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H562 Unit IV: MINISTRY FOR ADULT DEVELOPMENT 

IA Proposal For a Method of Preparing Catechists to Teach 

hildren a Christi holic Atti T rds HIV/AID 

A. A Sketch of the Pastoral Concern 

A recent news report announced the current number of docu- 

mented cases of Acquired Immune Deficiency Syndrome (AIDS) 

cases in the world at over one million. There is no known cure for 

AIDS, and most people die within five years of diagnosis. The 

report also stated medical authorities estimate that, as so many 

cases 1n all countries go unreported and victims remain untreated, 

the more realistic figure is well over four million. More recently, 

several startling headlines and articles about the increasing spread 

and impact of AIDS in the United States have captured attention in 

local and national news. AIDS is now the third leading cause of 

death among men and the fifth leading cause of death among 

women. Even where diagnosis rates are dropping, the numbers of 

new cases of AIDS in men and women under age 25 continue to 

Increase. 

The HIV virus is most frequently communicated through a 

few choice behaviors, primarily in sexual contact and sharing 

contaminated needles in drug use. However, it is also passed on  



through transfusions of contaminated blood, and in being birthed or 

breast-fed by an HIV infected mother. 

A social stigma of contracting the HIV virus in the United 

States is that this illness was first identified here mainly among 

those engaged in homosexual activities. These behaviors are not 

perceived as socially or morally acceptable, and so, while coping 

with the pain of AIDS and the breakdown of the body's immune 

system, one may also become a target of social and moral 

judgement and the heart-wrenching loneliness of discrimination. 

The pain of being ostracized by the society that had nurtured one's 

identity can be worse than the disease itself. 

Current generations of young adults, adolescents and children 

have the power to determine the extent of devastation the AIDS 

epidemic will have on society. In most of their schools, children 

and adolescents are being taught the physical, psychological and 

social facts of HIV and AIDS. On playgrounds, in entertainment 

media, and frequently from parents and other influential adults, they 

also learn distorted attitudes of inappropriate fear or wrong 

information about this disease, as well as towards those who have 

it. 

What children are not learning in their educational settings is 

the response of the Catholic Church to the AIDS epidemic. For 

Catholic Christians, behaviors and choices of daily living are to be 

founded on the Gospel acts and teachings of Jesus Christ. From the 

time they are very young, children can begin to lay a foundation for 

learning, responding to the sick, suffering and lonely, with the non- 

judgemental compassion of Jesus as the prime model. 
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Children nurtured to appreciate and treasure their own 

human dignity as well as that of others, will grow in freedom and 

ability to make positive choices about their behaviors. This means 

they will learn to realize they do not have to submit to peer pressure 

or be led by social and media messages. A young person growing 

with a Christian attitude towards AIDS can see that the virus does 

not have to be a feared threat to his/her welfare, thereby allowing 

greater openness and empathy towards those ravaged by this 

devastating illness. 

B. The Pastoral Need 

Pope John Paul II, various bishops throughout the world, and 

the United States Conference of Catholic Bishops have called upon 

the local Church to respond to the threat of the many aspects of the 

AIDS epidemic with educational programs for youth, to teach the 

meaning of human dignity and the sacredness of human life ("The 

AIDS Epidemic", John Paul II, Origins, Vol. 20, No. 15). Children 

and youth need to learn "to distinguish Christian values and anti- 

values" in daily living ("A Church Responding to the Sick and the 

Poor", John Paul II, Origins, Vol. 20, No. 15). United States 

Catholic Conference of Bishops called for educational programs for 

youth that will motivate them to "choose wisely and well. 

Providing information which is both accurate and appropriate is a 

logical and necessary starting point" ("Called to Compassion and 

Responsibility”, U. S. Conference of Catholic Bishops, 1989).  



Though pastoral letters call for responding to the educational 

needs of children and adolescents, this cannot be accomplished 

without first educating adults, cleansing minds and hearts of 

prejudices, biases, incomplete facts, and resulting fears of HIV, of 

those living with it and with the symptoms of AIDS. Children learn 

from the many influential adults in their lives, so it is vital that role 

models feel confident in sharing correct and life-nurturing 

information. Therefore, the first pastoral need is for adults - 

parents, catechists, and educators - to learn, believe, and be able to 

share in faith the teachings of the Gospel and the Church relating to 

HIV/AIDS. 

As Associate Director at St. Alphonsus Parish, I coordinate 

the children's Monday evening religion program. My attempt is to 

respond to the bishops’ call to teach our children and youth in age 

appropriate ways, that they will learn to choose wisely, with 

responsible awareness of the positive consequences of their actions. 

They will be offered Catholic teaching and the Gospel message 

about the AIDS illness. For this to occur most effectively, 

catechists ministering to the children will attend orientation 

meeetings to study these teachings, reflect on them prayerfully, so 

to better recognize any of their own hidden fears and prejudices. 

These can then be transformed into attitudes of trust and hope in 

God's mercy and promise, and non-judgemental compassion 

towards those among us who suffer with AIDS and other illnesses.  



The AID ncern in Pastoral Theol 

Christians of all ages must learn to recognize in the person 

with AIDS, in the words of Mother Theresa, that "Jesus is among 

us" (National Conference of Catholic Bishops, 1989). The 

Christian response to people with AIDS is the response of Jesus in 

the many Gospel stories of healing the blind, the cripples, the 

leprous, and raising the dead to new life. In healing wounded 

bodies, Jesus was moved with compassion to restore human dignity 

where 1t was lost and bring back to life the broken and crushed 

spirit. This is good news for all people in every time, in this day, 

with this AIDS-identified need. Every Christian is called to live and 

proclaim the Gospel message of unconditional love, compassion, 

mercy and forgiveness. This is realized as people open their hearts, 

energies and resources, without reservation or restriction, to offer 

support for each other's needs. 

Though our abilities are limited in providing healing from the 

AIDS illness, healing of spirit does happen when people come 

together in respect and reverence, with non-judgemental awareness 

of our common suffering as members of the one Body of Christ. As 

we support and sustain each other through suffering and dying, we 

share in Jesus' own redeeming death. Given loving care and 

concern, those facing death can become more open to the gift of the 

Spirit that is hope in the promise of resurrection and eternal joy in 

God's Kingdom.  



In learning to live as people of faith, hope, and mutually 

supportive love, the pain of AIDS within our society need not be a 

threat to ours or our children's well being. Awareness of the full 

meaning of our identity in Christ, opens us to the guidance of the 

Spirit to choose to act with integrity and responsibility so as not to 

abuse the self or others. 

The message to our parents, catechists and children, is one 

that offers promise. What we will teach is the Christian news of joy 

in the gift of life, with attitudes and actions reflecting our identity as 

holy people, and our hope in sharing in Christ's Resurrection. This 

Good News is then to be shared with those in suffering need. 

 



II. Plan of Action for a Pastoral Response 

A. The Design for a Response 

Catechists ministering to the children in our evening religion 

program will attend two orientation/training sessions to examine 

their own attitudes towards AIDS, fill in gaps of their physical and 

practical knowledge of this illness, and reflect on the Gospel 

message of Jesus' compassionate healing and forgiveness of those 

condemned by society. They will also reflect on and respond to the 

teachings of the Church concerning the presence of AIDS in society 

and in the Church. The Catechists will then be provided with age 

and grade appropriate lessons, to be taught the children in grades K 

through 8 over two full class periods. The foundational text to be 

used for the lessons with the children will be from AIDS: A 

Catholic Educational Approach to HIV, Teacher's Manual, 

published by the NCEA AIDS Educational Task Force, 1992, 

printing 1993. 

