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Our Hero: Nkosi Johnson 

 

Nkosi Xolani Johnson was born on 4 February 1989 with 
HIV and was the longest surviving child born with the 

virus in the country. His mother has since died of Aids, and 
he was adopted when he was two by a foster mother, Gail 

Johnson. He died on 1st June 2001 

The following is a portion from the speech made by Nkosi for 
the opening ceremony of the 13th International AIDS 

Conference in Durban: 
 

"Hi, My name is Nkosi Johnson. I live in Melville, Johannesburg, 
South Africa. I am 11 years old and I have full-blown AIDS. I was 

born HIV-positive. 

When I was two years old, I was living in a care center for HIV / 
AIDS-infected people. My mommy was obviously also infected and could not afford to keep me 
because she was very scared that the community she lived in would find out that we were both 
infected and chase us away. 

I know she loved me very much and would visit me when she could. And then the care center had to 
close down because they didn't have any funds. So my foster mother, Gail Johnson, who was a 
director of the care center and had taken me home for weekends, said at a board meeting she would 
take me home. She took me home with her and I have been living with her for eight years now. 

She has taught me all about being infected and how I must be careful with my blood. If I fall and cut 
myself and bleed, then I must make sure that I cover my own wound and 
go to an adult to help me clean it and put a plaster on it. 

I know that my blood is only dangerous to other people if they also have 
an open wound and my blood goes into it. That is the only time that 
people need to be careful when touching me. 

When I grow up, I want to lecture to more and more people about AIDS- 
and if mommy Gail will let me, around the whole country. I want people 
to understand about AIDS- to be careful and respect AIDS- you can't get 
AIDS if you touch, hug, kiss, hold hands with someone who is infected. 

Care for us and accept us- we are all human beings. 

We are normal. We have hands. We have feet. We can walk, we can talk, we have needs just like 
everyone else- don't be afraid of us- we are all the same!" 

For the full speech: http://www.beholders.org/spirit/inspirationalpeople/110-

nkosijohnson.html and for more on his story http://zar.co.za/nkosi.htm  

http://www.beholders.org/spirit/inspirationalpeople/110-nkosijohnson.html
http://www.beholders.org/spirit/inspirationalpeople/110-nkosijohnson.html
http://zar.co.za/nkosi.htm
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DAY 1: ACCEPTANCE 

RRuunn  ttoo  ((nnoott  aawwaayy  ffrroomm))  GGoodd  
“My God, my God, why have you abandoned me? 

Why are you so far away when I groan for help?”  

Psalm 22:1 & Matthew 27:46 
 

HIV changes life. It is often a frightening experience because HIV is associated with shame, 
stigma and death. The fears and negative beliefs about HIV make it different from other health 
conditions such as cancer, diabetes and high blood pressure. For example when people have 
diabetes, they feel free to tell their family and friends who will in most cases support and care 
for them. Sadly this is often not the case for many who have HIV. There is fear and secrecy. The 
intensity of the emotions can be overwhelming. Feelings of anger, fear, despair, even suicidal 
thoughts bring hopelessness together with painful ‘why’ questions such as: "Why me?" "What 
have I done to deserve this?" "What am I going to do?" "Where do I start?" "Oh, God where are 
you?" "Why are you doing this to me?" Etc. The emotional pain is real and unbearable. God 
seems to be far away and unconcerned. In this moment of despair, one is vulnerable to 
temptations that claim to take the pain away such as alcohol, drugs or suicide. Fear prevents 
the sharing of these experiences with friends, family, minister/priest and even God. It seems 
that one is alone in the midst of this drama and that no one understands. However, the readings 
for today – Psalm 22:1 and Matthew 27:46 – express these feelings through ‘why’ questions 
addressed to God. Both King David (the author of this psalm) and Jesus were publicly shamed, 
betrayed by family and friends and felt forsaken by God in their physical and emotional pain. 
 

However, instead of running away from God they ran to God expressing their anguish 
without fear. Their honesty accompanied by expressing of their true emotions to God provides 
inspiration for us to do the same. In the Book of Psalms we find many examples of expression of 
pain, anger and discouragement directed to God. They are called 'lament psalms' and include 
the following Psalms 3; 4; 5; 6; 10; 12; 13; 38; 42; 51. These psalms speak the language of pain 
and despair and allow us to enter into our own pain as part of our prayer to God. What is 
interesting about these psalms is that they begin with description of true feelings of pain and 
end with praise to God and renewed faith.  
 

