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PERSONAL BACKGROUND

I left the USA after 15 years of the “best job” as Executive Director of Jewish Family 
Services in Central Maryland.

But the job came too early in my career: what next?

In 1997, we sought to solve a mid-life crisis with adventure and service. What 
started out as a short-term “gap year” became a long-term life-change.

Here is our family four years ago in Namibia after a year of good rains.
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We wanted 
adventure
and good 
family times…

We definitely found “adventure.”

Namibia (formerly South West Africa) is the second least-densely populated 
country in the world.

It is a land of amazing contrasts:  huge deserts, wonderful wildlife, and broad, 
unspoiled vistas. Here, it seemed, anything was possible!

.
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You may ask, Why Namibia and even, Why Africa? 

We had a experienced a taste of African life in 1994 --before we made this move 
-- when we spent a three month “sabbatical” in Zimbabwe, as part of the 
American Jewish World Service’s first class of international volunteers.

We thought that living simply in a foreign culture would be difficult for the family, 
especially our children (ages 6 & 8) -- but everyone loved it.  The children learned 
to play games by using sticks and stones and pieces of old rope; they went to an 
all-African school and made new friends.

In Zimbabwe, my husband and I volunteered for a local NGO.  We quickly 
learned how, in a developing country, one person can make a huge difference. 
What an awesome opportunity!

One day, when we were away for the weekend, a pipe burst and flooded our 
apartment.  When we returned, we noticed that our neighbors had “broken into”
the apartment and cleaned up the mess for our return. 

Neighbor helping neighbor -- unasked, uncompensated. These are values we 
wanted in our own lives, too. 
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So we came back three years later -- as volunteers on our own, this time to 
Namibia.

Namibia is beautiful and immediately felt ripe with promise.  Having overcome a 
long history of Colonialism (under Germany and Britain) and Apartheid (under 
South Africa), the newly elected government focused lots of energy on the 
challenges they faced:  Education for all.   Universal access to health, basic 
sanitation and electric power.  The eradication of poverty.   Truly, this was a 
heady time for a new nation.



�

My initial plan in Namibia was to volunteer with street kids and delinquent youth, 
in conjunction with a newly formed non-governmental organization that had 
contacted me in the States.  

Soon other opportunities arose as well, and I began doing local research for the 
Namibian Ministry of Health and UNICEF, which in turn got me involved with HIV 
& AIDS. 

My husband, a mathematician, found work with the Ministry of Basic Education, 
Sport and Culture that wanted him to help computerize their personnel records 
for 26,000 teachers and other school employees across the country. Some years 
later he started lecturing on Information Technology and the Polytechnic of 
Namibia, and for a while, he served as the dean of the School of Engineering and 
IT.

Meanwhile our children enrolled in the Windhoek International School, which 
adheres to both Namibian and Western standards. We discovered that Namibia 
has a small synagogue, albeit without a rabbi any more, and of course, we 
became active. But on weekends, we would often go camping in the wilderness 
and sometimes see elephants. For us, too, this was a heady time.
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Catholic AIDS Action :
Namibia’s largest NGO 
addressing HIV/ AIDS 

“With the strength to fight 
and the courage to care…”

www.caa.org.na

Catholic AIDS 
Action

One thing led to another until one day, about eight months after arriving in 
Namibia, I met an amazing nun, Sister Dr. Raphaela Haendler -- a physician 
who came originally from Germany -- who shared with me her vision of 
starting an HIV & AIDS campaign through the Catholic Church.  

I offered to help.  But first had to clarify that I wasn’t a medical doctor (which is 
what she wanted), and I wasn’t a Catholic (which was okay), and I wasn’t 
“even a Christian” (which at first, blew her away…)

Together we found a way -- and we also co-founded Catholic AIDS Action, which 
has become the largest provider of HIV/AIDS related services in Namibia, 
after the government.

When we started, Sister Raphaela became the titular head of Catholic AIDS 
Action, but she also ran all of the Roman Catholic- affiliated hospitals and 
health care centers in Namibia.

For six years (1998 - 2004) I served as the national coordinator of Catholic AIDS 
Action and also went on to co- found the Church Alliance for Orphans - an 
interfaith, ecumenical group, where I volunteered as chairperson of the Board.  
I am still very much involved with both organizations.
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“The 3 richest people in the world own 
more than the poorest  32 countries”

“The 6 richest people in the world own 
more than the 600,000,000 poorest”

“The 250 richest people in the world own 
more than the 2.5 billion poorest ”

World Bank

HIV/AIDS IN CONTEXT

In Namibia, the problem of HIV is huge -- 20% of all pregnant women are infected 
with the virus and in some parts of the country the figure is as high as 40%.

HIV is a problem of poverty, of family dislocation and break-up, and of biology.  
Women are much more susceptible than men -- for both physical and cultural 
reasons.  Men who are circumcised are less susceptible than those who 
aren’t, but most Namibian men are not circumcised.  

Of course, people who are financially better-off get AIDS too, Jews included, but 
they are also much more likely to have access to treatment, to nutritious 
meals (which are necessary when trying to live positively with the virus), and 
to other support-services.

These quotes come from the World Bank.  



	

This is why I say that AIDS is a Justice issue -- FIRST, take a look at this slide.
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Then, take a look at this slide.

And if it is a “justice issue,” it is most certainly also a “Jewish issue.” “Tsedek, 
Tsedek, tirdof -- Justice, Justice, thou shalt pursue (Deuteronomy 16:20).
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Projected annual number of deaths from AIDS
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In Namibia, AIDS has been the leading cause of death since 1995.

One out of five pregnant women is infected. 

A child born today has a one in three chance of becoming orphaned before the 
age of 18.[1]

Largely as a result of AIDS, Namibia’s life expectancy has fallen from 61 years in 
the early 1990s to about 45 years today. 