After the large group orientation meetings, a two week time 

period before the lessons, is scheduled to allow opportunity for 

individual contact with the catechists to further discuss questions, 

confusions or concerns about Church teachings, and/or help clarify 

what or how to teach their particular group of children. 

Before the lessons are given to the children, information 

about the Gospel emphasis and subject matter of the AIDS lessons 

will be offered to parents, first in the form of a letter, followed by a 

presentation of the theological perspective at a scheduled parent 
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meeting. Time allotments for this meeting are intended to allow for 

comments, questions and further discussion. 

B. Meth for Evaluating the Proj 

After the lesson presentation to the children, catechists will 

be asked to attend a follow-up meeting to reflect on what these 

lessons meant to them, and how they perceived the children's 

response. A brief evaluation form will be given to each catechist to 

be completed and returned by mid-March. 

A few of the children will be interviewed, discussing what 

they have learned about the illness of AIDS and of the Christian and 

Gospel response to the people who are infected with it. Older 

children will be asked how the lessons affected their own feelings 

about AIDS in our society. Finally, a response to this program will 

be asked from members of our Religious Education Board and from 

a sampling of other parents, as to new perspectives that may have 

arisen from discussions about AIDS at home. 

Tim le for Implementation 

As this project is already in process, the following is the 

schedule of activities both completed and remaining. 

August, 1994 - AIDS Ed. Plan briefly presented and 

discussed during catechists' summer orientation meetings. 

January 16, 1995 - Foundational readings about AIDS given 

to catechists with their weekly newsletter. 
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January 23 - First Catechist Preparation Meeting, reflection 

on assigned readings, both practical and theological. 

January 30 - Second Catechist Orientation Meeting, further 

discussion of theology of Gospel and Church teaching on AIDS, 

plus distribution of curriculum materials. 

January 31 to February 19 - Reflection and response from 

individual catechists. 

February 6 - AIDS presentation and response at parent 

meeting. 

February 20 - First AIDS lesson presented to children. 

February 27 - Second AIDS lesson presented. Evaluation 

form given to catechists. 

March 13 - 27 - Response and reflections from catechists, 

parents, and children. 

D 

1. Laying a firm foundation with catechists, children and parents 

for a Catholic, Gospel-based program in AIDS education for 

grades K through 8 of our evening religion program. 

2. Having catechists participate in appropriate education and 

theological reflection to effectively teach the Gospel perspective 

of the HIV/AIDS crisis. 

3. Offering children, learning of AIDS in their public schools, the 

teachings of the Church on this issue, providing them the 
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4. 

S. 

6. 

foundation for forming a moral conscience with the Gospel of 

Jesus as their model in making free and loving choices. 

Responding to the requests of the Pope and bishops for age- 

appropriate AIDS education programs, based on Catholic 

teaching and Gospel values. 

Making the Body of Christ present and active in the life and 

death issues of our society. 

Talking openly and honestly of such sensitive and sometimes 

devisive issues as sexual orientation and intravenous drug use, 

that some prejudicial attitudes might be changed, and replaced 

with the loving mercy that was Jesus' life and teachings. 

 



HL. E ions for Pr n 

My initial interest was concern on behalf of my own 

children's need, realizing how our parish religious education 

program lacked a response to the threatening and extensive viral 

illness of HIV/AIDS. For, as the Church celebrates and ministers to 

experiences of birth and Baptism, healing and Reconciliation, 

hunger and Eucharist, She must also recognize and attend to the 

forms of suffering and dying that are part of our social experience. 

This time in human history, like so many eras before, is a period of 

searching, of dramatic successes and failures, of change and 

confusion, and of multiple options. The children and youth who are 

tomorrow's potential ministers and guides, need a foundation of 

truth, buoyed by a strong faith and hope, in expectation of 

fulfillment of the Divine promise. The AIDS program is an attempt 

to guide the formation of conscience within the children, enabling 

them to put on the mind of Christ as they make life-choosing 

decisions for themselves and their society. An honest appraisal of 

the AIDS situation will teach a deeper spiritual, psychological, and 

intellectual awareness of life's realities as the children continue to 

grow. \ 

I began my research in preparation for assisting our volunteer 

catechists in arriving at an attitude of Christian respect and Gospel 

spirituality towards those living with AIDS and those threatened by 

its presence in our social structures and homes, with visits to 

various local libraries and other information centers. A stop at a 
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particular location helped open my eyes to my own naivete 

concerning AIDS in our home town, and it brought forward some of 

my own hidden prejudices as well. I was told that the Grand 

Rapids AIDS Resource Center was the place to visit to find out 

what is happening close to home. I was surprised to learn that the 

G.R.AR.C. was in a small office in a well known local building just 

two miles from home. I had passed this place innumerable times 

and had never known of the potential pain that may have frequently 

crossed my path. Only the initial letters labeled the entry door. 

After walking in and stating my need for information, staff members 

showed great eagerness to answer any and every question. 

However, what most struck me was my own curiosity about 

each person who walked through the office during these few short 

minutes. I was dismayed to find myself wondering if this or that 

person had HIV or AIDS, or even worse, if the person walking in or 

out might be homosexual or sexually promiscuous. Suddenly, I felt 

caught in the trap of self-righteousness, called so frequently today 

Christian, in Jesus' story, which was the downfall of the Pharisee 

who went up to the temple to pray. He walked to the front and had 

the audacity to thank God that he "was not like the rest of humanity 

- greedy, hishonest, adulterous - or even like this tax collector" who 

stood in the back and prayed, "O God, be merciful to me a sinner" 

(Lk. 18:11-13). In this setting, I was like this Pharisee, with a 

narrow vision of self righteousness, caught in the presumption to 

pass judgements on another. Before attempting to prepare our 

Catechists for these lessons, I clearly saw my own need for growth  



in knowledge, sensitivity, forgiveness of myself as well as others, 

and deeper understanding of Christ's compassion and mercy. 

The hopelessness and loneliness that are imbedded in the 

illness of AIDS was revealed in the phone call that my host received 

as we stood talking. A hospital in New York City was calling with 

a request to secure a room for an AIDS patient whose home was in 

Grand Rapids. The AIDS floors in the New York hospital were 

filled beyond capacity, and the recourse was to send home the sick 

who had come from other cities. The individual must not have had 

family willing to make necessary and welcoming arrangements, thus 

relying on a service organization to provide comfort and support 

during this crisis of an illness that would inevitably draw him/her 

closer to death. 

After birth, each moment of every person's life is a movement 

toward the death that must precede the promise of resurrection. 

However, from society's perspective, dying of AIDS happens 

prematurely to most victims. It is a time when most others in our 

American society are involved in careers, raising families, and 

contributing talents and labors toward the social good. The young 

AIDS patient bears the social identity of one who is draining the 

health care monies, as well as a painfully visible reminder of our 

human vulnerability and of our fragile mortality. 

My informant went on to share the numbers of AIDS 

infected babies receiving intense treatment in our home hospitals, as 

well as the numbers of young mothers, facing the consequences of 

death by AIDS, making preparations to leave behind their young 

children to society's care and welfare. The stories shared were not 
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happening in books or in other cities. Rather, these are the people 

who are citizens of the city, members of the church, and sharing in 

the relationships that are my personal identity. 

