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“The church is doing nothing about Aids”. This statement is repeated so often, that it 
has almost come to be regarded as a statement of fact. Lay members constantly 
profess their shame at the church’s lack of response. Rumours abound of priests who 
state that “there is no Aids in my parish”. And at the endless conferences that are held 
to discuss the issue, “A Challenge to the Churches”, or “A Challenge to the Clergy” 
appears as an item on the agenda with tedious and predictable regularity. Where did 
this negative perception come from? It no doubt originated from activists promoting 
conventional prevention strategies, who claim that the Catholic Church is doing 
nothing because the Catholic Church is not distributing condoms. But to see what the 
Church is doing, one needs to look beyond the deluge of pamphlets and posters 
exhorting the sexually active to “condomize”, and the fanfare that accompanies 
condom distribution campaigns at taxi ranks and High Schools. One needs to look 
beyond celebrities and others proudly parading their red ribbon badges as indications 
of their solidarity with the suffering and as a means to “spread awareness”. To date, 
these seem to be virtually the only responses to Aids that the rash of organizations 
feeding off the epidemic have been able to come up with. To see what the church is 
doing, one needs to look beyond the rhetoric and political correctness that is generated 
in such large amounts by Aids in this country. One needs to look at the squatter 
settlements, the places where unemployed and starving people feed off rubbish 
dumps, where desperate and destitute people waste away from TB in cardboard 
shacks, unable to remember when they had their last meal. And that is where one will 
find the Catholic Church responding to Aids – in the most marginalized and 
impoverished communities of our country, where people with no hope and no 
resources face agonising and protracted deaths, and where conditions are so bad that 
nobody else is prepared to assist there. And then one realizes that the Catholic Church 
is doing more than almost any other institution in its response to Aids, and that it is 
responding where it matters.  
 
The SA Catholic Bishops’ Conference Aids Office has been operating with full time 
staff only since June this year. For a few preceding months it only had one part time 
worker. The Office has been working to co-ordinate the work of the various parishes, 
religious congregations and lay organizations, to support the work being done and to 
secure funding for the different initiatives. This has involved visits to projects in all 
areas of the country. As the Office makes progress in its work, a remarkable picture is 
emerging, of committed Catholics countrywide, who are caring for the dying in their 
homes, looking after them in hospices, attempting to help them generate income, 
counselling the bereaved and caring for the increasing number of orphans. There are 
also education and awareness programs in all areas, focusing on prevention by 
promoting abstinence through behaviour change. But it is in its caring ministry to the 
suffering that the church comes to its full right, and has the greatest impact. The 
reasons for this are not hard to find. Firstly, the church’s wealth of social teachings, 
born from the teachings of Christ himself, impels its adherents to show compassion 
and care for their suffering fellow-humans. And secondly, the church is present in the 
remotest and most marginalized communities of the country. Through its parish 
network, the church has better access to these communities than even the government. 



 
The data base of the SACBC is by no means complete. And already it lists 61 projects 
and programs, caring for the sick and the suffering in every Diocese of the country. 
Some of these need no further introduction – they are already regarded as pioneers  
and internationally recognised leaders in their various fields. One only needs to think 
of, for example, St Francis (Boksburg) in the field of hospice care, Sinosizo (Durban) 
in the field of home based care, or Nazareth House (Cape Town) in the field of orphan 
care.  
 
Religious Sisters form the backbone of the Catholic Aids ministry. Many 
congregations and nuns have been involved in the health field for years. They are now 
applying their considerable expertise and experience to deal with the Aids epidemic. 
Sister Cathy Thomas, for example, is a nurse, and served as matron of the Catholic 
hospital in Aliwal North for many years. After leaving Aliwal North, she started the 
Good Shepherd Hospice in Middelburg. The program has expanded to such an extent, 
that it now provides all the remote Northern Karoo towns with hospice- and home 
based care.  
 
Other congregations, who never had anything to do with health, are re-examining 
their priorities in the light of the Aids crisis, and are courageously following their 
discernment into completely new directions. The School Sisters of St Francis are, as 
their name suggests, a congregation that focuses exclusively on education. They 
recently closed their boarding school in Barberton, taking only day scholars from the 
surrounding villages. The former boys hostel was then converted into a hospice, and 
into a centre were Aids orphans are looked after. Their hospice last year had 87 
admissions, of whom 53 died. They have over 20 Aids orphans living in the centre. 
With the increasing demand for their services, plans are under way to convert the 
former girls hostel into a centre for Aids orphans, so that the present centre will serve 
only as a hospice for adults.  
 
In many cases, where congregations have the facilities but lack the human resources 
to get involved, they are making their facilities available to lay organizations. The 
Woodlands Dominican Convent, near King Williams Town, has extensive buildings 
and large tracts of ground that are disused. They have made these available to the 
Masimanyane Women’s Organization. Dr Elizabeth Musaba is in the process of 
converting the complex into a centre that provides skills training and income 
generating programs for unemployed women at risk. The centre also provides 
counselling, primary health care and health education.  
 