Take one lament psalm and use it to create your own lament psalm; begin with your true 
feelings, hide nothing, let everything come out; question God based on your experiences and do 
not be afraid; then read one of the lament psalms so that you can be guided to new faith that 
trusts in God in all circumstances. God turned the cross of Christ to be means of salvation and 
will take our experiences and make these blessings to others. 
 

“I waited patiently for the Lord to help me, and he turned to me and heard my cry.  
He lifted me out of the pit of despair out of the mud and mire.  

He set my feet on solid ground.  
He has given me a new song to sing a hymn of praise to our God.”  

Psalm 40:1-3
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DAY 2: DISCLOSURE 

TThhee  ttrruutthh  sshhaallll  sseett  yyoouu  ffrreeee 
 

“Oh my people, trust in him at all times. 
Pour out your heart to him, for God is our refuge.” 

Psalm 61:8  
 

The liberating message of DAY 1 was to run to God not away because God loves us 

unconditionally and transforms our experiences into blessings for ourselves and others.  The 

challenge for today is to share your HIV positive status with those closest to you: partner, 

family, friends, priest and employer. This is not an easy step because many people in our 

communities still hold negative beliefs about HIV. So it is natural to feel afraid of taking this 

step and to wonder about their reaction. Emotional turmoil comes when anticipating the 

reactions of our loved ones. Some of the questions that come to mind are: “Will they accept me 

for who I am or will they reject me?” "If they reject me, what will I do? I don’t think I can live 

without them…” “Will I loose the respect of my workmates, people in my church, my minister 

and members of the community?” “Can I face all these risks?” Etc. These questions are difficult 

to face when one is alone. Jesus pondered similar questions as he was about to face the cross. 

He knew that he would be rejected by his community which he served and for which he 

performed miracles; that he would be betrayed by his disciples who were his best friends and 

the companions with whom he lived and worked together for three years; that he would 

become a victim of a court case based on lies. All of these experiences were so painful for him 

that he cried out: “My Father! If it is possible, let this cup of suffering be taken away from me. 

Yet I want your will to be done, not mine” (Matthew 26:39). Even Jesus felt fear and despair 

when thinking of the cross that awaited him. So we are not alone in this experience. 
 

Author and priest Henri Nouwen, in his book entitled Can You Drink this Cup, describes the 

feelings of Jesus as this moment as follows:  
 

“Jesus couldn’t face it. Too much pain to hold, too much suffering to embrace, too much agony 

to live through! He didn’t feel he could drink that cup filled to the brim with sorrows. Why then 

could he still say yes?” (…) Jesus “didn’t throw the cup away in despair. No, he kept it in his 

hands, willing to drink it to the dregs. This was not a show of willpower, staunch 

determination, or great heroism. This was a deep spiritual 'yes' to Abba, the lover of his 

wounded heart” (2006:40-41). 
 

Jesus ran to God at this time and found the courage to face his passion on the cross. He said 'yes' 

to his experience and through it he transforms every experience of suffering into a prophetic 

voice that brings salvation to humanity. 

 

"Let nothing disturb you, nothing cause you fear; all things pass, God is unchanging. 

Patience obtains all; whoever has God needs nothing else, God alone suffices."  

Prayer of St Teresa of Avila 
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DAY 3: A NEW BEGINNING 

GGoodd  nneevveerr  ggiivveess  uupp  oonn  uuss 
 

“For I know the plans I have for you, says the Lord, plans to give you a future and a hope.” 

