By lohn Thornhill and
YWincent Manning
Catholics for Aids Prevention and Support

DECEMBER 1 is World Aids Day,
& time when people all over the
planet pause to remember the 25
milljon vigtims of the pandemic
which first came to our attention
nearly 30 vears ago.

They gather in solidarity with the
33 million people who continge 1o
liwe among us with HIV and Aids
today, to hope and prav for a cure,
for justice; and for love.

Drespite remarkable medical
advances i recert years, there is stil]
something about the illness which
strikes fear and revalsion in the hearts
ol many. Those of us who remember
the 1980s and early 1990s are still
haunted by memories of healthy
voung men and women, with their
whaole Hives before them, struck down
by & cruel and debilitating illness.

We remember the governiment
adverts featuring tombstones and ice-
bergs, and the widespread fears of
contagion, HIV and Aids stll conjure
up traumatic associations hetween
sexuality, suffering and death — some-
thing we are very uncomfortable
talking abour.

bt the west, Christians motivated
to make a compassionate response
to HIV and Aids tend to focus their
attention upon the Third World, where
the disease continues to claim the
lives of hundreds of thousands of
people cach year — Africa alone hag
t4 miliion Aids orphans,

it is right and just that we continue
o do all that we can to assist, by sup-
porting agencies such as CAFOD and
Progressio, as they comunit to helping
people Biving with HTV in Africa,
Latin America and elsewhere.

As we approach the end of the vear
in which the United Nations chose
the theme of Universal Access and
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Human Rights, we know that there
is still mueh to be done. People are
still denied access to basic medicines
and care, and stigma and persecmmn
persist.

However, it is a mistake to imagine
that HIV and Aids is a problem which
only affects other countries; some-
thing that is ‘over there” and not on
our doorsteps, something uarelated
to cur own daily lives,

Today in the UK, an estimated
77,400 people are living with HIV
and NMHS testing shows that many
people remain unaware that they too
are infected with the virus. HTV and
Alds are very much among us, an
uninvited guest in our house.

In the UK, white the primary
challenge may no longer be the
prospect of a premature and traumgtic
death for most people, the virus
lzaves a deep impact on the lives of
those it touches.

Maybe you canimagine the diffi-
cult questions you would face if you
or someons you love was told that
they were HIV-positive?

What does it mean o live with
HIV? What limitations wil} this bring
to my life choices? How will this
affect my job prospects? Wil this
damage. ot destroy my relationships?

Will myy health suffer a long-term and -

slow decline? Where is God in this
unpredictable journey of suffering?

Where is the welcoming and healing
hand of the Church on this hard and
uneertain road? Can [ still be loved?

When a person is dlagnosed with
HIV, they will almost certainly fas]
a certaig sense of shock. The stigma
which stills surrounds HIV means
that seople can feel that theve is
no-one to aun o, and thai they must
keep the news a secret.

Fearful of judgement by others,

“this can be a time of great isofation
and anxiety.

For those who gre already disad-
vantaged because they are poor, or
because they are struggling with an
addiction, or perhaps because they
are a refugee in a foreign land, HIV
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can be especially
hard w handle.

Some people
think they will be
blamed by others
for the infection,
as though jt is
‘deserved’ in
S0IE WAY.

When Sam
(name changed},
a 30-vear-old
Catholic, was first
diagnosed with
HIV back in. 2006, ha said:

“The day of my HIV diagnosis
felt like the beginning of the end
of my life. [ remember praying,
miuttering intensely and desperately
to God.

“1 know at these moments there
is something heard in these prayers;
like the flickering of a candie, our
small, quiet pleas register. I was all
T could do. It wag all I wanted to do.

“T was haunted by a fear of sick-
ness, of dying, of seeing the distress
this would cause my parents, of los-
ing my job and my home, of being
alienated from my Church,

“Was thiz all ovy fault? Was this
some kind of punishment for what
I had done wrong? Would [ be
rejected by thepeople 1 loved most?”

