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ACTIVISTS AND CLERGY TRY TO GET THE WORLD'S

RELIGIONS ON THE SAME PAGE ABOUT FICHTING AIDS
by Judy Martin

Ma Jaya Sati Bhagavati, founder of Kashi and organizer of the AIDS Symposium at the
2004 Parliament of the World's Religions; Kashi’s Mahan Laxmi Rose listens to
Reverend Father Centurio Olaboro, a speaker at the Symposium and director of Ma’s
Orphans Providence Centre.

ou could hear gasps across the

hotel conference room which

was filled with about a hundred

AIDS activists and clergy. Then
there was a veil of silence, before a thun-
dering roar of applause erupted in

Christ—then we must take responsibility
for each other.”

Those statements galvanized the audi-
ence at a one-day AIDS Symposium which
was part of the 2004 Parliament of the
World's Religions, held in Barcelona this

response to comments made by pastor and
AIDS activist Timo Frilander of
FINNCHURCHAID.

“The Christian church understands
itself as the body of Christ. And now we
have to say that this body is sick. It has
HIV/AIDS,” said Frilander. He went on to
say that there’s been a poor reaction from
religious leaders in addressing the AIDS
pandemic. He explained, “As humanity,
we are all connected. Theologically speak-
ing, if we want to support the idea that
together we are truly one body of
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summer. Frilander was one of the clergy
people who participated in the program
called, “Exploring the Face of AIDS.” Tt
was organized by the Kashi Foundation—a
spiritual interfaith service organization
founded by humanitarian and AIDS
activist, Ma Jaya Sati Bhagavati. For more
than two decades she’s been committed to
the cause, and in 199o started The River
Fund—a non-profit AIDS service organi-
zation. As a longtime Parliament trustee,
Ma Jaya says it was imperative to address
AIDS because the event is known as the

largest gathering of religious leaders,
interfaith advocates, and social activists
examining world issues.

Ma Jaya brought discussion of AIDS to
the table at the Parliament in 1993, and
when the Parliament reconvened five years
later in South Africa, she helped to facili-
tate bringing an eighty-panel segment of
the American NAMES Project/AIDS
Memorial Quilt to South Africa.

The AIDS Symposium at the 2004 Par-
liament sought to explore the idea

that religion and

religious leaders
could have an
| enormous impact
| on battling the
| AIDS pandemic.
Worldwide, forty
. million people are
| currently infected. It
~ was clear from the
| symposium that
while many faith
groups have made
efforts in education
and prevention, many
more remain constrict-
ed by interpretation of
scripture, boundaries of
ignorance, prevalence of
discrimination toward
those who are positive, and ethical edicts
determining sexual discussion.

“At the beginning of the AIDS pan-
demic, the world watched as spiritual
leaders closed their hearts and their doors
tightly, not even letting the breath of
AIDS come in,” says Ma Jaya. She added
that while religious leaders and institu-
tions have come a long way, she often still
hears that same story from people living
with AIDS. Ma Jaya says religious institu-
tions are not addressing the issue with
unified educational standards that while
promoting abstinence, also embrace other
methods, ideologies, cultural differences,
and tolerance.

“To eradicate this disease, we must edu-
cate our religious leaders and congregations,
while encouraging open hearts, When the
word gets out that people with AIDS are wel-
come to sit in their churches, kneel in their
temples, and pray in their synagogues—dia-
logue begins and prevention can be spoken
about without stigma,” explained Ma Jaya.
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