This visit was followed up with a stop at the Kent County 

Health Department, where I received current statistics of those now 

affected with HIV and AIDS in our locality. Though my earlier 

ignorance was now beginning to wane, the numbers of the ill and 

infected, each with multiple unnamed needs was much higher than I 

had anticipated. (See Addendum # 2). Adding to the concern is the 

fact that the numbers reported reflect only those who have had 

testing and/or sought treatment. Meanwhile, those who continue to 

unknowingly pass the virus to others through their various chosen 

behaviors of sexual and/or drug involvements and activities, adds 

unknown hundreds to these local statistics. 

As I reflected on the significance of this new information, I 

could not help but think of the many different schools in the various 

neighborhoods throughout the city, which the children in our 

program attend. HIV/AIDS statistics reveal that the virus is not 

relegated to a particular neighborhood, nor to a singular class or 

social status level within the community. It has invaded the lives of 

people of both genders, irrespective of sexual preferential activity 

or particular race. I began to wonder about the numbers of young 

children who absorb much of their foundational morality through the 

casual value-sharing in playground conversations, among the many 

other exposures that shape and color our growing children's ability 

to understand and make moral choices.  



It was not difficult to imagine the loneliness, the guilt, and the 

desperate need for practical support and healing forgiveness of 

these young, sick and suffering members of our society. 

 



IV hi 10ns for Theological Preparation 

Teach HIV/AIDS 

A. First Catechist Preparation Session 

1. Welcome and Environment 

The first meeting with the catechists was very well attended 

and lasted about one and a half hours. As we were meeting after 

the children's evening lesson time, extra snacks and drinks were on 

every table to help flag waning energies. Then, a few minutes were 

given to welcoming, thanking and affirming those present. At each 

place of the round tables seating seven, were also handouts to be 

added to their folders, including reading materials to help the 

catechists prepare for the next meeting. Included was a copy of the 

opening prayer (Addendum # 1). 

2. Opening Prayer 

The session began with a prayer, emphasizing the role of the 

catechist as the presence of God, alive and vitally involved in the 

worlds as it is today, in all of its pain as well as its joys. This theme 

was to help catechists realize that in presenting Gospel topics to the 

children, they do not put God into the children's world nor do they 

teach God ito presence for them. Rather, they are to be the image 

of God where they are, and reveal God as present in all joy and all 

suffering, to each person in her/his own state of life and need. 
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hists' R n Prepar Readin 

The catechists had been given preliminary reading materials a 

week earlier. This was the orientation readings for Catholc teachers 

and parents as suggested in the NCEA AIDS Manual. 

a. Correct Medical Terminology 

To start, a brief response was asked of all, concerning 

questions raised in this preparatory study. Briefly covering the 

medical aspects of HIV/AIDS, I intended to spend only as much 

time as needed to be sure everyone present had correct knowledge 

of all terminology that identifies the virus and illness. (See 

Addendum No. 3.) 

b. Moral Response to AIDS 

Of prime importance for their foundational understanding, 

which was quite thoroughly covered in the preliminary reading, was 

the general Christian moral response concerning this topic. As this 

was to be the focus of their lessons with the children, the Catholic 

moral perspective would be the core of both sessions. Also covered 

in the readings and to be given brief review at this time, was 

understanding the moral development of children, their methods of 

making moral choices, and their ways of assimilating attitudes of 

discrimination. The catechists were asked to briefly respond to 
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these readings and raise any unanswered questions. A few 

questions and comments were made before we moved on to the 

next issue. 

rrent Local HIV/AI 1sti 

To emphasize the need for these meetings, I presented the | 

results of my research on statistics of those infected with HIV/AIDS 

in our own city, county and state (Addendum # 2). Most present 

shared my dismayed concern of the significantly high numbers of 

infected persons in our little corner of Michigan. This information 

heightened awareness that HIV/AIDS is likely to be part of the real 

world of many of those to whom we minister, either within their 

families, among families of friends, or within their schools. 

This statistical information was presented on large newsprint, 

enabling everyone to see, study, and copy, if desire, which several 

did. This was discussed in terms of what it could imply about moral 

foundations of behavioral choices of many youth and adults. It was 

suggested that this death-dealing illness could be a "deserved 

punishment from God for what we have allowed to happen to our 

social moral structures". Further discussion, however, emphasized 

that God is not a distant presence who rains blessings on the good 

and punishments on the bad. Rather, God is inherently alive and 

intimately present in every life, in every time, in every pain and 

sorrow, as well as in every joy, offering constant support and 

sustenance.  



5. The Christian Response 

The concluding topic of the evening was an outline of the 

religious dimension and Christian response to people infected with 

HIV/AIDS. The aspects discussed were prepared on large 

newsprint, allowing catechists time to examine their own Christian 

vision and respond to each of the six points of Christ-centered 

teachings (Addendum No. 4). These are as follows: 

a) All people, created in God's image, are loved by the 

Creator. 

One response to this teaching included a reflection on the Creation 

story, that God created all, male and female, and all that was 

created God found to be very good. Goodness is the essence of 

each person, whether sick or healthy, homosexual or heterosexusal, 

drug addicted or clean of drugs, sinful or saintly. 

b) Regardless of their past, Jesus was compassionate to the 

sick and suffering, healing both body and spirit. 

The response to this Gospel truth expanded as Catechists recalled 

favorite Gospel stories of Jesus healing the sick and sending sinners 

away with forgiveness. However, it was understood that a person 

suffering an AIDS related illness may never receive the physical 

cure experienced by the one who was able to touch the hem of 

Jesus' garment. Spiritual healing as the result of acceptance of one's 

human identity, bringing into focus how a person is in relationship 

with God, others, and self, is a healing that can and does happen 
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when one comes face to face with the reality of one's own dying, 

which is an inevitable fact of life. Death can be a creative act of 

willing to give back to God the life that was so lovingly given with 

all its gifted abilities and potential. Accepting the reality of death is 

a person's final act of faith in God's word, hope in God's promise, 

and love for God's life as it was known and experienced in all the 

aspects of human living. In the words of Gene Vannorsdall: 

"Change seems to take place when we are on the edge, or forced on 

it as with AIDS. ...I don't know how many times I have heard 

persons with AIDS say: 'This has been the most meaningful time of 

my life’. There is growth, and unfortunately it comes with slaps in 

the face" (The Gospel Imperative in the Midst of AIDS, R.H. Iles, 

P.75), 

c) Jesus called his followers to love chastely, 

unselfishly and responsibly. 

I supplied the topic for this response, recalling the story of Jesus' 

forgiveness for the woman having been caught in adultery. 

"Woman, where are they, has no one condemned you? Neither do I 

...go and sin no more..." (John 8:10-11). As followers of Jesus we 

are called to reach out to others just as God loves and embraces us. 

We are challenged to "love unconditionally; to embrace people with 

AIDS and their loved ones in their totality; to reach out with care 

and concern to even those people and groups that, in the past we 

may have excluded from our care and world view" (Iles, p.147). 

d) Sexual orientation does not cause AIDS, nor should it 
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be a cause for disrespect or judgement on others. Here the 

distinction was made between homosexual or heterosexual 

orientation and homosexual or heterosexual acts outside the 

marriage commitment. Although it does not condemn homosexual 

orientation, the Church does condemn its sexual expression. The 

Church teaches that the sexual act is intended to express the marital 

love of man and woman, and to open it to the possibility of co- 

creating new life. 

One of the catechists raised a personal concern with this 

topic of homosexuality. Rachel ministers on the third grade level 

and her daughter is in her class. She stated that she has some close 

friends who are homosexual, that they frequently visit her 

household, and that her children are aware of the sexual orientation 

of these friends. Rachel's concern was that, as her children are now 

totally accepting of these family friends, to suggest they are not to 

be judged will cause the children to become aware that some type 

of judgement ought to be passed. She feared that presenting Church 

teachings would inspire some children in her class to ask questions 

for which others are not yet ready. 

