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Education for prevention is the answer for the alarming challenge posed by the emerging communicable diseases. Prevention is always better. Promotive care is the right strategy. This is very much true also in our interventions against the spread of HIV/AIDS in our country. 

 The first case of Human Immunodeficiency Virus (HIV) was detected in India in 1987. In the last 15 years, the disease has spread rapidly all over the country. Today India is estimated to have about 4.5 million HIV positive people. It is said that if the spread of HIV/AIDS is not checked, it is likely to wipe out the decades of development achieved in our country. At the rate at which new persons are being infected annually, it is feared that India may well become the ‘AIDS capital of the world’ by 2020. This poses a formidable challenge to healthcare resources, institutions, families and life expectancy! 

Pope John Paul II has reminded that those suffering from HIV/AIDS must be provided with complete care and shown full respect, and given every possible moral and spiritual assistance, and indeed treated in a way worthy of Christ himself. The Pope states that “the battle against AIDS ought to be everyone’s battle.” (Ecclesia in Africa, n.70). Together with our country’s present-day exigencies such as poverty, illiteracy, ignorance, injustice and discrimination, it becomes absolutely necessary for the Church to get involved in the care and support of those infected and in awareness building programmes for prevention. Countries like Australia, Great Britain and Uganda tell the success stories of reduction in the number of new HIV infected cases, due to the active intervention of the Church and the other faith-based organizations together with their respective Governments.

It is noted that the Catholic Church provides approximately 25% of the total care given to those infected with HIV/AIDS, which makes the Church a major partner among the nations in the fight against this disease. In India, of the total 4745 Catholic healthcare institutions, a good majority indeed have programmes for awareness and prevention of HIV/AIDS and care and support of the patients. Thirty nine centers are exclusively dedicated to the care of the HIV/AIDS patients. 
Through the efforts of the Commission for Healthcare, the CBCI signed a Memorandum of Understanding with the Indira Gandhi National Open University and a programme of Study on `Family Life Education in the context of HIV’ was launched. It is encouraging to note that 2200 students have enrolled themselves for this course in the last academic year. We know that education, awareness building and training for the prevention of HIV/AIDS play a major role in the challenge we face. It is our hope that many more, especially those who are in the educational and healthcare fields, will join the course and benefit by it.

Developmental organizations like Caritas India, Catholic Relief Services (CRS), Catholic Medical Mission Board (CMMB) and others have various programmes to control the spread of the disease in our country. St. John’s National Academy of Health Sciences, Catholic Health Association of India (CHAI), Catholic Nurses Guild of India (CNGI), and some Religious Congregations carry out many programmes and projects responding to HIV/AIDS.  

Though the Church is involved to a great extent in the nationwide efforts to contain attempts against the spread of HIV/AIDS, it still has a major mission to fulfill. Considering the magnitude of the HIV/AIDS pandemic, the entire Christian community needs to be alive, active and involved. Let us join hands with the World Health Organization and UNAIDS in the campaign, “Live and let live”, to eliminate the stigma and discrimination associated with HIV and AIDS. I appeal to the parish communities and the educational and healthcare institutions to be involved actively in awareness programmes, campaigns, life-skill education, study-seminars and in care and support activities.

One of the serious concerns of the Church is to make sure that the infected have access to essential drugs at an affordable price. In this connection, we appreciate the efforts of the Government of India in providing free drugs for the opportunistic infection. It is indeed a laudable plan that WHO has projected in launching a programme to give the antiretroviral (ARV) medicines to a large group of infected persons. We urge our institutions to make use of these available schemes so that the infected may receive the benefits. On behalf of our sisters and brothers living with HIV, we appeal to the Pharmaceutical Companies in India, who are producing a large share of the medicine for global supply, that, not profit, but rather humanitarian consideration be their motive and primary concern.
The people living with HIV/AIDS continue to contribute to their family and society. They are to be reassured of the value of their lives, their worth in the larger society and the positive contribution they can make to further enrich it. They are to be part of the planning and decision making process of the interventions that affect them.

Parish communities, especially through the basic ecclesial communities, should reach out to those families of HIV patients. We should create a network of people prepared to assist such families in care, counselling and support. Women are at a higher risk of getting infected due to the prevailing gender inequalities. Women Groups in communities and parishes have an important role to play in this regard. 

All the Catholic healthcare institutions will admit and care for those persons living with HIV/AIDS, as we are also serving the Lord in the abandoned and afflicted. As Blessed Teresa of Calcutta used to say, “a person affected by HIV/AIDS is Jesus among us. How can we say `no’ to Him?” The family members of the person infected play a major role in the home-based care, which is palliative in nature. Families and care-givers at home need to be trained in day-to-day care of the patient. We need to know how to fight this disease, while taking care not to discriminate and stigmatize the infected. 

Let all our friends who are living with HIV/AIDS never loose hope! We all are with you! The Church is with you! May God be our strength in all our efforts to build a healthy world of hope and harmony! 
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