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1. Thanksgiving  
 
What has been most important in these 30 years filled with Church responses to HIV/AIDS is all 
that our Lord Jesus Christ has been accomplishing in the Holy Spirit to the glory of God the Father. 
Our first approach must therefore be deep gratitude. While one cannot give thanks for HIV/AIDS 
itself, one can and should gratefully recount examples from around the world of the responses 
which bega-n very early and have increased tremendously in number, quality, scope and spirit. 
 
2. My formation 
 

My first encounter with AIDS was in 1988, at l’Arche in France. One day Catherine, an 
Assistant, told the founder, Jean Vanier, that her brother Serge had just died of AIDS. Serge 
was in his early 30s; he was homosexual, and most of his friends were viscerally anti-
Catholic. But Noël, Serge’s partner, reported that he had asked for a funeral Mass. It fell to 
Catherine to arrange it. Her father, step-mother and two sisters were triply crushed – by the 
homosexuality, by the AIDS, by the early death of their only son and brother.  
 
Catherine went to the parish close to the Père Lachaise Cemetery but the priest remained 
distant and showed no compassion – if Serge and his friends were not practicing Catholics, 
why bother with a funeral Mass? Catherine sensed that the man was afraid; he certainly had 
no sense that these people needed to hear words of hope spoken “inside the Church.” 
 
So Catherine asked Vanier, who told her to ask me – I happened to be at L’Arche during 
Lent of ’88 on sabbatical. Later, she said that our first conversation reassured her. Both she 
and her late brother were being heard.  
 

We notice that it is the Church as the people of God who are the first subjects of our response. In 
answering our question about the 30 years, it is important to get the subject right, the subject of the 
verb “respond”.  
 

                                                 
1 Founding Director, African Jesuit AIDS Network, Nairobi, 2002-2010, http://www.ajanweb.org/ 
Office of the President, Pontifical Council for Justice and Peace, Rome, 2010-      http://www.justpax.va/ 
I am very grateful to my brother Mr. Robert Czerny of Agora Management Associates, http://www.agora-
management.ca/ for help in the writing, translation and editing involved in preparing this paper for delivery and 
publication. 
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I met the whole family just after Easter, on the evening before the funeral. Catherine wasn’t 
sure they would come to the funeral; her father and one of the sisters had never gone to see 
Serge while he was ill and dying.  
 
A quarter-century later, remembering that evening and the Mass and the cremation the 
following day, Catherine refers over and over to an attitude. She says that I acted as a friend 
who listens; as a humble, calm and upright presence; as a little light in the midst of their sad 
and complicated family. This motley group of troubled family and friends found a gentle but 
firm guide. They even allowed me to lead them in prayer. Catherine recalls: “You did all 
this in an accommodating and respectful way … As for me, I saw that my brother had 
received the honour due to him for what he was deep down, a child of God. And this is what 
was most important.” 

 
I recount this incident because preparing to talk about the Church and AIDS over 30 years has 
brought me back to my own path, which you see began amidst death and resurrection in 1988 in 
France. 
 
Catherine says I helped her and some of the others then. Now, I realize that I was helped to begin 
my own formation long before doing AIDS ministry in Africa. I learned that, for the Church, AIDS 
is so much more about the living than about death, more about healing than about sin – though 
we’re not afraid to call sin and death by their names. So the attitude is all-important: to listen, 
encourage, console, befriend, support, soothe, touch and pray, pray, pray. What Serge, Catherine, 
the family and friends gave me was a starting point – this attitude, because Jesus is the friend of 
every child of God especially in time of need.  
 

The same year in which Serge brought AIDS into my life and priesthood, Victor brought it 
into the Society of Jesus. He was HIV-positive and entered the English Canadian Province 
in 1988 – that was before testing. Two years later he took vows and continued his Jesuit 
formation. But then AIDS set in, for that was before anti-retroviral medication was 
developed. Subject to the usual opportunistic infections, he knew his days were numbered, 
yet he forged ahead upright in life. He died in 1994, at age 35, with his Jesuit brothers 
around him, having taught us that AIDS is a fact of life, no matter what your state of life. 
 

My third teacher is Rosanna. 
 

