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WCRP-HIVAN FORUM – 23 November 2005
Screening and Discussion of “What Can I Do?”
The film What Can I Do? – The HIV/AIDS Ministry and Messages of Gideon Byamugisha (2004) was launched in November 2005 at a HIVAN/WCRP Forum for faith communities and HIV/AIDS practitioners in Durban.  The event was hosted in partnership with the Strategies For Hope project and the Durban Christian Centre’s Hope Centre Clinic.  
The Strategies for Hope Series was founded in 1989 by the British NGO, ActionAid, to promote informed, effective, community-based approaches to HIV/AIDS, gender and sexual health, particularly in sub-Saharan Africa.  It has produced 16 books and five videos, as well as the Stepping Stones training package, all of which have been distributed to over 160 countries.  These materials are used for information, training, planning and advocacy purposes by a wide range of organisations and individuals, including health institutions, NGOs, community groups, international agencies, FBOs, employers’ associations, trade unions, women’s groups, youth associations and organisations of people living with HIV/AIDS.  
What Can I Do? is a documentary film about the experiences of Canon Gideon Byamugisha, an ordained minister from Uganda who was the first priest in Africa to acknowledge and live openly with his HIV-positive status. His story is a revelation for everyone, whether working in FBOs or more general audiences, since it demonstrates how judgemental the attitudes of many Christian churches are, and how love, support and hope, rather than fear, should be spread in dealing with the realities of HIV and AIDS. 
Paddy Meskin of the WCRP introduced the screening by noting the growth in volume and diversity of the HIVAN/WCRP 2005 Forum Series programme, and welcoming the contribution of the SFH film via the Hope Centre to this last session of the year.  “Around 1980, when most cases of HIV were diagnosed, the attitude of many religious leaders was: ‘You have sinned, you’re being punished’,” she said.  “We forgot about the fact that all the sacred texts in every religion caution us not to judge others, lest we be judged, that there is only One Judge.  Because of the condemnation meted out as part of a theology of ‘sin and punishment’, those who became infected suffered even more than they should have.  Compassion and caring are the approaches seen to be the most effective, so our attitudes need to transform in accordance with this understanding.”  
The 49-minute film What Can I Do? tells the life-story of Canon Gideon, a kind, caring role-model who has devoted his life and ministry as an HIV-positive priest to inspiring all in his sphere.  Having established a very popular and effective AIDS Club at the diocese in Kampala, he encourages open dialogue and sharing of accurate information among leaders and members of his church about sex, sexuality and sexual health.  The messages he conveys are varied, covering the public health, cultural and religious aspects of the epidemic.  

Canon Gideon is particularly concerned to generate an understanding of abstinence as a prevention intervention, observing that many young women were virgins when they married, but became infected at their first sexual encounter.  He notes that 61% of all HIV-positive women in Africa have never had sex with more than one man: “They’ve waited, been faithful, but are still HIV-positive.”  
He does not agree with the formulaic “A-B-C” prevention concept, which he feels is too simplistic: “It implies that if one is faithful, one cannot get HIV, and that’s just not true.  Both partners must be tested for HIV, and if both are negative, fidelity is even more important.  Condom use is problematic, because condoms are equated with infidelity and promiscuity, the inability to be pure.” He explains that this is especially evident to him personally when he purchases condoms in a shop while wearing his clerical collar, so he uses these occasions as opportunities to share information about HIV and AIDS to those around him.  