Jeremiah 29:11-12 

Difficult situations are not an interruption to God’s plans for our lives. So being HIV positive 

does not change God’s plans. We know that God is not responsible for HIV but works through it 

to bring transformation and new beginning for all who are infected and affected. This is good 

news indeed, that there is a plan, purpose and mission that God has for each life which does not 

depend on one’s HIV status. In other words HIV status does not interrupt or stop God’s 

purposes for our lives. God’s love and purposes are unconditional. Today’s message from the 

book of Jeremiah was given at a time when the people of Israel had lost all hope in the future 

and felt abandoned by God. It was one of the worst periods in their history. They were invaded, 

conquered and forced into exile from their homeland by the Babylonians. They lost everything, 

their homeland, homes and the temple was utterly destroyed. In those days when a king 

conquered another nation, they practiced ‘forced removals.’ They destroyed their homes and 

scattered them in different areas. It was a strategy used to make sure that they could not 

regroup and challenge their oppressors. The Israelites felt abandoned by God. It was in this 

situation that God sent Jeremiah to proclaim this message of hope and restoration. God 

promised to bless them in a situation that was unbearable for them. Let us read the full 

message starting from verse 4 (Jeremiah 29): 
 

This is what the Lord of heaven’s armies, the God of Israel, says to all the captives he has exiled in 

Babylon from Jerusalem: “Build homes, and plan to stay. Plant gardens and eat the food they 

produce. Marry and have children. Then find spouses for them so that you may have many 

grandchildren. Multiply! Do not dwindle away. And work for the peace and prosperity of the city 

where I sent you into exile. Pray to the Lord for it, for its welfare will determine your welfare.” 
 

The promise of blessing is possible because God is greater than the difficulties we face and 

provides a new beginning in the midst of difficulties.  HIV may feel like the presence of a foreign 

army taking over the body making one an ‘alien’ in one’s own body.  However, life is more than 

the body, there are many people who are HIV negative who are not experiencing fullness of life. 

The promise of a new beginning is possible because God is the giver of life in its fullness. Jesus 

said that He came that we might have life and life in its fullness (John 10:10). The message from 

Jeremiah gives examples of what fullness of life includes – building houses, marriage, having 

enough to eat etc. Indeed God’s plans for good are for all who choose to believe and do not 

depend on whether one is HIV positive or not. In God’s eyes – we are all the same – worthy of 

love and deserving new beginnings.  
 

“The steadfast love of the Lord never ceases. His mercies never come to an end.  
They are new every morning. Great is thy faithfulness.” 

Lamentations 3:22 
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DAY 4: RECLAIMING YOUR BODY 

EEmmbbrraaccee,,  ccaarree  aanndd  lloovvee  yyoouurr  bbooddyy 
 

“I give you thanks to you because I am fearfully and wonderfully made.” 

Psalm 139:142 
 

The focus for today and the next three days is on building a new life through reclaiming gifts from 
God that HIV tries to steal. These gifts are: firstly your body; secondly your place in society and 
the church; thirdly your joy and faith; and lastly your prophetic voice that will transform the 
world.  

The focus for today is reclaiming your body as “fearfully and wonderfully made.”  Our bodies 
are sacred, precious and wonderful gifts from God and HIV does not change this. In other words 
being HIV positive does not change the value of our bodies because to God there is no 
difference in value between a body that has HIV and that which does not, every-body is 
valuable and precious. As a wonderful gift given to us by God, our bodies require our constant 
care, love, nourishment, respect and honor. Each of us is the CEO of our own bodies! So as the 
CEOs of our bodies, we need to develop practical habits that will keep our bodies functioning 
healthily. There are practical actions that we all need to do to keep our bodies functioning well, 
whether one has HIV or not. However HIV brings unique challenges to our bodies that require 
us to develop healthy habits. How can this be done? Start with these three practices which are:  
firstly, a healthy diet and exercise; secondly, regular medical check-ups which enable medical 
professionals to monitor your CD count and advise when to start taking antiretroviral 
treatment; and lastly creating or joining a support group. Each of these practices will be 
described briefly.  
 

a. Healthy diet and regular exercise: A healthy diet means eating food that will strengthen your 

body. Ask your health worker to assist you in creating a meal plan that will have all the food that you 

need to stay healthy e.g. vegetables, fruits, protein (meat, beans), carbohydrates (potatoes, rice, pap, 

brown bread) and drinking plenty of water. Here are a few ideas to get you started:  

- Plant a vegetable garden – growing your own vegetables is both economical and healthy. You are 

guaranteed fresh vegetables daily.  

- However you may be living in an area where it is not possible to plant a vegetable garden. Form a 

group and buy vegetables from local market and share the costs.  

- Always buy fruits that are in season – the price is good and the fruit is easily available. 

