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Encountering Christ in AIDS Victims
Church of Ireland Bishops’ Appeal Project 2008

(In partnership with Christian Aid and Tearfund)

HIV and AIDS threaten the lives of millions of people, especially in the poorest parts of the world. The Church of Ireland Bishops’ Appeal is making HIV/AIDS focus of a Lent project The Body of Christ Has AIDS! in 2008. Through Christian Aid and Tearfund the project will support some of those living with HIV and AIDS and help raise awareness of risks among vulnerable communities. 

HIV and AIDS and poverty and conflict are inextricably interwoven.   In Liberia, during the recent civil war, sexual violence was often used against women and children, heightening the HIV infection rate.  Living in temporary camps or in extreme poverty, women are often unable to get the drugs they need to stop them passing the virus onto their unborn children, so the infection is passed onto the next generation.  HIV causes the immune system to fail, and makes working and farming difficult, leading families into ever deeper levels of poverty.  This appeal will help Tearfund tackle the spread of HIV and AIDS in communities rebuilding after the civil war. It will build the capacity of local churches to respond, target high risk groups and raise awareness of HIV and AIDS through youth programmes and activities within the wider community.
Rev Philippe Ndembe from the Democratic Republic of Congo lost his wife to AIDS illnesses and was left to look after a 9-year-old daughter who is HIV positive. Even though he tested negative to HIV, Philippe Ndembe’s biggest fear was ‘feeling ashamed in my church. What would pastors and Christians say?’ He knew that for most Christians ‘HIV is viewed as a problem of people with bad morals. I almost went to war with Jesus; I actually wanted to be excommunicated.’ However, his leaders encouraged him to contact the organisation ANERELA+, in order to receive counselling and training.  Together with leaders of other African religious communities affected or infected by HIV, he has become a spokesman and a trainer on HIV. ‘I now not only speak openly about HIV but I train church leaders from all over Congo on these issues. Many people are very keen to hear this message about HIV/AIDS.’ You cannot fight HIV with prevention and education if religious leaders stigmatise those who are suffering. Philippe Ndembe is one of 2,700 religious leaders who are bringing hope and change to faith communities throughout Africa, thanks to Christian Aid partner ANERELA+.

HIV and AIDS continue at alarming levels. According to the United Nations body that tracks the spread of the virus, the number of people living with HIV and AIDS is increasing in most parts of the world. HIV is Africa’s biggest killer – Africa has 10% of the world’s population and is home to 70% of those infected with HIV. Africa may have as many as fifteen million AIDS orphans.

It is vital churches and people of faith play a pastoral and prophetic role to overcome stigma and discrimination, to care for body and spirit, and to advocate for universal treatment and effective forms of prevention. Support for Bishops’ Appeal’s campaign will contribute to turning the tide for some of the worst affected communities in the world.
Bishops’ Appeal will launch the campaign in Armagh and in Dublin on Sunday 6th January, the Feast of the Epiphany, the day on which the Church remembers that the Gospel is for all people. The Armagh launch will take place at St. Patrick’s Cathedral during the 11 a.m. Sung Eucharist. The Dublin launch will take place at St. George and St. Thomas’s Church, Cathal Brugha Street at 3 p.m. 
