenville 1403. Tel 011 8278924. Fax 0118275774. 
e-mail Lumko@global.co.za 

 
Or from Catholic Bookshops  