Canon Gideon’s congregants now understand that condoms can save lives by preventing re-infection among people who have never been tested for HIV and are unaware of their status, and preventing the conception of HIV-positive children.  He gives examples of the differentiation between sexual unions that are “unlawful” and unsafe”, “lawful and unsafe”, “unlawful and safe”, and “lawful and safe”, all of which are subject to and the cause of HIV/AIDS-related stigma.  “Adultery, fornication and prostitution are three major transgressions,” he says, “but with AIDS in our lives, these have become even more serious because they can result in murder and suicide too.” 
Once he had announced his status publicly, the call for Canon Gideon to speak out across the world escalated.  When he fell ill with opportunistic infections, he came to know the importance of psychological support in deflecting the onset of AIDS.  After he took anti-retroviral drugs, he gained weight to 76kg, and his CD4-cell count rose to over 700, but he maintains that emotional and spiritual support is just as if not more crucial than medicines.  “Words of support are the greatest gift – the assurance that you are still loved – to give to someone with HIV, before treatment or money.”  He recalled what his counsellor had asked him when he was diagnosed: “Man of God, what are you going to do?” He had replied: “I don’t know, but I know that the God that made me will show me what to do.”  
Canon Gideon decided to be open about his status to as many people as possible, and felt blessed that all his family members were supportive, urging him to be strong.  When he disclosed to his Bishop, the two men prayed together and the Bishop suggested that Canon Gideon create an AIDS programme for the diocese. “But stigma is very deep,” he says. “There is self-stigma, when one wonders “Maybe they think …’, and the other question is about how I got it [HIV].  My response to self-stigma is that I am not an accident on Earth – I am a product of God.  As for how one becomes infected, there is any number of ways - we can’t know in every case.  What is more important is what to do once one knows one is HIV-positive.  When you know your status, you become more understanding of the disease and less judgemental of other people.”

Canon Gideon is admired by his church colleagues, who, through his guidance, have realised that their ministry makes a tangible difference to people’s wellbeing. They regard his teaching as more than mere awareness-raising, as it also involves skills training on how to prevent transmission and care for the infected, and the types of services needed.  Moreover, he recognised that no matter how substantial community-level programmes might be, he needed to expand his range of operation beyond Uganda so as to address international audiences, which he achieved by joining WorldVision and sharing his experiences regularly at fora hosted by the UN and other global bodies.

Canon Gideon feels that ongoing challenges for the church include spreading a culture of unconditional regard for human life, dealing with stigma, reconsidering their own views as people of faith and changing their messages from the punitive to the compassionate.  His testimony has held these challenges up to them, leaving them with little choice but to transform their thinking.  
He established a care-centre for orphans so that he could return the help he had received from his own family: “I wanted to give a sense of family and belonging to these children who didn’t have a blood-based structure of this kind,” he says.  The Friends of Canon Gideon Foundation has been formed with contributions from his supporters to ensure the sustainability of his initiatives beyond his death.  The film also cites the African Network of Religious Leaders Living with HIV/AIDS, an organisation formed to facilitate faith-based collaboration in breaking the silence and denial around HIV/AIDS; special retreats for FBO leaders have been held which have strengthened the network and have been effective in attitudinal change.

Canon Gideon acknowledges that the demands of this work are taking a toll on his health, but is determined to persevere: “There’s still so much to be done.  My friends feel that I’ve served beyond the bounds of my duties and that I should rest – but I can’t.  If a house is on fire, you feel that if you can fetch one more bucket, you can get the fire down; only if 10 more buckets are available, you can think about taking a break.”  He feels that there are still too many who are not changing their behaviour, hearing the message, but not listening.
The film concludes with Canon Gideon’s answer to the challenge: “What can we do?”  He points out that HIV/AIDS is preventable and manageable:  “However, there are three types of death – preventable, postponable and inevitable.  If we co-operate with God, we can understand hope by developing accurate messages, bringing hope and spreading hope by changing attitudes, sharing hope through education, counselling and prayer – we need to minister hope, not fear.”
Before introducing two guest speakers, Paddy Meskin observed that when one gives up hope, one gives up on life.  She invited short responses from the Rev Scott Couper of the Bethel Congregational Church, and Sister Ann Moyes, a registered midwife and STI nurse educator for Durban’s McCord Hospital ARV Programme.  
Rev Couper agreed that the Church is responsible for entrenching stigma and in so doing, spreading HIV, illness and death.  The film had confirmed that all churches are equally conservative and culpable of relaying condemnatory messages; he bore witness to being told not to teach sex, but to teach scripture.  “It’s a tug-of-war between ‘the law’ and ‘the spirit’”, he said. “We need new ways of thinking around this – don’t place a full-stop where God has placed a comma.  In both the Old and the New Testaments, human dignity and welfare always take priority over ‘the law’.  We are here to fulfil the law, not to place it above integrity and to sacrifice our brothers and sisters for the sake of the law.  We must obey the spirit first and foremost.”