Throughout the country, congregations are bridging traditional divisions, and are 
working together to serve their communities. In Botshabelo, outside Bloemfontein, 
the Holy Cross Sisters and the Holy Family Sisters have teamed up to run the 
Siyathokoza Clinic, providing care in two clinics, as well as an extensive home based 
care program.  
 
In places where the church does not have the organizational capacity, Sisters are 
working through other structures to address the issues. Sister Mary Paule, for 
instance, is the driving force behind the Umtata Child and Family Welfare Society. 
Through the Society, she is running a home that provides for 32 Aids orphans, as well 
as a home that looks after sexually and physically abused children. She is presently 



involved in a program that attempts to get orphans integrated into society, by getting 
extended rural families to adopt them. 
 
The church is also responding at Diocesan level. In Dioceses throughout the country, 
Bishops are setting up committees to deal with the problem hands on. Bishop Slattery 
has started an Aids Committee in Kokstad, which includes several retired nurses. The 
committee is engaged in the training of home care givers in every parish of the 
Diocese. The committee is also conducting education campaigns in local high 
schools. Brother Sydney Daniels OFM reports that several youth are so enthused by 
the program, that they are visiting schools on their own, and are beginning to motivate 
others to be peer counsellors.  
 
Other Diocesan structures are less directly involved, but just as essential. Newly 
ordained Archbishop Tlhagale was quick to underscore the importance of the Aids 
ministry to the church, by forming a committee to co-ordinate the various church 
initiatives of the church in the Archdiocese of Bloemfontein. Headed by Ms Pauline 
Moloi, the committee provides support to existing programs, and seeks to expand the 
work of the church in the field.  
 
But it is not only religious congregations and Dioceses that are responding. Lay 
organizations within the church are also re-focussing their energies and resources, to 
make a difference. The St Anne’s Sodality is one of the pillars of the local church. In 
the Archdiocese of Bloemfontein, the Sodality is making use of the many retired 
nurses within its ranks, who have drawn up their own training program, and are 
training and supporting large numbers of home care givers.   
 
Most remarkable has been the response of lay Catholics countrywide. Thea Jarvis 
opened her family home to receive Aids orphans a few years ago. She receives babies 
found abandoned in toilets, stations and rubbish bins. She has secured adoption for 
195 over the past few years, and at present has 24 well fed, well dressed infants in her 
care. She tries to provide them with the best quality of life, in a family home 
atmosphere. As news spread, she is being visited daily by large numbers of orphans 
who live in nearby informal settlements. Emaciated and malnourished when they 
started coming, Thea now provides scores of them with a daily nutritious meal.   
 
One of the church’s strengths is its presence in almost all our communities. The 
church is present in our large towns and cities. In the Johannesburg inner city areas of 
Hillbrow, Berea and Yeoville, reportedly the most densely populated area in the 
southern hemisphere, the Missionaries of Charity provide the only hospice facility to 
the sick and dying in a highly urbanised community.  
 
But the church is also present and active in our remotest communities. The informal 
settlements in the Keimoes/Upington Diocese consist of reed huts and corrugated iron 
shacks, huddled together in a harsh and forbidding landscape of stones, sand and 
nothing else. Situated on the edges of the Kalahari, these are South Africa’s most 
isolated and forgotten people. Without any support (financial or otherwise), Isadora 
Koetzee and her friends from the Catholic Church in Paballello provide their 
increasing number of sick and dying people with the only home care service in the 
entire region – they visit the sick daily, buy them food, clean their shacks, cook meals 
for them, clean their bedsores, dress their wounds, and befriend and comfort them.  



 
In some places, Catholic missions themselves are physically isolated from 
communities. Maria Ratschitz Mission in the Diocese of Dundee was the focus of a 
thriving community life in the area. But the during the forced removals of the 
Apartheid era, all the surrounding people were shifted to barren resettlement areas far 
away. Today the Mission is not within sight of any human habitation. But the 
Franciscan Nardini Sisters who live there do not see this as an obstacle. Sister 
Irmingard Thalmeier is a medical doctor. Sister Immaculate Ndlovu is a teacher. 
Together they have started a home care program and a youth education program in the 
communities that were served by the Mission before the removal. Even though they 
have to travel vast distances, they are providing hope and support to the residents of 
the entire area, stretching from Ladismith to Dundee.  
 
So, is the church doing nothing about Aids? Certainly not. The church response has 
been compassionate and creative, involving all sectors of the church, in every 
geographical area of the country. But it is being done quietly and without fanfare. 
“The servant does not deserve thanks for obeying orders, does he? It is the same with 
you; when you have done all you have been told to do, say ‘We are ordinary servants; 
we have only done our duty.’” (Luke 17:9-10) 
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