I responded to Rachel by first reassuring her that she would 

see the given lessons for her third grade level as very age- 

appropriate. That 1s, homosexuality is never mentioned, nor is the 

topic begun of how HIV/AIDS is contracted. Rather, at this level, 

the emphasis focuses on the child's responsibility to make good and 

moral choices in caring for her/his own body, seeing the self as a 

good person and child of God. For the eight year old child, the 

emphasis is not on how the disease is caught and spread, but 
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explaining how it is not caught. Much of what is over-heard at this 

age will more likely inspire irrational fears; and so, the intent of the 

lesson is to relieve fears and teach practical and moral responses to 

possibly risky situations. Emphasis is on the body as a special gift 

from God. Rachel was relieved to hear this, and also that personal 

questions she felt unsuitable for all the class were to be sent home 

with the child for discussion with her/his own parents. 

e) Intimate sexual expression is to be shared only in the 

marriage commitment. 

This point called for some understanding of the meaning of the 

sacramentality in the marriage commitment. I briefly provided 

some clarification of the Church's teaching that in the love 

relationship between husband and wife "Paul saw an image of the 

spiritual relationship between Christ and the Church. It was, he 

said 'a great mystery’, for it was a reflection of an even greater 

mystery" (Doors To The Sacred, J. Martos, p. 349). In this Pauline 

theology the documents of Vatican II speak of the honor and 

nobility of the acts of married love through which "the intimate and 

chaste union of the spouses takes place . . . as noble and honorable" 

(The Church in the Modern World, No. 49). This sexual union 

enriches the couple's faithfulness and job, which was recognized by 

Christ as a union of equal dignity for both husband and wife as they 

come together in "mutual and unreserved affection” (Ibid, No. 49). 

f) Christians are called to accept all and help all who are in 

need_- including persons with HIV/AIDS. 
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This final point focused on the second part of Jesus' commandment 

to "love one another as I have loved you" (John 5:12) and the 

Parable of the Good Samaritan (Lk. 10). Some present contributed 

insightful connections around this theme. 

This first meeting closed quickly after the last point. A few 

catechists made comments to me as they left, expressing that much 

new information had been shared, and some expressed eagerness 

and anticipation for the next meeting. However, Rachel was not 

yet relieved of her fears. As I walked her to the door, she continued 

to express her apprehensions. I acknowledged their validity, 

encouraging her to remain open to the guidance of the Holy Spirit as 

she prepared to teach about AIDS, and to look forward to the 

meeting the following week, when she could see the actual lesson 

plans for her class's grade level. 

hist Pr 10n 

Praver 

After classes the following week, all had gathered by 7:58 

p.m. The opening prayer (Addendum No. 1) again focused on our 

need for an attitude of reality towards our world. We cannot be 

identified as reflective, holy people_if we do not accept the fears, 

suffering and mortality of our humanness, as well as its joys, 

healings, and promise of resurrection.  



2. Reflection on the Document of the Catholic Bishops 

The major focus of this meeting was the document from the 

National Conference of Catholic Bishops: "Called to Compassion 

and Responsibility". Five messages or "calls" ignite the response of 

all who walk the way of Christ in responding to HIV/AIDS in our 

society, and to the many individuals suffering its effects, along with 

family and friends. The five primary topics for reflection were 

prepared ahead on large newsprint (See Addendum No 5). They 

were presented as follows. 

a.) Called to compassion. 

"Hope thrives where there is compassion" (Fischer, M., Sleep 

With the Angels, p. 69). With Jesus as our model, we commit to 

serving the other's good at our own cost, responding with hope and 

love. 

Catechists read aloud six examples of Jesus' compassion for 

the blind (Mt. 20:30-34), the crippled (Mk. 2:1-5), lepers (Lk. 

5:13), social outcasts (Mk. 2:15-16), the needs of the man attended 

by the Good Samaritan (Lk. 10:30-7, and Jesus' affirmation that 

"Whatever you did for the least . . . you did for me" (Mt. 25:40). 

Shared reflection enriched a vision of spiritual healing, whether or 

not physical healing was complete. These Gospel stories reinforced 

the teaching of reverence for all life: especially toward those who 

are unloved, dirty, sick in mind and/or body, those in need of 

unconditional forgiveness and mercy. Revealing to the American 
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neighborhood that one is afflicted with the AIDS virus invites 

treatment as a "modern day leper" (Fischer, p. 69). As Christ's 

ministry demonstrates, each leper was granted physical healing, 

even though only one returned to give thanks and be offered 

salvation because of perseverence in faith (Lk. 17: 11-19). 

b.) Called to reverence for human dignity. 

This discussion included the likeness and life shared with the 

Trinity; and so, abuse of another or ourselves abusively affects our 

relationship with God. The great commandment to love God, self 

and neighbor enables people to share, through the Holy Spirit, the 

meaning of the integrity and dignity of Jesus' birth, death and rising. 

This identity 1s given life and expression in an attitude of chastity. 

Discussion of the meaning of chastity covered sexual 

response to life and shared love, self control and the pressure of 

human passions, the threat of distorted values promoted in movies, 

TV, advertising, and other media, and society's refusal to accept sin 

as a reality. Adults are called to be positive models of chastity for 

youth, teaching the appropriate place and meaning of sexual 

intercourse in human relationships. Studies indicate that large 

groups of sexually active youth have many misconceptions and 

wrong information to support behavioral choices. 

¢.) Called to responsibility. 

Though a person may have a specific sexual orientation, one 

is responsible for sexual behavior, and all acts affecting abuse of 

substances and sexual activities which could put one at high risk for 
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contracting HIV/AIDS. Education and treatment must be offered 

by society, and indiviuals must attempt to change dangerous 

addictions and behavioral patterns. 

d.) Called to social justice. 

This includes providing for medical research, treatments and 

services, offering educational experiences for youth and adults. 

This particular program is a direct response to the call to social 

justice, with each catechist participating, joining the National 

Catholic Education Association (NCEA) in its effort to stop the 

spread of HIV/AIDS through the necessary moral education of the 

current generation of our parish children. Social justice for those 

with AIDS also demands the ongoing fight against discrimination as 

well as promoting respect and privacy for affected persons and their 

families. 

e.) Called to prayer and conversion. 

Included in this discussion of prayer and conversion, which 

leads to transformation in the Christian vision, was Jesus' parable of 

the father's unconditional welcome and forgiveness of the prodigal 

son (Lk. 15: 24). This story envisioned the sharing in Christ's 

suffering and dying, through which one also shares in the healing 

peace of the resurrection. Finally, through prayer that inspires a 

change of heart, one is brought to awareness of hope and joy in the 

promise of sharing in the Kingdom of God. This vision reveals the 

power of love and life over prejudice, hate and death, allowing 

believers to anticipate and see in the pain of this present living and 
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dying, the expected eternal joy in the fulfillment of the promise of 

eternal life in Christ. 

3. Lesson Plans - Contents and Use. 

The final portion of the evening focused on the specific 

contents of the various lesson plans and how to use them. As the 

catechists had been preassigned to sit at tables with others in or 

close to their grade level, they were encouraged to share some small 

group discussion, at least long enough to set a meeting time with 

their peers to share ideas on how best to implement the suggested 

lessons. I again offered my availability for further discussion. 

Rachel, who had shown concern over the teaching of homosexuality 

the previous week, expressed relief that her 3rd grade level 

materials emphasized the Christian response to those with AIDS, as 

well as teaching the sacredness of our own bodies and breaking 

down some of the myths, plus emphasizing how one does not get 

AIDS. 

