WCRP-HIVAN FORUM – 30th June 2005
“The role of FBOs in sustaining the family unit as the centre of our society”

To address the theme of restoring and preserving family wellbeing in the face of HIV and AIDS, the June session of the WCRP-HIVAN Religious Leaders’ and HIV/AIDS Researchers’ Forum Series was blessed with especially luminous guest speakers and panellists.  
Eminent peace activist, Ms Ela Gandhi, shared the platform with Anglican Archbishop Njongonkulu Ndungane, with the proceedings being opened by eThekwini Deputy-Mayor, Mr Logie Naidoo.  HIVAN’s Head of Communications, Arts and Advocacy, Ms Deborah Heustice, chaired the panel discussion, partnered by the Rev Sue Brittion as Vice-Chairperson of the World Conference on Religion and Peace.
Responding to the purpose of the Forum and its special theme for the evening, Councillor Naidoo stressed the importance of such community mobilisation and the space given to the sharing of concerns and ideas about HIV/AIDS in terms of its social, economic and spiritual implications.  “These challenges have placed a direct focus on the need for moral re-armament and human development, as the future of our whole society is in the balance,” he said.

“It is our responsibility to instill in our youth positive values, positive thinking, positive attitudes and positive lifestyles.  We must ensure that our future generations are healthy and empowered to develop and apply their talents.  Abstinence and honesty between partners as HIV prevention approaches deserve deeper and wider emphasis, as we can all see how the ‘free-loving’ ethos of the Sixties has impacted negatively on our world during this century – indeed, it can be fatal,” he said.  
“Also, we must replace responses of stigma and rejection with compassion and care, and offer a comprehensive education programme for all our citizens about every social ill that feeds on and fuels HIV and AIDS.  We must secure ample technical resources and financial support for these common goals by joining hands with one another, just as this interfaith and multi-disciplinary Forum is actively doing,” he said. “We must also close all the divides between sectors, so that government, the private sector and NGOs can use their pooled and complementary strengths in this new struggle for a healthy society.”
In her introduction of Archbishop Ndungane, Rev. Sue Brittion noted that the concept of “the family unit” is a highly contested and nuanced topic, involving far more than the stereotype of the middle-class, Western nuclear family.  “Families are no less real or significant if they are centred on single mothers or fathers, widows, gay men and lesbians (whether living openly as such, or not), or divorced parents.”  
With deep affection and pride, she described the Archbishop as a man who had survived “the university of Robben Island, among others” and who remained committed to speaking out everywhere on social issues – most recently at the G8 Summit with regard to poverty.
The Archbishop’s address was riveting, perfectly structured around the central idea of the family as the “building block of stable society”, and taking the audience through the historical and contemporary aetiology of the global and local pressures bearing down on families.  Citing colonialism, industrialisation, urbanisation and apartheid as the greatest disruptions that had traumatised traditional and social family structures, he described the multiple sacrifices and abuses suffered by men and women of all races.
“All traditional forms of social cohesion were undermined and distorted,” he said, “and the migrant labour system created the final devastation: children did not see parents relating together in mutual respect and affection, facing challenges and enjoying progress as a united presence.”  Many youth also left their nests prematurely to join the struggle against political, economic and social oppression; even the young male beneficiaries of apartheid were scarred by atrocities and indignities they could not even admit to perpetrating or experiencing during their conscription to the SA Defence Forces.
He urged FBOs to work on healing these wounds, and help people to understand that every person is lovable.  “We belong irrevocably together,” he said. “Whether we focus on love within marriage or love for our fellow human beings, these relationships are based on a covenant, a vow to remain patient, kind, truthful and loyal to each other, because we are family – not merely as a contract out of which we expect a return.”
The Archbishop listed several approaches through which members of the faith community might address the challenges that prevent people from cherishing each other and raising children within this ethos of caring: 

· Be conscious of the difficulties facing us and speak openly about them.  

· Teach people realistically, not holding up idealistic aspirations while criticising their failure to fulfill them.  

· Preach depth of faith in the virtues, not with blame for the vices.  

· Remember the vital ministry of healing memories.  

· Encourage the development of people as role models who can demonstrate sustained family life

· Promote family values by rigorously advocating for adequate maternity facilities and other empowering employment policies and practices.

· Strengthen the Moral Regeneration Movement to prioritise family life as the centre of society.

· Find ways to alleviate poverty, which is the major social challenge to 21st Century mentoring.
Above all, he urged that young people be assisted to see hope for life, and to live their lives in hope, loving themselves and holding out for the best in all things.  He stressed the need for greatly improved gender education and an end to violence against women and children, describing several Biblical examples of how Christ had honoured the women around him, and entrusted his ministry to them.  “Why settle for anything less now?” His Grace asked. “Supporting family life rests on equality of gender and full access to basic human rights.”

The full text of the Archbishop’s address can be downloaded as an MSWord document from the righthand column of this page.

Ms Ela Gandhi spoke next in her capacity as National Vice-President of the WCRP, and in her characteristically gentle tone and warm demeanour, she described her work with abused women, and how the economic and physical power of men in the family has proved to be a highly destructive force.  