The second practice is regular exercise which includes walking, dancing or any other sport that you 

like. Be a part of an existing group or invite others to join you. 

b. Regular medical check-up: Visit your local clinic regularly so that they can monitor your health 

and advise you when you need to take medication. 

c. Forming or joining a support group: Look for and join a support group of people living with 

HIV in your area and if there is no group, be brave and start one by inviting a few people and it will 

grow. We need others to support us in the journey of life. We cannot do it alone. 

"God has not given you a spirit of fear but of love power and sound mind." 

Timothy 1:7 
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DAY 5: RECLAIMING YOUR UNIQUE AND IRREPLACEABLE PLACE  
IN CHURCH AND SOCIETY 

EEaacchh  ppeerrssoonn  iiss  GGoodd’’ss  ggiifftt  ttoo  tthhee  wwoorrlldd  aanndd  tthhee  cchhuurrcchh   
 

“I knew you before I formed you in your mother’s womb. Before you were born I set you 
apart and appointed you as my prophet to the nations.” 

Jeremiah 1:5 
 

In this verse, God reveals to Jeremiah that even before he was born, God knew him and had a 

clear purpose for his life. Jeremiah was sent by God to be a prophet for the nations. This was his 

purpose in life. In the same way, God knows each one of us and has an appointed task for us to 

carry out into the world. The task that each person has is determined by God and is not affected 

by HIV. Being HIV positive does not change the purpose that God has for your life. Someone 

once said “your life is a gift from God and what you do with it is your gift to God”.  

In addition to natural talents, the apostle Paul also reminds us in 1 Corinthians 12 that each of 

us has been given a gift so that we can serve in the church and in the world. These gifts are 

given by the Holy Spirit to all believers irrespective of their HIV status. HIV has no role to play 

in the gifts of the Spirit, the only criteria is faith in Christ. As a disciple of Christ, you have a 

unique gift given to you by the Holy Spirit so that you have a role to play in the church. The 

following verse make it clear: “It is the one and only Spirit who distributes all these gifts. He 

alone decides which gift each person should have” 1 Corinthians 12:11 

Let our gifts guide our roles and activities in the church and in the world. If you are not sure of 

your gifts make a list of things that you are good at. Ask other people close to you what they 

think your gifts are. We have several gifts and we need to find an activity that enables us to use 

these gifts. Start by joining or volunteering in projects suitable to your gifts. This is the first step 

because it is in doing that we develop our gifts.   

The following poem read by Nelson Mandela at his inauguration in 1995 affirms the value of 

each person – no one is excluded – all are equally valuable with or without HIV.   

Our deepest fear is not that we are inadequate.  

Our deepest fear is that we are powerful beyond measure.  

It is our light, not our darkness that frightens us. 

We ask ourselves, who am I to be brilliant, gorgeous, talented and fabulous?  

Actually, who are you not to be? 

You are a child of God. Your playing small doesn't serve the world.  

There's nothing enlightened about shrinking  

so that other people won't feel insecure around you. 

We were born to make manifest the glory of God that is within us.  

It's not just in some, it's in everyone. And as we let our own light shine,  

we unconsciously give other people permission to do the same.  

As we are liberated from our own fears, our presence automatically liberates others. 

Nelson Mandela 
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DAY 6: RECLAIMING YOUR JOY AND FAITH 

TTrreeaassuurree  ttrruuee  rriicchheess  tthhaatt  rreemmaaiinn  ffoorreevveerr   
 

“Even though the fig trees have no blossoms, and there are no grapes on the vines;  
even though the olive crop fails, and the fields lie empty and barren;  

even though the flocks die in the fields, and the cattle barns are empty, 
yet 

I will rejoice in the Lord! I will be joyful in the God of my salvation!  
The Sovereign Lord in my strength!  

He makes me as surefooted as a deer, able to tread upon the heights.”  