4. A Family Suffering from HIV/AIDS. 

Attendance at the catechist meetings was almost perfect 

except for two sisters and their brother. Their absence was better 

understood when I was informed that they had had a brother who 

had died, almost alone, of AIDS in California. I arranged to meet 

with them in our offices the following week.  



M. (the brother) and K. (the sister) were quite open in sharing 

reflections of their own family experience and their personal 

response to the teaching of the Church. They also freely discussed 

the family's attempt to maintain the family secret of their brother's 

sexual behavior and illness, resulting in death from AIDS, so to 

avoid social judgement and/or condemnation. 

The discussion began with M., the eldest of the siblings, 

reflecting that their younger brother had always been "different and 

mixed up" and had revealed his homosexual preference while in his 

teens. M. was emphatic in stating that the outcome was his 

brother's fault. While expressing sorrow and deep concern that his 

brother had suffered by being no longer welcome in the family 

circle by the parents, M. maintained that the choice of doing the 

dangerous things he did with the particular friends he chose, and 

continuing that lifestyle, despite the anger, frustration, and 

judgement of the rest of the family, was his own responsibility. M. 

said that his brother had never sought psychological or spiritual help 

with his sexual behavior. He then expressed a certain satisfaction 

that the Church still stated that a person was responsible for his/her 

choice of actions, despite social pressures, psychological and sexual 

inclinations. 

M. was willing to forgive his brother for his homosexuality, 

but not for the behavior which had brought so much pain to their 

family. We reflected some on the forgiving and healing ministry of 

Jesus, which M. found to be supportive of his hope for his brother's 

salvation. However, he found it difficult to accept an attitude of 

unconditional forgiveness in his own heart towards his brother, 
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falling short of the call to completely forgive as we have been 

forgiven. Several of his comments indicated that his parents had not 

been able to forgive, and now that his father had recently died of 

cancer, his mother continues to bitterly suffer the losses without 

recognizing any promise of healing. The Church had named the sin 

of homosexual behavior, so, for M. it was sadly right that the 

deviant brother must suffer the consequences of those actions. The 

extent of M.'s ability to forgive with the unconditional, merciful love 

of Jesus, seemed to hinge on the pain still affecting his family. 

His sister K.'s perspective was different from that of her 

brother. She was the one family member who had flown to 

California to be with her brother during his dying of the AIDS 

illness. She was there to "pray the Hail Mary in my brother's ear 

before he died, just as my mother had told me to do when I talked 

to her on the phone from Tom's hospital room." K. forgave her 

brother without condition, and she was looking to the Church not 

only to accept his sexual orientation, but to also recognize that his 

behavioral choices could be justified as he looked for ways to 

satisfy his loneliness and frustration. She saw his form of sexuality 

as part of his God-created identity, beyond his ability to control. 

K. expressed with perplexed sadness that her parents had 

done all the good Catholic things of praying the rosaries and 

novenas, taking the family to Sunday Mass, and sending all the 

children to Catholic schools, and that the family had been involved 

in the parish for at least four generations. Yet, six years ago, when 

the family was wrestling to cope with this painful breaking apart, 

the parish priests and community were not present to support, 
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express forgiveness, and lovingly guide the family toward 

acceptance and healing. Though the young man who died of AIDS 

was buried without a Eucharistic liturgy in California, a simple 

memorial service was held in the parish church, while the grieving 

parents fled to an ocean cruise rather than attend. 

Despite all the unresolved levels of pain, anger, fear, 

frustration, and the need for surrender and merciful forgiveness on 

the part of these two catechists, my function in this meeting was to 

prepare these two for communicating the Gospel message and 

Church teachings to their first and fifth grade level groups of 

children. I made no attempt to function as a therapist or counselor 

for them, as this was not what they sought, nor did I feel qualified to 

do this at this time. Therefore, I could only encourage them to 

prayerfully reflect further on the Church teachings as they would be 

shared in their classes, and sincerely offer them my prayers for their 

healing. 

The responses and reflections they gave to the Bishops' letter 

"Called to Compassion and Responsibility", were thoughtful and 

accepting from the perspective of their role as catechists. These 

two expressed eagerness and awareness of an imperative need to 

share with children growing in faith, a firm foundation for basing 

decisions and behavior choices on what Jesus Christ taught and 

lived. 

In reflecting on the conversation of that morning I became 

more aware of the need to open doors to discuss the things that 

inject fear, pain and dissension in families and communities. As 

expressed in the experience of this family, the diverse views of 
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HIV/AIDS and high-risk behaviors that a person can choose to 

increase the chances of contracting it can become a definite 

influence on a person's physical and spiritual identity. A Christian 

child in the Church and society of the 1990's, must learn about and 

come to deeply believe that s/he really does image God in the 

fullness of her/his being. S/he is called to live that holy awareness 

of being in relationship with others as Jesus lived, loved, suffered 

and died, while the power of the Spirit is constantly present to 

guide, support, lift up, forgive, heal, reconcile, and infuse a person 

with deep and lasting joy. With all the visual, social, and personal 

ways to face and cope with current problems and fears, one must be 

able to make choices based on Gospel values, in order to be able to 

sort through the confusion of ideas and answers offered by 

American society in the form of politics, entertainment, advertising, 

and other forms of behavioral influence. 

This 1s one illness that has, at this time, infected people with 

a death sentence for all whose bodies it invades. Yet, it is also an 

illness that 1s most frequently the result of certain behaviors over 

which people can have some control and choice. That choice and 

level of control can be directly related to how we view our own 

identity, and the depth of appreciation and respect and love in 

which we hold others as well as our own selves.  



Anticipating Lessons With the Children 

Over the two weeks until the scheduled lessons with the 

children in the program, I talked with catechists, asking if they had 

any questions, concerns, or desired further discussion as they were 

preparing their lessons. At this point most concerns centered on 

practical aspects of the lessons, with requests for certain suggested 

photocopies and other materials. 

 



VI. The Parent Information Meeting. 

Due to the limited time in our evening class structure, the 

parent meeting left little time for actual theological dialogue and 

reflection on the issues surrounding the teaching of the Gospel and 

Church response to the crisis of HIV/AIDS. 

I mainly gave a presentation, using the large newsprint sheets 

I had used with the catechists to help give visual support to the 

various issues. The 35 parents present mostly listened respectfully, 

then asked a few questions at the end, primarily about the content of 

material at the various grade levels. Several people made positive 

and supportive comments about the value and necessity for such a 

focus in our parish catechetical program. No one that evening, to 

my knowledge, expressed negative concern about this program of 

teaching a moral, Gospel response to the threat of HIV/AIDS in the 

lives of our growing children. 

 



VII. AIDS L ns Presen 

Comments made by several catechists immediately after 

class, as materials were being put away in the supply room 

included: 

"The class went better than I thought it would; I'm looking 

forward to next week." 

"We had some good discussions in our class tonight." 

"At first the children were real quiet and weren't sure how to 

ask questions or talk about AIDS, but after a while they really got 

into it, and they shared some pretty good thoughts." 