Rosanna, a single mother in her late twenties, lay abandoned because she was HIV-positive. 
Totally alone in a Nairobi slum and near death, fellow-parishioners knocked on her door and 
rescued her. Now 8 years later, she thanks God for them; she says, “My family has not 
accepted me, not my mother or sisters or ex-husband. I’ve lost jobs because I’m HIV-
positive.” Rosanna’s infant daughter died of AIDS. But her 12-year-old son Jomo, who was 
conceived before Rosanna got infected, is HIV-free. He is a bright, healthy boy who loves 
drawing and playing soccer. For him she tries to keep healthy: “I want to see my son grow 
up.” This attractive woman need not lack for boyfriends. But once, after sleeping with 
someone without telling him her status, she felt so badly that she went after him to apologize 
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and encouraged him to get tested. She thanks God for his negative test. After that she 
effectively vowed abstinence. She tells young people her story, without rancour and with 
gratitude, and urges them to live well and to avoid the mistakes which lead to infection.  
 

Rosanna fortified my faith in both the truth and the teachability of the Church’s teaching about 
sexuality – in the beautiful expression from the rite of ordination: teach what you believe, practice 
what you teach. None of this ought to change, even – especially – in the time of AIDS.  
 
I wish everyone was like Rosanna but, of course, individuals are free to say “no thanks” and many 
do. We should not expect Catholic morality to reach and convince everyone and shape their 
behaviour. This marks the Church’s difference from public authorities. The State has to reflect the 
mores of the population and make everyone behave lawfully. The Church’s moral position arises 
from a different starting point: not ‘what people generally think nowadays’ and ‘what present-day 
secular laws say’, but faith in Jesus Christ, His Gospel and other Biblical sources, and the 
development of Catholic teaching over the ages. When you teach and promote Catholic morality, 
you can be made to feel unpopular, as Jesus was, but we pursue what we know to be right and 
loving and respectful of human dignity – and therefore healthy in its most profound and holistic 
sense. 
 
3. God’s people respond 
 
The frightening new disease was first observed in 1981. It was named AIDS in 1982, and now we 
are marking 30 years since the discovery of HIV in 1983.  
 
Elected in 1978, Pope John Paul II was the tireless Pastor: “The battle against AIDS ought to be 
everyone's battle… I urgently ask the world's scientists and political leaders, moved by the love and 
respect due to every human person, to use every means available in order to put an end to this 
scourge.”2 
 
Our current Pope Benedict XVI is the master Teacher: “The God of Jesus Christ must be known, 
believed in and loved, and hearts must be converted if ... AIDS is to be combated by realistically 
facing its deeper causes, and if the sick are to be given the loving care they need. Social issues and 
the Gospel are inseparable. When we bring people only knowledge, ability, technical competence 
and tools, we bring them too little.”3 
 
A study of Papal teaching on AIDS would yield an illuminating answer to our question. But the 
“doing” of the Catholic AIDS response takes place mostly at the grass roots: 
 

In the early years of AIDS, what could a Catholic parish do whose area housed many people 
succumbing to the disease? In 1990, Our Lady of Lourdes Parish in downtown Toronto 

                                                 
2
 John Paul II, Ecclesia in Africa (1995), § 116. 

3 Pope Benedict XVI, Homily in Munich, 20 September 2006, 
http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/benedict_xvi/homilies/2006/documents/hf_ben-xvi_hom_20060910_neue-messe-
munich_en.html. 
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began offering a monthly healing service for the infected, their relatives and care-givers. The 
so-called “AIDS Mass” drew upwards of 100 people, enhancing the parish’s reputation in a 
community which, at first, was very alienated. Now the Mass attracts some with HIV and 
others with other ailments who come to receive anointing.  

 
Existing works of the Church opened their arms wider. Parishes and Catholic hospitals, clinics, 
schools and orphanages included HIV/AIDS ministries or services into their normal activities and, 
thereby, brought the infected and the affected in to belong among their typical beneficiaries.  
 

