Dear Friends in Christ,

 

"Time to Deliver," was the theme of the 16th International AIDS Conference (IAC), held  from 13-18 August 2006 in Toronto, Canada.  The theme emphasizes the need for action, not just words, in responding to the global HIV and AIDS pandemic. Discussion during the conference focused on prevention strategies, especially for women, universal access to treatment and galvanizing responses to the pandemic, as well as the fight against stigmatization. The faith-based and inter-religious community was well represented among the 24,000 participants.

Bishop Johannes Ramashapa from the Botswana Diocese of the Evangelical Lutheran Church in Southern Africa noted that "the conference has managed to bring in more people living with HIV, [and] served as a platform for them. That was a big achievement." He continued, "The conference has brought more hope ... Going back to my ministry, I will scale up the fight against stigma, especially among pastors."

 

Recently during my home assignment visits in the United States several people asked me directly or indirectly why AIDS is so widespread particularily in Africa.  There is no single or simple answer to this complex issue. What is clear however is that poverty is a major factor.  Poverty does not only mean lack of basic necessities but the lack of power, options and choices. Related to this are issues such as poor nutrition, social dislocation due to civil conflict and migrant labor, lack of resources for education and lack of access to affordable and adequate medical care.  Women and children are the most vulnerable.  Since 1999 annual deaths in South Africa among women, young adults and children have increased dramatically.  More people between the ages of 30 and 34 die than any other age group.  

 
You might have seen or read about protest action led by the Treatment Action Campaign (TAC) a lobby and support group at the conference as well as their call for a global day of action on August 24.  I attended a TAC sponsored interfaith service at St. George's Anglican Cathedral in Cape Town on that day.  The speakers (including two Lutheran pastors from the Evangelical Lutheran Church in Southern Africa) called on President Thabo Mbeki and everyone in South Africa to be united in facing the crisis.  According to the World Health Organization/UNAIDS more than 800 people in South Africa die of AIDS every day.  The TAC also points out that while the government agreed to roll out anti-retrovirals in 2003 only 175,000 out of 800,000 infected people are receiving ARVs at present.  The TAC is even calling for the Health Minister to resign.  The South African Council of Churches is planning an urgent meeting with the government to discuss the crisis. 
 

I would like to encourage everyone to advocate for more funding for HIV and AIDS programs through the US Congress, ELCA Stand with Africa Campaign and Companion Synod Programs.   Beyond emergency relief and care we need to work for broader economic policy changes in the United States and internationally that support fair trade and affordable medicines. For more information visit the ELCA Advocacy web site: http://www.elca.org/advocacy/issues/aids/default.asp and http://www.standwithafrica.org/ 
Finally we need each other's prayers.  As Dietrich Bonhoeffer put it: "I can no longer condemn or hate other Christians for whom I pray, no matter how much trouble they cause me.  In intercessory prayer the face that may have been strange and intolerable to me is transformed into the face of one for whom Christ died."  In prayer we put others and ourselves into God's hands.  When we do that we begin to see them and ourselves more clearly - as God's beloved children who live by God's grace alone. 

 

Thank you for your continued prayers and support.

 

Yours faithfully,

 

Philip Knutson

ELCA Global Mission

Regional Program Assistant - Southern Africa

Cape Town
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