From one of the 4th grade catechists: "I have to tell you this, 

Mary. I started by asking the class how they would feel if they 

found out the kid sitting next to them in school has AIDS. They 

gave lots of negative answers like: 'T'd stay away from him' or 'T'd 

find out how he got it, then I probably wouldn't play much with him 

after that! Then we got into the lesson, and at the end of class I 

asked them the same question. One of the boys gave a great answer 

that said it all very well. He said: "Mr. B., when you asked that 

question in the beginning of class, it made me kind of scared to 

think about catching AIDS at school. But now I know that it won't 

just happen to me unless I make a choice about stuff that I do. You 

told us about Jesus and how he took care of the sick people. I'm not 

scared about it any more; I would just try and be nicer to the 

person.’ "  



The second week of the AIDS program was not quite as 

smooth as the first, as a severe winter storm brought a large drop in 

attendance. A few catechists taught the lesson, while others saved 

it for a later date, when more of the regular class would be able to 

participate and benefit. Before this week's lesson time, each of the 

catechists received a questionaire as to the effectiveness of their 

practical preparation, methods of presentation, and childrens’ 

responses to the AIDS lessons. (See Addendum #6.) 

 



II. R n Reflections From hi 

The following are some of the significant responses from 

catechists after presenting the current social concern of HIV/AIDS 

as a subject for catechesis. 

+ "At first I felt nervous and unsure about presenting these 

lessons to 4th grade children, then I decided to spend time in lots of 

prayer about it. After just praying about it for a few days, I felt 

ready and very comfortable about it." 

+ "I am very happy to learn that the Church is coming 

around and dealing with the AIDS problem." (5th grade level 

catechist) 

+ "The kids felt good about being thought of as God's 

precious gift to parents, family, friends, and class - that the world is 

brighter because of them. This was a great theme for the Christian 

application of responsibility of caring for ourself and one another." 

(2nd grade level catechist) 

+ "The children were very serious and accepting of these 

lessons." (7th grade level catechist) 

+ "Third graders are in limbo. Some students are aware 

while others seem never to have heard about the disease." 

 



IX me R nses From the Children in the Pr m 

+ "From a seventh grader: "There wasn't much that was 

really new to me about the AIDS topic, because we talked about 

that in our health class in school. but I guess it's good that we can 

hear about how Jesus treated the sick, and how we're supposed to 

treat other people as Christians. 

+ "From a sixth grader: "The first day we had these lessons 

about AIDS in religion class, our teacher in school told us about 

AIDS too. She said that her brother died of AIDS and that he was a 

homosexual. I didn't like hearing about that, because I really like 

my teacher and it made her sad to talk about it. Then when our 

teacher in CCD talked about AIDS, she said about how Jesus 

forgave the sick people. Now when I think about my teacher and 

her brother, it makes me feel better about people with AIDS." 

 



X. Theological Reflections on Forming a Gospel Response 

T rds AID 

1. AIDS is about life and death in the Body of Christ. It is 

about sharing in Christ's Incarnation, about discovering the meaning 

of the Word, made human in our current society, in our own living 

and dying. 

2. A theology of AIDS includes forgiveness and healing, 

reconciliation with God, towards others, and of ourselves. 

3. AIDS is about hope and the promise of sharing in Jesus' 

own resurrection. It's about coming to a realization of the 

possibility of Resurrection through death to self, to discover the 

fullness of spiritual healing. 

4. AIDS 1s about living the Christ life as Jesus Himself 

showed us in the Gospel stories, of ministering to others in their 

physical needs, as well as psychological and spiritual needs. It is 

recognizing that the Gospel 1s more than stories; it is a living reality 

that the Body of Christ, the builders of God's Kingdom, are 

continually challenged to live in this time, facing today's social 

dilemmas. 

5. AIDS reveals to us our vulnerable humanness as we - 

physically and spiritually - seek answers to the need for spiritual, as 

well as physical healing, and the promise of eternal salvation. It 
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demands that our trust and hope reach beyond our physical 

boundaries, capabilities and shortcomings, recognizing that the 

invitation to conversion comes through the power of the Holy Spirit. 

Our justification and redemption has already been sactified by 

Jesus' surrender on the cross, followed by the subjugation of death, 

and raised to new life and hope gifted to people through the 

Resurrection. 

6. AIDS reminds us of our connectedness in the Body of 

Christ to each other person, in her/his strengths and weaknesses, in 

her joys and pain, sufferings, despair, and desire for answers and 

ultimate peace. It reveals the need for acceptance and respect for 

all the parts of the Body. "If one part suffers, all the other parts 

suffer with it; if one part is honored, all the parts share its joy" (1 

Cor. 12:26). The Church is gay people; it is Hispanic, Asian, 

White and Black American. The Church is heterosexual people; it 

1s drug addicted, wealthy and poor, of every race, size and shape. It 

embraces life with the energy of youth and reaches desperately for 

inspirational strength toward and from the aged, infirm, and 

terminally 1ll. The Church is the people in my own household; it is 

the people walking the streets at night in the inner city. The Church 

1s us as the Body of Christ, celebrated daily in the Eucharist. We 

share our unity in a common communion that is a call to listen, 

understand, accept, love, support, and offer hope. 

7. AIDS demonstrates the serious and desperate needs 

within human life which can be filled only in relationship with God. 
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It demonstrates our vulnerability to being destroyed by the answers 

that society offers to satisfy basic human needs for loving, 

acceptance, belonging, healing, respect, and connectedness with 

others. 

8. AIDS reminds us of our adult responsibility to listen to 

Jesus' words with undistracted attention, as did Mary when Jesus 

came to share a meal with her and her sister Martha. We are not to 

allow ourselves to be torn away and distracted by the physical 

world about us. In today's society, it is the media messages, the 

Hollywood ideals, the perversions of our own narrow 

interpretations of our identity as people that challlenge the truth of 

our identity as God's own people, as members of Christ's own 

Body. 

9. AIDS reminds us of our great responsibility to share the 

depth of our Christian faith and identity with each other, to talk 

about God's great love for us, what God has done for us to win for 

us our salvation, that we are forgiveable and forgiven, that we do 

have righteousness in what Jesus, in his dying and rising has 

effected for us, that we do have a fundamental identity that is 

connected to and is a share in the Trinitarian life of the Father, Son 

and Holy Spirit. 

10. The growing numbers of youth and young adults being 

diagnosed with the HIV virus reveal the great need to also teach the 

children more emphatically than ever before that persons are gifted 
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with the power to choose, that the Christian is called to make 

choices based on the teachings and example of Jesus. We are 

called on to nurture the faith of the children - as Jesus demonstrated 

and told the apostles to let the children come, to invite them to 

come to learn from him and be unconditionally loved by him. 

11. AIDS reinforces our need to be people of prayer, 

communal prayer as well as private. We are to be in touch with 

God, to persevere in petitioning the God who loves us to reveal the 

Divine Will and the ways to come to healing in our society. We 

must pray for individual spiritual healing and self-forgiveness for 

those who suffer and are facing the transition of death, that they 

might be given new hope and realization of the deepest meaning of 

their humanness. 

 



X. Response To Catechists Exploring Theological Perspectives of 

AIDS 

In the Catechist preparation sessions, about half or less 

actually vocalized a response to the theological emphasis of 

discussing and learning to communicate this aspect of AIDS to the 

children. The theology of the lessons was clearly laid out in each of 

the lesson plans. However, from the catechists' responses and the 

emphasis of the discussions during the sessions, I sensed the need 

and desire of many first to become more aware of the physical and 

practical facts concerning the AIDS issue. A greater response by 

the majority of catechists present was given to the extent of AIDS 

within our city, than was given to the discussion of the bishop's 

statement of the Church's response to AIDS. The statistics were 

necessary for us to realize that many of the children among us may 

be most vulnerable and in touch with prejudices, fears, and also 

ignorance of the facts of AIDS, even as HIV/AIDS and the high- 

risk behaviors that communicate this illness temptingly sit on the 

edge of daily experiences. 