“One often asks a housewife what she does in life, and she replies, ‘Nothing’,” she noted. “In truth, the housewife does enormous and wonderful things that are invisible – so that neither she nor those around her value either her as a person or the work that she produces.” 
“Transformation is a beautiful concept, and South Africa is striving to realise this ideal in the face of the immeasurable harm caused by its patriarchal society.  Women don’t merely work beyond the home – they work within it too, and are chided and assaulted when they cannot manage both adequately.  Is this how we should be bringing up our boys and girls?  Why can’t we create a new reality?” 

Ms Gandhi pointed out that mothers have the closest bond to their children, and yet so many households headed by single mothers still entrench different roles for girls and boys.  “We must raise children in a different way, and stop thinking that it’s ‘natural’ for men to be aggressive and selfish, and for women to be passive and selfless.  Much introspection is needed so that we can effect such changes in our communities and break the cycle of violence, abuse, deprivation, and loss of hope.  It is we who are failing to transform.”
She noted that resolving conflict was a part of all life, and that living is never consistently harmonious.  “This is not undesirable or unhealthy, because change and diversity are creative,” she said.  “But patriarchy sees conflict as threatening and reacts to it with violence.  There are better, non-violent ways - working through feelings gently and kindly.  If we use the family unit to inculcate these values, no matter how such family units are formed, we can build a non-violent society.”

Ms Gandhi closed by recalling that she had watched a child of the streets breaking up and sharing a small loaf of bread with his fellow street-dwellers, and it had struck her that this was indeed a family unit.  “These were little children in the direst conditions, demonstrating to us - who are so much more privileged materially - the truly humane values we should all be living by.  But the police would not regard this small group as a ‘family’; they would pick them up and split the group among various shelters and care facilities, unmindful of the important bonds of love and loyalty that have been formed between the children.  Where is the understanding of the desperate need we all have for affection, and for us to conscientiously protect and uphold it?”

During the question-time that followed, an audience member raised the issue of resources for faith communities to take responsibility for sustaining family life in the face of HIV and AIDS. “We have the scriptures, and we have factual advice and information about HIV and AIDS, but how do we integrate the two?  What is an acceptable ‘sex language’ for use by and within families?”  

The Archbishop responded by saying that FBOs in different contexts should identify a shared understanding of family in contemporary life.  He submitted that all the sacred texts reveal that dignity and a sense of intrinsic worth are what the Almighty has planned for humanity.  “We all interpret this truth variously across faith communities, but we must grapple with the tough questions that come up, as a trajectory of grace; it will serve no-one to practise an ‘ostrich philosophy’ and avoid facing the realities.”

“For instance, with issues like divorce and re-marriage, we need to recognise when a relationship is irrevocably broken, and rejoice when a new relationship is formed to replace it.  We also need to help heal the stigma experienced by the newly ‘singled’ woman, who is often shunned by her former friends, threatened by her ‘availability’.  I also meet many gay men and lesbians who ask me why people in a faithful relationship cannot have their union blessed, but a nuclear warship can be blessed by an Archbishop!  Gay men and women can be great leaders and parents – we must open up our minds and hearts, and reach out to those who are excluded in our society, just as Jesus did.  We are created in diversity, and our diversity is creative.”
His Grace referred to studies done with youth to determine the efficacy of the contemporary HIV prevention models, and said; “We can’t thump the table with the ‘ABC’ formula.  The children are telling us that they don’t find it helpful enough to carry them through the real-life encounters they experience as they enter adulthood.  We must connect with these young souls where they are – engage them, release them from guilt, offer them a ‘second virginity’ if need be, go along with them step by step, and get help for ourselves if we don’t have all the parenting skills.”

Another participant asked the Archbishop to elaborate on his views about the influence of the media and advertising on family values and the self-esteem of young people.  “It seems that the message of these mass-media products is that to be ‘cool’ is to be sexually explicit and heavily branded with designer labels,” he observed. “So, in the public mind, sex equals success.  Sometimes, it is all so overwhelming that all I feel I can do is pray about it.”

Speaking from the audience, Dr Helga Holst, Medical Superintendent of Durban’s McCord Hospital, thanked the speakers for their awe-inspiring insights, saying that as a society, we are losing respect for and value in life, for ourselves and for each other.  “Once that is gone, life is cheap, and we no longer know who we are, or why we are,” she commented.  “So we don’t care about those who are ‘different’ – the unborn, the aged, the disabled.  As men and women re-learn how to respect themselves, respecting others will become much easier.”

Healer and herbalist Anne Hutchins pointed out that in her HIV/AIDS clinic, she works on the assumption that a female patient’s children have not all been fathered by the same man.  “I am heartened by the way in which I see women supporting each other, sharing their food and food sources, tending to each other when they need physical and emotional care – these are the new forms of family that are emerging, and in the hands of women, we are seeing a more gentle human face,” she said.
Anne’s daughter added that her own two children seemed “saturated with HIV and AIDS information, to the extent that they now believe sex to be dirty and evil.  Don’t we need some guidance as to how we can stimulate emotional intelligence along with their intellectual capacity?” she asked.  Ms Gandhi replied that this would indeed be the foundation for skills-training towards a non-violent society.  “We need to learn how to communicate with understanding, compassion and reverence for natural processes,” she concluded.
Debbie Heustice, in closing the Forum session, thanked the panel members and the audience for their presence and for the inspiring quality of their collective input.  
* * * * * * * *