Cardinal Pham Minh Mân, Archbishop of Ho Chi Minh City, had become very aware that 
many HIV+ women and children were totally abandoned and rejected by their family 
members and effectively faced “death sentences” on the streets. He asked Fr. John Toai, a 
physician’s assistant, the first Vietnamese vocation to the Camillians, not only to coordinate 
the Archdiocesan Office of HIV Pastoral Care but also to develop a residence for mothers 
and children living with HIV. Toai called it the Mai Tam Centre, or House of Hope. Many 
residents had no particular religious affiliation, but they happily noticed that the priest, the 
sisters and lay staff expressed no judgment about the past drug-taking or sexual behaviour 
that got them infected. Two battles successfully waged by Fr. John have been to help the 
mothers obtain gainful employment – he helped them form a sewing cooperative and a 
flower shop – and to convince reluctant local authorities to allow “his” children to go to 
school.4 

 
So besides expanding traditional works, the Church also reached out and started new ministries 
among those marginalised by AIDS, for example, those orphaned or widowed by AIDS, many 
households headed by children or grandparents, and those stigmatized and discriminated against.  
 

When AIDS appeared, Sr. Tarcisia was coordinating the Catholic hospitals and clinics 
throughout Papua New Guinea. The German Holy Spirit Sister quickly established a 
network of more than 80 HIV centres for education, prevention, counselling, testing and, 
more recently, anti-retroviral treatment.  
 

Unlike many NGOs which go here and there to deliver AIDS services, the Church doesn’t go – it is 
already here and there and everywhere. Locals can say: “The Church was with us before AIDS. The 
Church is generously with us now during AIDS and the Church will be with us after AIDS.” In that 
sense the Church is seen not so much as a sponsor of projects or as a service provider, but as the one 
whom everyone can call “Mother”: the mother who is here and has always been here and will be 
here as long as she is needed. 
 

Knowing that many infections were spread through rape and violent sexual practices, Sr. 
Tarcisia wanted to increase male involvement in the response to HIV. So she set up special 
clinics and counselling centres and involved men in the prevention of mother-to-child 
transmission. Where that programme operates, no new paediatric infections have been 

                                                 
4 Cf. http://ncronline.org/print/18672 www.maitamhouseofhope.com 
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detected. This has been recognized by UNICEF as a model programme to eliminate new 
HIV infections among children. 

 
Not only with boundless energy but also with bold creativity, Catholic HIV/AIDS ministries found 
new ways of confronting the pandemic. The essence, the core, the rule running through all the 
efforts, traditional and new, is the supreme dignity of every person in all three phases, as is said in 
much of Africa: be they already gone ahead and become ancestors, or living now, or still waiting to 
be born.  
 

César, a transvestite who goes by the name “Lola”, works among the poorest in northern 
Mexico to alleviate the impact of AIDS. At a conference, he publicly thanked Bishop 
Gustavo Rodríguez, who heads the Social Ministries of the Mexican Episcopal Conference, 
for his interest and support. Highlighting the Bishop's humility, César said he felt accepted 
without judgment and, when invited to the Eucharist, truly accompanied by his Church.5 

 
Everyone is deserving, and everyone can serve. To use their own expression, many who serve 
declare themselves to be “risen from the dead” as we earlier saw Rosanna to be.  
 

A Thai man name Nop has arms all scarred with repeated drug injections. He contracted 
AIDS before anti-retrovirals became accessible. His toothless mouth gives evidence of the 
poverty and the poor state of health and nutrition which certainly brought on his AIDS-
related illnesses. Nop says that that he was ready to die when Camillian Fr. Giovanni 
Contarin accepted him into his Bangkok Day Centre for people living with AIDS. He credits 
the Centre for “rebirth” to life. As his physical strength slowly-slowly returned, he began to 
work at the Centre. His smile, his simple prayers, and his selfless acts of kindness eloquently 
proclaim his newly-discovered conviction that God loves him without reserve. Now he 
wants to share this love with others who are like he used to be. As he goes to the hospital, 
Jesus Himself seems to walk in his footsteps in order to visit the sick.  

 
The truth of the Church’s response, manifest in people like Nop and Rosanna, is summed up in the 
word spirituality which is faith become inner force to do for others as Christ has done for me. 
Spirituality pervades the Church’s AIDS efforts and is what care-givers of every kind most 
consistently say they require in order to keep going. 
 