However, the objective of this program was not so much to 

provide the practical physical teachings concerning AIDS, its 

causes, how it is communicated and not communicated; though 

some common foundation had to be laid in order to move together 

into the CHist-centered, Gospel-response to AIDS. It became 

obvious to me, that, as had been the state of my own awareness, 

many of our catechists, were approaching this topic with limited 
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experience and/or knowledge of this social, medical, and spiritual 

problem. Yet, just because this HIV/AIDS epidemic has not 

personally affected my life at this time, does not mean that I have 

any less responsibility for including its moral implications in the 

catechetical program we offer to our parish children, who daily 

attend at least a dozen different schools within our city and beyond. 

The directive for this focus of catechetical teaching is expressed in 

the Vatican II document of "The Church in the Modern World": 

"At all times the Church carries the responsibility of reading the 

signs of the times and of interpreting them in the light of the Gospel, 

if it is to carry out its task" (Gaudium et Spes, # 4). As HIV/AIDS 

1s not limited to any one age, race, gender, level of monetary 

wealth, religious affiliation of lack of one, or neighborhood, it is 

very likely that any number of our parish children, (those involved 

in our evening G.L.LF.T. - Growing In Faith Together- program being 

my primary concern and involvement) are now touched in some 

way by the virus, or well could be in the not too distant future. 

Those who have been catechists for several years gave the 

best responses to an overall understanding of what the program was 

intended to accomplish. The experience of already having studied, 

prayed about, and discussed various perspectives of life in relation 

to Christian/Catholic teachings and the Gospel message, gave these 

catechists an edge in their ability to focus on the moral and 

theological perspectives of HIV/AIDS.  



lating on the Future of AIDS and AIDS E ion 

Medical, social and behavioral scientists agree that the 

current AIDS epidemic cannot be expected to soon decline in 

numbers infected by the HIV virus and those dying of AIDS related 

illnesses. Though the numbers of newly infected gay men is 

beginning to level off in some areas, "cases of AIDS in women in 

the state (of Michigan) have increased significantly faster than cases 

among men. . . . Mortality due to AIDS has increased dramatically 

each year through 1994, making AIDS the fastest growing cause of 

death for adults age 25 to 44 years. AIDS is now the third leading 

cause of death in men and the fifth leading cause of death in women 

(from a flyer for Grand Rapids Citizens for AIDS Awareness, 

promoting the September '95 AIDS WALK fundraiser). It is 

estimated that at least 15 million people on our small planet are now 

infected with HIV, and every 13 minutes someone is infected with 

AIDS. This is a fearsome and threatening aspect of the human 

condition that my generation is passing on to our children. 

Social scientists suggest that one way to handle this problem 

is through physical quarantine, corraling all HIV-positive people 

into a particular location (Sex, D nd the Continuin 

AIDS, McCoy). This was the attempt made by the Jews towards 

the lepers in their midst. However, Jesus recognized the injustice of 

this social statement that these afflicted persons were not worthy of 

and welcome in society. They were proclaimed "unclean". and 
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were compelled to proclaim before others their own self- 

condemning call of "Unclean, unclean!" Jesus vigorously 

denounced the society that condemned the sick and suffering; he 

loved them, touched them, healed them, and made them acceptable 

and whole by his own loving concern. As followers of that Gospel 

message, we are challenged to lead this youthful generation into the 

future with Jesus' words of loving forgiveness and mercy imprinted 

on their hearts. 

A suggestion was offered that behavioral quarantine would 

stem the growing numbers. This involves making condoms freely 

available to all those youth who seek expression, independence and 

identity in the false freedom of promiscuous sexual activity. 

Behavioral quarantine also means providing drug addicts with free 

and easily accessible syringes and needles, with lessons for 

appropriate usage. To see a potential answer to the spread of AIDS 

in any of these quarantine forms denies the essential identity of the 

human person. Women and men are both body and soul, made in 

God's image. Through the human body, a person "sums up in 

himself the elements of the material world", bringing them to 

perfection in praising the God who created all things. "For this 

reason one may not despise the bodily life. Rather, one is obliged 

to regard the body as good and to hold it in honor since God has 

created it and will raise it up on the last day" (Gaudium et Spes, 

#14). 

Medical researchers are hoping to eventually corner AIDS 

with a vaccine that will one day be used to innoculate all peoples in 

all the world's countries. Though progress was recently announced 
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concerning a medication to slow and potentially halt the destructive 

activity of the virus, all recent scientific reports indicate that the day 

of effective innoculation remains a long time away. 

Even though some are infected with AIDS by no choice or 

fault of their own, it remains a fact that by far the majority of all 

HIV infection is due to behavioral choices. Therefore, at this time, 

factual, truthful educational programs are vital to begin to slow the 

numbers of new infections. Children are just beginning to be taught 

that monogamy, one life partner is the only sexual guarantee; while 

also recognizing that even the most singular experimenting with any 

drugs can begin the decline toward a deadly addiction and HIV 

contamination. However, each of these high-risk behaviors most 

frequently arises out of confusion, misinformation, frustration, peer 

pressure, unfocused anger, despair, fear, loss, and any of the other 

negative human attitudes and feelings that deny wholeness, beauty 

and holiness for which people have been created. Therefore, the 

fullness of human identity can be realized as people come to know 

who God is in human life, and what God has created humans to be. 

As we become more aware of the truth and fullness of our 

human identity in relation to God, we come to appreciate our 

connectedness and healing potential in relationship with others. 

People are gifted with healing in God's own action in the gift of the 

Eucharist. In the action of Jesus, the Body of Christ is "fed and 

nurtured, broken and made whole; in our brokenness we find 

wholeness, in our woundedness, we can bring healing and care to 

another in need of love" (The Gospel Imperative in the Midst of 

AIDS, R H. Iles, P. 146). 
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In this next year and those following, as God wills, this 

catechetical educational emphasis will continue to be offered to the 

children in our parish elementary religious education program. 

Hopefully, we will find ways to more effectively communicate to 

_catechists and catechist-aides on all grade levels the spiritual 

emphasis that must be the primary focus in helping our children 

form a moral conscience and grow in knowledge and faith as they 

learn to respond to Jesus' teachings by living the Gospel messages 

of hope, faith, and love. Then, as they grow and are challenged in 

their relationships and in their life decisions, they will be open to 

the movement of the Holy Spirit which leads people to realize the 

know that only in God is one brought to the fullness of human 

dignity, and only in relationship with God can the "deepest cravings 

of the human heart" be satisfied (Gaudium et Spes, #41). 
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POST - SCRIPT 

September 30, 1995, I joined over 200 other people in our 

city plaza to turn in collected monies and pledges, pray and sing for 

mutual support, and join in "AIDS Walk 95". This was a 5.5 K 

walk through downtown Grand Rapids and the surrounding 

neighborhood. It was prayerfully inspiring and spiritually moving to 

be able to give witness of social support to those present who 

mourned the loss of a loved one to AIDS, as well as to those who 

are currently struggling to maintain dignity as they fight the effects 

of HIV and AIDS within their own bodies. Later reports revealed 

that others were present in this gathering for reasons similar to 

mine: to support those suffering and to provide for ongoing and 

expanding educational resources and programs about AIDS in our 

community. I was grateful for the spiritual, intellectual, social and 

emotional insights experienced as grace through participating in this 

walk. 

 



ADDENDUM NUMBER 1 

Opening prayer for Catechist Sessions 

ie] ? 

God has already entered the world in the flesh, in the 

mystery of the Incarnation, the Word became a 

full-fledged member of the human race - with all the 

attendant realities of that membership. Jesus lived, 

slept, ate, feared, enjoyed, cared, cried, and suffered. 