Habakkuk 3:17-19 

The journey of life brings many challenges and joys across our path. Life is not easy and smooth all 
the time. Disappointments, losses and hurts come to everyone whether HIV positive or not.  Our 
challenge therefore is to cultivate joy and faith that is not dependant on our circumstances. Often it 
is easy to have joy and faith when life is good and everything is going well but when times are 
difficult it is also easy to lose both faith and joy. The reading for today is taken from the prophet 
Habakkuk and gives us a new perspective of joy and faith that is found in the most difficult 
situations. In his song of praise, Habakkuk begins with a description of situations of great 
disappointments where expectations are not fulfilled and there is no hope. Imagine going to the 
fields expecting a good harvest and finding it “empty and barren” or going to the kraal to find 
livestock and finding the livestock dead and the “cattle barns empty” or going to the vineyard and 
finding ‘no grapes in the vine’. These are situations of extreme loss. Let us describe these losses in 
our world today for example “retrenchment” going to work only to be told that one has no job or 
“divorce” waking up in the morning to discover that one’s spouse has left them or “bankruptcy” 
working hard at a business and instead of profit one gets a loss leaving one broke! These are 
situations that threaten our faith and joy.  

Some disappointments and losses can be related to being HIV positive like judgment and rejection 
that can rob one of friends, jobs, church membership and loss of respect at work and in community 
as well as failing health. These losses can also lead to a loss of faith and joy. In his song of praise 
Habakkuk describes these losses in detail and finds a way out of the pain through joy that comes 
from trusting fully in God. This joy as described by priest and author Henri Nouwen “is a divine gift 
that does not leave us during times of illness, poverty, oppression or persecution. It is present even 
when the world laughs or tortures, robs or maims fights or kills” (Garvey 2006:85).  
 

According to Habakkuk this joy is possible because: 

 God is our salvation - able to save us in all circumstances  

 God is ‘our strength’ that means that when we have no strength and cannot go on, God becomes our 
strength in all our difficulties and painful experiences 

 God makes us ‘surefooted as a deer’ – a deer is s able to climb steep slopes because its feet can grip 
rocks. God enables us to face and overcome situations that are overwhelming through grace – 
therefore we can be joyful.  

“And I am convinced that nothing can ever separate us from God’s love.  
Neither death nor life, neither angels nor demons, neither our fears for today  

nor our worries about tomorrow – not even the powers of hell can separate us from God’s love.” 

Romans 8:38 
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DAY 7: RECLAIMING YOUR PROPHETIC VOICE 

TTrraannssffoorrmmiinngg  tthhee  WWoorrlldd 
 

“The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, 

because he has anointed me 

to bring good news to the poor. 

He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives 
and recovery of sight to the blind, 

to let the oppressed go free.” 

Luke 4:18 

 

The experiences of living with HIV reveal practices of injustice in our communities. A prophetic 

voice speaks out and acts against injustice.  A prophet is not a politician following the vision of a 

particular party but a Christian who follows the leading of the Spirit of God who leads us to 

justice making. In the above text we see that the Spirit empowered Jesus’ ministry that included 

justice. Jesus reached out to people who were discriminated against. Christians are called work 

for justice in their communities. Let us look at some examples of injustices experienced by 

people living with HIV & AIDS (PLHA) described by the Medical Research Council of South 

Africa and World Health Organization: 
 

 Discrimination - It has been found that if PLHA are open about their status at work, they 
experience stigmatization and discrimination from fellow employees.  

  HIV positive women are treated very different from men: men are likely to be ‘excused’ for their 
status and behavior that resulted in their infection, whereas women are not 

 Almost 2 million people are receiving Antiretroviral Treatment (ART) in South Africa which is 
less than half of the people living with HIV. This is unjust because all should have access to ART 

 The number of orphans continues to rise, it is estimated that there are currently over a million 
orphans who have lost their parent/s through AIDS. Often these orphans’ rights to education, 
shelter, food, clothing, love and care are violated through neglect and discrimination. 

All these examples provide opportunities for prophetic voices that lead to justice making. The 
church’s social teaching provides principles for our justice work. Two will be discussed:  

 Dignity of the human person – all persons are made in the image of God and dignity that HIV 
cannot take away. Any threats to life and human dignity through injustice, oppression, 
discrimination, inequality and lack of access to health care must be challenged by Christians.  

 Solidarity means identifying with others in their needs and teaches that human beings are 
interdependent – what affects one person affects everyone. In the church we believe that we are 
one body and “if one part suffers the whole body suffers” (1 Corinthians 12:26). 

 

“Lord make me an instrument of your peace,  

where there is hatred let me sow love; where there is injury pardon; doubt true faith in you.  

Grant that I may not so much seek to be comforted as to comfort; to be loved as to love;  

for it is in giving that we receive and in dying that we are born to eternal life.” 