The world-wide response to AIDS shows the Church to be embracing, like the great statue of Christ 
overlooking Rio de Janeiro, with arms outstretched wide in welcome. Yes, there was a need to 
overcome initial fear and denial, or to rein in judgmental tendencies. At first those with AIDS might 
seem – and think of themselves as – outside the Church, yet bit-by-bit, Christians begin responding 
and, thereby, the boundaries get pushed back and what was “outside and foreign” now becomes us 
and ours. Theologically, spiritually, personally, we learned that the Body of Christ has AIDS and, 
evidently, we are the Body of Christ. 
 

                                                 
5 Cf. AJANews IAC Mexico #3 - 4 August 2008. 
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A Best Practice Report, published in 2008, tells how the Catholic Bishops of India exercised 
leadership. It catalogues the heroic and dedicated HIV-related service and teaching provided 
by Church-based organisations throughout the country. It also recounts the complex 
relationships that motivated, nourished, and sustained this constantly-evolving response, 
including those with government, other faith communities, non-governmental organisations, 
and, most especially, persons living with HIV and affected by AIDS.6 

 
So the Church cooperates and networks, but it need not compromise. The Church does not have the 
same status as a Department of Public Health whose mandate is constitutional. The Church can 
serve where the State is absent. In some localities, forgotten by the State, the Church is effectively 
the agent of public health, public education and public welfare. In acute human situations, such as 
the agonizingly difficult one of discordant and doubly-infected couples, the Church is there to 
accompany them. Pastoral solutions are needed and available; but these should remain confidential, 
and they are not to be generalized. 
 
4. To our question, one answer 
 
I return to the question: Since the discovery of HIV 30 years ago, how – from a global perspective – 
has the Catholic Church responded? Many good answers have already been suggested, in the 
description of experiences and the collection of reports; when sifted through, these can be 
generalized and trends perceived and conclusions tentatively drawn out. So we have made a good if 
modest beginning. For a more complete answer, many solid reports, analyses and histories will have 
to be written. 
 
On the way to the airport on Friday, I told the driver that I was going to South Africa to talk about 
the Church’s worldwide response to AIDS. “Strange,” he said. “What’s strange?” I asked a bit 
defensively. “To talk about that,” he declared earnestly, “the right person is Monsignor Vitillo!”  
 
In fact the driver was right, even more than he realized, and I had already prepared to recount the 
Vitillo story. This is how it begins:  
 

Fr. Robert Vitillo (Paterson, NJ) was diocesan Secretary for Social Ministry and oversaw the 
work of five agencies with 500 staff. He had been reading about AIDS and, in 1985, he first 
encountered its reality. A staff member’s brother was in the final stages of AIDS, and the 
family came for counselling. With his training in social work, this alerted Vitillo to what 
people would seek and expect from all Catholic ministries, and he arranged for HIV/AIDS 
training for all 500 staff. 

 
Right from the start, Fr. Vitillo has been equipping others in the Church, many others, countless 
others, to respond to AIDS as Christ would want them to. But as I now continue my account, we 
will be drawing a truer and more radical conclusion than my driver’s observation about the now 

                                                 
6 Cf. Robert J. Vitillo, Best Practice Report on a Concerted, Faith-Based Initiative: Scaling up toward Universal Access 
to HIV Prevention, Care, Support, and Treatment – The Catholic Church Response to HIV in India, Catholic Bishops 
Conference of India: Commission for Health Care, 2008. 
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Msgr. Vitillo’s evidently outstanding competence to answer our question. For what I want to share 
with you is that the life ministry of Robert Vitillo also and very significantly is the answer, 
incarnates the answer, has facilitated and promoted the answers everywhere around the globe, for he 
has done more than anyone to make sure that the Church responds to HIV/AIDS evangelically and 
effectively. As he is my dear brother in the priesthood and colleague in this ministry, I am glad to 
have the providential opportunity to testify to what God has done and is doing through him in the 
Church. The story continues: 
 