Sister Moyes remarked on the film’s focus of addressing stigma, observing that the Church is the very last place where people would want to have their status exposed, yet Jesus treated prostitutes with love and acceptance.  “HIV infection is evidence that one has not lived according to God’s ways, but then who hasn’t broken these ways? Many patients at our hospital come for anti-retroviral treatment when their CD4-cell counts are at near-fatal levels of around 50, when they have no other option and they can no longer deny or hide their predicament.”  
She valued the film’s emphasis that one is not a different person or has any less right to make future plans because one is HIV-positive, but she felt that Canon Gideon should have been more open about how he became infected.  “I say this not for the purpose of blaming and shaming, but I do not believe that it was through unsafe injections; I suspect that he fell into the trap of attributing his infection to means other than sex; I had a sense that he skirted around the issue in the film, and that’s not a good example.  He also made no mention of the need for the church to evangelise, to find the reality of Jesus so that people can discover a real, living, God-honouring faith, and good, solid values for parents to instil in their children, ways to help them set and keep to goals.”  
Sister Moyes concluded by noting that our culture is fixated on sex, especially through the media: “Invariably, couples displayed on TV are not married or have not even known each other very long.” Canon Gideon refers to this, saying that HIV is spread through our inappropriate cultural practices and economic structures, and that “something has gone wrong with our relationships, and we are ignorant of each other”.
Paddy Meskin thanked everyone for their attendance and input, and closed the gathering by reminding those present that the Forum was one that embraced all faiths. Using herself as an example, she as a follower of Judaism could not respond in the context of Christianity, but she noted that the film offered insight into our shared universal visions for compassionate approaches to HIV and AIDS.  “The World Conference of Religions for Peace has focused on the pandemic for this reason,” she explained, “convening religious leaders from all faiths to agree on plans of action.” 
POST-SCRIPT (8 March 2006):
Canon Gideon has magnanimously submitted his personal response to Sister Moyes’s comment that there was some evasion in his testimony around how he contracted HIV.  We are grateful to him for enabling us to provide our audiences with his response, so that they might be better informed - and think even more deeply - about the issues involved:
In my opinion, Sr. Ann is entitled to her opinions and interpretations of the video. Likewise, the website managers are completely free to relay to their audiences opinions of people they judge to be fair, non-pejorative and educative in the fight against HIV and AIDS, after considering the overall impact of these opinions on the intention of the video producers - i.e. to reduce (not to enhance) the stigma, shame, denial, discrimination, inaction and mis-action (SSDDIM) still associated with HIV and AIDS.
As for me, irrespective of what people say or make of my testimony, there are two things I would have wanted to know, which unfortunately I will never know:  when and how I became infected.

*
It could have been through unsafe blood transfusion since I have four pints of blood in me that are not originally mine;

*
It could have been through unsafe injections from heath-care units since my body has received over 300 of these for various illnesses;

*
It could have been through sex, since I am not celibate (on the contrary, I have actually married twice - once in 1987 and second in I995 after the death of my first wife.

 

Regardless of how I got infected, what I want people to get from my anti-SSDDIM messages is this:


1)
It is not sex outside of marriage or before marriage that gives one HIV but unsafe sex - whether that sex is within or outside of marriage. Otherwise, all people who have had sex before or outside of marriage should be HIV-positive!  That does not mean these two sexual acts outside of and before marriage are less sinful in the absence of an HIV infection!

2)
There are other causes of HIV other than unsafe sex.
3)
There is a difference between preaching on HIV and AIDS and teaching on HIV and AIDS. Much, if not most, of my ministry is centred on the latter. Others can preach on HIV/AIDS if they wish. That is not central to my HIV and AIDS calling.  However, that does not mean that I do not carry a prophetic voice on the subject!

On the contrary, I do challenge people on their deeply held opinions, attitudes, thoughts and proclamations that promote SSDDIM and make defeating HIV a painfully slow process.
I wish you God's blessings.
Canon Gideon

For more information about Strategies For Hope resources, and the DCC Hope Centre Clinic services, do make contact as follows:

STRATEGIES FOR HOPE:  www.stratshope.org 

e-mail:  
sfh@stratshope.org 

Post to:  
P O Box 49, St Albans, Herts AL1 5TX, UK.  

Tel:

+44 (0) 1865 723078
Fax:

+44 (0) 1727 846852
HOPE CENTRE CLINIC:
www.dcc.org.za/hopecentre 

e-mail:
hope@astronet.co.za 

Post to:
Alhambra Theatre, 54 Berea Road, Durban 4001

Tel:

(031) 307 2691
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