Prayer of St Francis of Assisi 
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HIV & AIDS: The Basics 
“You shall know the truth and the truth shall set you free” (John 8:32) 

 

 HIV & AIDS are health conditions and not punishments from God. 

 Being HIV positive is not a death sentence; one can still live a healthy and long life. 

 God’s love and acceptance are unconditional – God does not discriminate between persons 
with HIV and those who do not have HIV: ALL are equal before God. 

 

FACTS: 
 

1. HIV stands for Human Immunodeficiency Virus.  

 It is the virus that causes AIDS. When a person is infected with HIV, the virus enters the 
body and then lives and multiplies primarily in the white blood cells (the immune cells that 
normally protect us from disease). Immune function is typically measured by CD4 cell 
count. Immunodeficiency results in increased susceptibility to a wide range of infections 
and diseases that people with healthy immune systems can fight off. 

 

2. AIDS stands for Acquired Immunodeficiency Syndrome  

 It is the most advanced stage of HIV infection which can take from 2 to 15 years to develop 
depending on the individual. AIDS is defined by the development of certain cancers, 
infections, or other severe clinical manifestations. 

 

3. Treatment 

 HIV can be suppressed by antiretroviral therapy (ART) consisting of three or more 
antiretroviral (ARV) drugs. ART does not cure HIV infection, but controls viral 
replication within a person's body and allows an individual's immune system to 
strengthen and regain the capacity to fight off infections. With ART, people with HIV 
can live healthy and productive lives. 

 

A recent trial has confirmed that if a HIV-positive person adheres to an effective antiretroviral 
therapy regimen, the risk of transmitting the virus to their uninfected sexual partner can be 
reduced by 96%. For couples in which one partner is HIV-positive and the other HIV-negative 
WHO recommends offering ART for the HIV-positive partner regardless of her/his CD4 count. 
 

Source of information: World Health Organization (WHO) 
http://www.who.int/mediacentre/factsheets/fs360/en/ 

 

 

 

http://www.who.int/mediacentre/factsheets/fs360/en/
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ADDITIONAL NOTES 

Principles of Catholic Social Teaching 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

MORE INFORMATION 

http://www.osjspm.org/MajorThemesCatholicSocialTeaching 

 

http://www.usccb.org/beliefs-and-teachings/what-we-believe/catholic-social-teaching/seven-themes-

of-catholic-social-teaching.cfm 

 

CONTACT ME 

If this booklet has in any way inspired you or you have questions, please write to: 

Dr Nontando Hadebe – email: noehadebe@gmail.com 

http://www.mrc.ac.za/public/facts17.htm
http://www.genderjustice.org.za/
http://www.who.int/hiv/abouthiv/en/fact_sheet_hiv.htm
http://www.osjspm.org/MajorThemesCatholicSocialTeaching
http://www.usccb.org/beliefs-and-teachings/what-we-believe/catholic-social-teaching/seven-themes-of-catholic-social-teaching.cfm
http://www.usccb.org/beliefs-and-teachings/what-we-believe/catholic-social-teaching/seven-themes-of-catholic-social-teaching.cfm
mailto:noehadebe@gmail.com
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DONATIONS 

These booklets are not for sale but if you would like to give a donation send to 
Radio Veritas. The banking details are: 

Radio Veritas (Cresta) 

Branch code: 191305 

Account:          1913296067 

 

 

 

Mary’s Song of Praise 

46 And Mary[f] said, 

“My soul magnifies the Lord, 
47 and my spirit rejoices in God my Savior, 

48 for he has looked with favor on the lowliness of his servant. 
Surely, from now on all generations will call me blessed; 

49 for the Mighty One has done great things for me, 
and holy is his name. 

50 His mercy is for those who fear him 
from generation to generation. 

51 He has shown strength with his arm; 
he has scattered the proud in the thoughts of their hearts. 
52 He has brought down the powerful from their thrones, 

and lifted up the lowly; 
53 he has filled the hungry with good things, 

and sent the rich away empty. 
54 He has helped his servant Israel, 

in remembrance of his mercy, 
55 according to the promise he made to our ancestors, 

to Abraham and to his descendants forever.” 

 

 

 

 

http://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Luke%201&version=NRSV#fen-NRSV-24932f