In 1986, Vitillo came to the Vatican to serve in the headquarters of Caritas Internationalis. 
Reports from Eastern Africa about the devastating impact of AIDS motivated Caritas to 
make it a priority and, in 1987, he was assigned to coordinate and promote the international 
response. In 1989 he spent an important time with the Sisters and patients of a rural AIDS 
programme in Masaka, Uganda. The impact on Vitillo was overwhelming. He became 
tireless in training Church leadership, staff, clergy and those responsible for their formation, 
to be HIV/AIDS competent, catechetical and compassionate, non-judgmental and unafraid, 
truth-full and solidarity-full. He has inspired thousands – and with the multiplier effect, 
surely hundreds of thousands – with the motivation to be Christ for those afflicted in any 
way by the pandemic. With Sister Maura, he developed the famous Caritas Training 
Manual and ten years later, with some help from me, its companion Pastoral Training 
Manual.7  
 

Now a younger understudy of his comes into the story to illustrate the all-important organizational 
and indeed political dimensions of the Church’s response to HIV/AIDS:  
 

Fr. Hernán Quezada S.J., M.D., developed an AIDS hospice in Guadalajara, directed 
university research into AIDS and Migration, and helped to design an advertising campaign 
against AIDS stigma and discrimination. Ahead of the International Conference on AIDS 
(IAC) in Mexico City in mid-2008, one could anticipate negative publicity that is typically 
targeted at the Catholic Church on such occasions. So Quezada and Vitillo put on a prior 
workshop for the whole Mexican Bishops’ Conference. Out of it came a Pastoral Statement 
on AIDS in which the Bishops declared the Church to be close to everyone with HIV or 
AIDS and urged Catholic institutions to welcome them. Released just before the 2008 IAC, 
the Pastoral Statement received positive media, deflected blanket criticisms, and stimulated 
additional Catholic engagement in response to HIV and AIDS.  

 
Fr. Vitillo’s work with Fr. Quezada represents so many important efforts to help Church leadership 
to take a stand in public, to engage the media and government, pharmaceutical and other business 
interests at every level. Moreover, beginning in 2002, Vitillo worked hard to organize Catholic 
meetings and ecumenical pre-conferences ahead of each biannual IAC. 
 

                                                 
7
 With Sr. Maura O'Donohue: Caritas Training Manual (1996). Pastoral Training Manual on HIV and AIDS Ministry 

(2007).  
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Msgr. Vitillo also encouraged a network amongst Catholic organizations involved in offering 
HIV/AIDS services and supporting such programmes in poorer countries, in order to share their 
experiences and promote greater collaboration.8  

 
Moreover, he served as a tireless advocate, at the United Nations and in other international 
forums, for the recognition due to religious organizations and how they respond to AIDS, 
instead of allowing them to be discredited and sidelined. He opposes those who, at the 
policy level, refuse to accept the Church’s focus on the dignity of the human person and its 
emphasis on responsible sexual behaviour as an acceptable strategy to combat the spread of 
HIV.9  

 
Continuing to speak about the Church and AIDS in the public sphere and on the international stage, 
Msgr. Vitillo has been and is involved in an astonishing yet little-known achievement: 
 

UNAIDS (the Joint United Nations Programme on HIV/AIDS, 1996) and Caritas 
Internationalis (1950) cross paths all over the world. Caritas organizations either sponsor or 
support HIV programming in some 116 countries. Since 1999, Caritas Internationalis and 
UNAIDS have been linked through an official Memorandum of Understanding.10  
 
Reviewed by the Holy See’s Secretariat of State before signing, the MoU clearly states that 
Caritas will cooperate with UNAIDS in those areas and strategies where the two 
organizations share common values and strategies and that, in all questions, Caritas follows 
the teaching of the Catholic Church.  
 