Jesus saw the world, loved the world, suffered and 

died for the world. And from that moment on, 

nothing has been the same. 

Because catechesis occurs in a cultural and social context, the 

catechist 

must take the negative as well as the positive aspects of the 

situation 

into account. Yet, God's kingdom has already been established, and 

Christ's followers are called to manifest and work for the fuller 

realization of that kingdom in all areas of life (NCD, #29). 

REALITY PRAYER  



Jesus, Teacher of us all, 

you are by nature God, 

but you did not cling to your equality with God. 

You were not afraid to lay that aside and take on our 

human nature. 

You made our reality your reality for love of us. 

As a catechist - a sharer of your Good News - I need 

to be as real as I can be. 

Don't let me cling to anything that keeps me from 

reality. 

Lead me to be real inside and out. 

Help me see the face of God in all that I meet. 

Amen! 

 



ADDENDUM NUMBER 2 

(Used in Session 1 with catechists) 

This material was received February, 1995 from the Kent County 

Health Department. 

STATE AND LOCAL STATISTICS THROUGH DEC. 31, '94 

for Michigan and Kent County 

Estimated Statewide cases of HIV - 9,000 to 13,000 

Reported AIDS cases in Michigan 

Male - 5,264 

Female - 785 
Total - 6,049 

Deaths - 3,431 

Reported AIDS cases in Kent County - 312 

Number of known deaths in Kent Co. - 172 

GR.AR.C. (Grand Rapids AIDS Resource Center) 

currently serves over 350 clients in Grand Rapids. 

G.R.AR.C. estimates of HIV-Positive in Grand Rapids: 

over 3,000.  



ADDENDUM NUMBER 3 

(Used 1n first session with Catechists) 

BASIC MEDICAL INFO. 

- Definition of AIDS. 

- Effect on Immune System. 

- Potential Stages of HIV developing into AIDS: 

1. No obvious HIV symptoms. 

2. Non-life threatening symptoms of HIV. 

3. AIDS and various life threatening illnesses. 

- Signs and Symptoms of HIV: 

Fatigue, fever, chills, weight loss, swollen glands, 

blotches on or under skin, spots in mouth, diarrhea, 

dry cough. 

- Testing for HIV. 

- Ways to transmit HIV: 

sexual intercourse, shared use of needles, passed from 

mom to infant at birth and nursing, blood transfusions 

(now rare). 

- No risk today in donating blood. 

- Safety precautions in emergency.  



ADDENDUM NUMBER 4 

(Used in Session 1 with catechists) 

CHRIST - CENTERED RESPONSE 

+ All life is created and loved by God. 

+ Jesus was compassionate toward the sick. 

Healed them, regardless of their past. 

+ Jesus called followers to love unselfishly 

and responsibly. 

+ Place of intimate sex is only in marriage 

commitment. 

+ Christian is called to accept all persons 

and help those in need, including persons with HIV/AIDS. 

 



ADDENDUM NUMBER 5 

(Used as foundation for second session with catechists.) 

CALLED TO COMPASSION 

AND RESPONSIBILITY 

1. Call to Compassion! 

a. Compassion beyond kindness. 

b. Gospel Jesus is model of ministry. 

Call to Integrity and Reverence for People! 

a. All share in likeness to the Trinity. 
b. Greatest Commandment - love God and neighbor as self. 

c. Christians share in Jesus'dying and rising. 

d. The challenge of chastity. 

Call to Responsibility! 

a. Responsibility for high-risk behaviors. 

b. Personal resonsibility for treatment and change. 

Call to Social Justice! 

a. Medical research, treatment, and health services. 

b. Education programs for youth and adults. 

c. Moral responsibility to inform others if HIV-positive. 

d. Fight against discrimination and respect privacy. 

Call to Conversion through Prayer! 

a. Unconditional welcome. The Prodigal Son.  



b. Through sharing in Christ's suffering and dying we share 

in Christ's resurrection. 

c. Christian hope and joy! 
- The promise of the Kingdom! 

 



ADDENDUM NUMBER 6 

(Questionaire given to Catechists after second scheduled AIDS 

lesson with children.) 

CATECHISTS AND AIDES: Please take a few minutes to 

I n h ions, then return it to me within 3 k 

Thank you! Thank you! 

Your Name: 

. Did you feel well prepared to teach the lessons on AIDS to your grade 

level? 

. Did you feel comfortable teaching this topic? 

. Do you think you have learned some things you were previously 

unaware of about AIDS? 

. Do you think that you were able to strongly able to emphasize to your 

children the Church teachings about AIDS? 

. Do you have any comments about the children's response to your 

presentation? 

. What do you think of the curriculum materials used in preparation, as 

well as for the children's lessons? 

. Do you have any suggestions for next year's preparation and 

presentation?  



ADDENDUM NUMBER 7 

In the weekly newsletter, written to support and inform our 

catechists, I began to prepare them for the preparation sessions on 

our first week back from the Christmas/New Year's break. In this 

letter, I also first offered to them, and encouraged their use of the 

"Reality Prayer" (Addendum 1), which would later be used to begin 

our AIDS Preparation Meetings. 

From the letter of January 9, 1995 

First Item - Your Preparation for Sharing the Church Teachin 

about AIDS. 

On February 20 and 27, plan on teaching your children 

lessons to help them grow in awareness and knowledge of Catholic 

teachings concerning life and death issues to which they could 

likely be exposed as they continue to grow in freedom and social 

involvements. These teachings include the responsibility of caring 
for our bodies, making right choices for physical and spiritual health 

and well-being, and how we as Church, must show Christ's loving 

support and compassion for all among us who are sick. 

Because sex and drug-use education is a very personal issue 

in many family circles, it is important that we prepare ourselves to 

teach the material about AIDS in family sensitive and age 

appropriate ways. As we had discussed in our past catechist 

inservice meetings, we know that the public school system offers 

the children a program of sex and AIDS education, based on what is 
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known as the "Michigan Model". What the children learn or don't 

learn in their classrooms is supplemented through their various 

experiences at home, on the playground, and through our many 

avenues of news and entertainment. As catechists, called to a 

particular faith-sharing ministry, it is vital that we recognize and 
share the Good News as it touches the whole person, especially 

through those physical experiences that give deeper meaning to the 

spiritual realities. 

With all the above preliminaries, I'm trying to relay the vital 

need for you to plan on attending at least two evenings of a 
preparation program to teach the Catholic response to AIDS. These 

will be held at 7:55 p.m., after class on January 23 and 30. Though 

catechists are reqired to attend, classroom aides may and are 

encouraged to be present also. Please plan now for baby-sitters or 

rides home for any children you drive to and from classes. These 

meetings must be attended if you intend to teach this material. As 

to the length of the meetings, plan on at least 45 minutes to an hour 

or longer, as needed. 

The program to be used is entitled, AIDS: A Catholic 
Educational Approach to HIV, which has been developed by the 

NCEA ( National Catholic Education Association) and is supported 

by parents, theologians, bishops and Catholic educators throughout 

the country. You will be given all the material you need to be 

prepared to teach this topic. Next week you will find in your boxes 

a new folder with material entitled, "Orientation for Teachers and 

Parents in a Catholic Setting." This is to be read before our meeting 

on January 23, as it will help lay a common foundation of 

knowledge as we begin to learn together. All future handouts and 

lesson plans can be added to this folder. 

There is so much more to be communicated about the brief 

information presented above. If you have questions or would like to 

discuss this at greater length before Jan 23, please call or stop by 

my office. Watch for more information next week.  
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