Like many Christians who discover
that they have HIV, Sam’s relationship
with God was suddenly drawn inte
focus in a new dnd frightening way,
and so he went in search of other
people of faith living with the virus,
This is where we join the story of
Positive Catholics in the UK,

The Positive Catholics ministry
began in 2004, when Clristians living
with HIV identified a lack of appro-
priate pastoral response and the
inability of secular agencies to under-
stand and support people in matters
of Christian faith,

Twa Catholic men Hving with BTV
began to meet in the basement of a
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chrch i London to share, reflect
on seripture and pray togéther, From
hmible beginnings, Positive
Catholics has grown and the devel-
oping network i3 composed &f
women and men, young and obd,
married and single, *gay’ and
“straight’, recently diagnosed and
those who have Hyved with HIV for
more than 20 veurs.

The Positive Catholics network
is made up of people from Aftica,
Latin America and Burope, who now
tive in the UK. It includes people
active in Cliurch life and people who
have been ‘away’ from the Church
for many vears,

in London, Positive Catholics
meets evary six to eight weeks to
share {ood, praver, community and
conversation, ia homes, Little
groups are starting t© form i Birm-
ingham and Manchester, too.

There are three retreats each yeat,

providing an opportunity for HIV-
positive men and women to take
time out from thelr ordidary lives,
{0 pray together, share stories and
experiences, fellowship and love;
and to discover the pressuce God
i the midst of HIV.

The Passionist Community and
The Benedictines offer hospitality,
Individuals, and a few Catholic
agencies, offer financial suppart
and encouragernent.

What is remarkable about Positive
Catholics is that it is peer-led. HIV-
positive people shace their hospital-
ity, fellowship, gitts and talents for
e benelir of their HTVopositive
sisters and brothers,

i sharing talénts and resources,
friendships begin; and in begitming
friendships, Chiistlan love 1s brought
mto.being.
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four members of Positive Catholics.
Members of Pogitive Catholics tell
of the relief they feel when they arg
able to meet others who understand
their situation: “1 have gained confi-
dence and found it rewarding when
you open up 1o others, Sharing sto-
ries and experiences have lessened

- my burdens and anxieties.”

This is one way by which people
gain the support and encouragement
to share this difficult news with
friends and family and others who
are close to them, This courageous
step towards Christian community
counters isolation.

Many are burdened, like Sam,
with a sensge that God (s punishing
them in some way. An HIV diagno-
sis can make you feel like Job and -
that God has abandoned you.

However, through the Positive
Catholics community, and especially
at the weekend retreats, God’s pres-
euce is made real and some of these
fears can be confrontad.

*1 was hoping to be healed spivitu-
allv and this was aclueved. [ have
realised that God loves me uncondi-
tionally,” said one member,

Througl: prayer, Tellowship and
the sacraments, the weekend retreats
are often experienced as an opportu-
nity for God’s love and healing to
bréak through: “T have understood
the difference between cure and
healing”; “The highlight for me
was the healinng Hturgy. This gives
me the courage, strength, and faith
to go on”

The Positive Catholics peer
ministry iz one way in which the
Catholic family reaches out to others
inneed. Christians from other tradi-
tions also atiznd the mestings
and retreats, always expressing
gratitude for the particular encour-

agerment which comes from within
our Church.

Bevond the growing network, Pos-
itive Catholics also offers an invita-
tion to the wider Church to become
aware of and to share in the vulnera-
bility of those HTV-positive people
living among us, those who have s6
much to be afraid of in terms of
sickaness, rejection and exclusion.

The wider Church is asked to
express its friendship with the
excluded, the powerless, the rejected
and the poor, and in doing so, to
buitd the bonds of Chrigtian love,

Liz-the words of Jean Vanier,
founder of the I Arche Conununity,
the Church is invited to become a
“place of welcome™ for vulnerable
people “where people are trans-
formed by an inteuse experience of
communaity and relationship”.

This is true for people who are
living with HIV also. Over the
vears, Posgitive Catholics has been
blessed with the pastoral support of
priests and religious who have
extended a hand of friendship to
HIV-positive men and woren, and
the many little acts of generosity of
friends, family members and people
of goodwitl.

in.the Gospel of Luke, we can
hear Jesus speaking to the Chuarch:
don’t just lnvite your family and
friends to a fantastic party “invite
the poor, the disabled, the lame, the
blind™ (Lk 14:12-14) because in
doing this we extend the bonds of
Christian {ove, ;

in holding vuta hand of welcome
to people tiving with HIV and
Adids, the Church can also share
something of the joys of the Pogitive
{atholics story. What might vou
do in your parish?

B To find out more about Positive

Catholics, please visit: htrp:/sites.
poogle. com/site/positivecarholics
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