One of the HIV prevention strategies adopted by UNAIDS has been the vigorous promotion 
of condoms. Caritas has never agreed with nor cooperated in this prevention strategy. 
However, by actively participating in official meetings and Task Groups, Caritas has 
succeeded in encouraging UNAIDS to acknowledge other prevention strategies – such as 
fidelity in marriage, sexual abstinence outside marriage, and long-term and responsible 
behaviour change – in order to avoid all risks of sexual transmission of HIV.11 
 
The MoU has helped  
- the world AIDS effort to benefit from the deep knowledge gained by the Church’s 

efforts; and  
- Caritas Internationalis to be included in many of the planning efforts by UNAIDS.12  

                                                 
8
 AIDS Funding Network Group (AFNG) and, since 2006, Catholic HIV/AIDS Network (CHAN). 

9
 E.g., the Caritas “HAART for Children” Campaign for early diagnosis and treatment for children with HIV which he 

helped to design and continues to promote. 
10

 MEMORANDUM OF UNDERSTANDING between the UNAIDS Secretariat and Caritas Internationalis, Rome and 

Geneva, 2003 
11

 Pierre Cibambo Ntakobafira, "Reflections on Caritas Internationalis engagement with United Nations Agencies and 

International NGOs," address to the Meeting of Bishops Presidents of Episcopal Conferences and of Caritas Organizations, 

Kinshasa, Democratic Republic of Congo, 22 November 2012, unpublished. 
12

 E.g., Vitillo appointed to the Universal Access Committee in 2006; to the Global Steering Group for implementing 

the Global Plan Towards the Elimination of New HIV infections among Children by 2015 and Keeping their Mothers 

Alive. 
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The MoU has facilitated strategic dialogue between Catholic organizations and UN officials. 
 
The fact that UNAIDS signed and renewed the MoU means that this UN body reconciled 
two dimensions in their own minds. On the one hand, they recognize and respect the fact 
that Caritas follows the teachings of the Catholic Church in all matters, with some of which 
UNAIDS disagrees. On the other hand, they see the tremendous advantage of collaborating 
closely with our faith organization.  
 

So in reply to our question, we have seen from the beginning the many many members of God’s 
people responding and learning to respond under the guidance of the Holy Spirit. And we also 
gratefully recognize the one-word incarnate answer of “Vitillo” with nearly 30 years of more than 
full-time involvement: helping everywhere to form and inform, to encourage and advocate, to 
network, organize and communicate. For both kinds of Grace at work amongst us, we say “Thanks 
be to God!” 
 
5. Conclusion 
 
To answer the question posed by the title, Over the past 30 years since the discovery of HIV, how 
has the Catholic Church responded worldwide?, we began with thanksgiving for all the compassion 
and service offered, for all the lives transformed, and for all the life shared as the people of God 
responded to the Body of Christ with AIDS.  
 
We appreciate the Church’s typical ministries reaching out and expanding, and the launching and 
development of new ministries with energy and creativity. For this we credit Bishops and Superiors 
of Religious Congregations; we appreciate the initiative and guidance of Priests, Brothers and 
Sisters; we give special recognition to the countless Christians offering their services. We speak 
especially of those among the infected and affected who have been ministered to and who in their 
turn minister to others – those risen from the dead who share their new life with others. 

 
A necessary accompaniment to pastoral or “hands-on” ministries are the essential enabling 
dimensions of organization, networking, cooperation and funding; research and reflection; theology 
and spirituality; communication and awareness-raising; formation and education. 

 
All this has not gone unnoticed. In 2009 the Executive Director of UNAIDS, Mr. Michel Sidibé, 
testified glowingly: “The Church’s uncompromising position on the need for social justice – to do 
what is right – and on the inherent dignity of individuals, inspires us to champion for universal 
access to comprehensive HIV prevention, treatment, care and support as a moral imperative,” and 
he affirmed: “My friends, we in the AIDS movement look to the Church for leadership.”13 
 
So, over the past 30 years since the discovery of HIV, how has the Catholic Church responded 
worldwide? The worldwide Catholic Family of God has shown herself to be Church Mother and 
Church Teacher and Church Learner. 

                                                 
13

 Michel Sidibé, “Virtual elimination of vertical transmission of HIV – a moral imperative of our era,” Address to 

conference co-sponsored by Caritas Internationalis and the U.S. Embassy to the Holy See, 14 October 2009. 
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Finally, the challenge for the coming decades: it will prove both essential and providential that the 
Catholic Church maintain, develop and strengthen her commitment, to persevere in all forms of this 
great ministry until AIDS is no more. 

- 30 - 