World wide, over 40 million people are now infected. Every single day, more than 
14,000 people contract HIV and another 8,500 die of AIDS.

[1] i.e. due to the death of the child’s mother or father, or both. This projection is 
based at current rates of infection and death.
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27Aug01 -Report I: Epidem’gy & Lit.  p. 27

TTime

Numbers

HIV prevalence

AIDS - cumulative

Orphans

The biggest impact of AIDS is still to come.  This slide shows three sequential 
curves -- the first, in blue, represents the rate of HIV infection.  In some countries 
in Africa, it is going down - not Namibia, unfortunately - although it is rising in 
Eastern Europe and Asia.

The second curve indicates full-blown AIDS - the point at which you need ARV 
medications or else you do not have long to live.

The third curve -- and one that continues to grow exponentially -- represents 
orphans. Most are not infected at birth or during childhood, but what kind of life 
can they expect to have as adults?  Uneducated, without parental guidance, poor 
and without hope -- this cohort is not only vulnerable to a second generation of 
infection, but also to gangs, crime and political extremism.  Left uncared for and 
multiplied across the nations, the swelling ranks of orphans across the the 
developing world will breed instability, anger and violence.
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Statistics are human beings 
without the tears      C. Brigid Corrigan

But in these orphans there is also the potential for greatness -- the 
struggle to survive, the desire for a better future, the dream of a different 
and more meaningful life.  

These aren’t just the faces of loss and tragedy, but of resilience and hope.
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Build on the church as a social institution…
a motivator for social change

At Catholic AIDS Action, we recognized that - much like in the American South 
during and after the Civil Rights era - virtually the only social institution that 
functioned outside Government and the extended family, was the church.  This is 
because apartheid -- in our case, 70 years of racial and political oppression -- had 
wipe out or excluded all other organizations from functioning.

And so, we used the church -- the local congregation -- as our organizing tool for 
social mobilization, care and support.  Each parish should form groups of home 
based care volunteers, outreach workers, and community caregivers for orphans 
and vulnerable children.  Through Catholic AIDS Action, we would supply training, 
supplies, and supervision, but the local people knew their own community best.  
They knew the local language, customs, and who-was-who - and they had to get 
involved.  We couldn’t do it for them.

Once again, it was neighbor helping neighbor.  
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Catholic AIDS Action: 1500+ volunteers in
125 groups around the country…

The local people came flocking to us.  They wanted the training and they 
committed themselves to the work.  Many of the volunteers -- there are over 
1500 who are active - are themselves HIV+.   

When we asked them WHY they chose to volunteer, we got three answers, in 
descending order:

1) Because my neighbor is in pain, and I want to help.

2) Because this is what my faith teaches me to do.

3) Because I may need help of my own one day…

It was like the tiny flood in our apartment in Zimbabwe -- only here everyone was 
joining together to roll back the waters.  I’m convinced that if we had money to 
train and supervise twice as many volunteers, we’ld have no problem 
recruiting and retaining them. 
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Every year, Catholic AIDS Action provides assistance to:

- 6000 home based care clients, 

- 10,000 young people through outreach and HIV-prevention workshops f, and 
closest to my heart, 

- 18,000 orphans and vulnerable children through community-based care, 
school-based assistance, and supplemental nutrition and support
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“By 2010 an estimated 106 million children 
under 15 years are projected to have lost 
one or both parents with 25 million of this 
group due to HIV/AIDS”

Children on the brink 2001
UNAIDS & UNICEF

But that was not enough.  We worked through the council of churches, to 
motivate other church groups and several followed suite, using the same 
model. So now the Lutherans, the Anglicans, and even some of the
Pentecostal groups have taken on the same model of care, and it has been 
approved by the Namibian government, USAID, and the Global Fund.

It wasn’t all a smooth ride. Some churches kept getting stuck and wouldn’t 
respond positively to people infected or affected by AIDS – they kept getting 
stuck on the condom question and stigmatizing everyone who had the virus.  
But what about the wives who get infected by their unfaithful husbands? What 
about victims of rape and violence? What about the innocent children?  

So several of us decided that there needs to be a more comprehensive, 
ecumenical approach.  This is how CAFO was born- the Church Alliance for 
Orphans.  The head of the CAFO loves to tell everyone how they were started 
by a Jew. To him, the silver lining of the AIDS pandemic is that it brings all 
people of good will together.
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“History will 
judge us by how 
we cared for our 
children, how we 

protected the 
weak and the 

powerless. 
Civilization is 
determined by 

our love”

Albert Einstein

CAFO works in 68 towns and villages around the country… building the capacity 
of over 400 local congregations, faith-based community-groups, and local do-
gooders, working through the church, who want to make a difference in their 
community
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By now, you may say – this is all very nice, but not very Jewish.  How does that 
get me to the World Conference of Jewish Communal service?
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The legacy of 
our past:

While 40 
million die,
How can we 
do nothing?

Without a doubt, I am driven in this work by my Jewishness -- by Jewish 
values and by Jewish history.

Most critically, perhaps, I am a child of Holocaust Survivors.  From that 
legacy we must all be sensitive to how most of the world stood by, while 
millions died.  

AIDS is not a Holocaust in the same way, because no one person or group is 
orchestrating a genocide.  But in the way most of the rest of the world 
acts like nothing is happening -- in the way we ignore the suffering of 
others -- sadly, that is history repeating itself. 

I can’t sit by any longer, and I dare say, the organized Jewish community 
shouldn’t either.
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“ Justice, Justice, thou shalt 
pursue! ”

(Deuteronomy 16:20)
Not just once, but 

twice “Justice.”
Why is that? 

Many scholars 
claim that the 

repetition of 
the word 

“justice” to 
mean that both 
the method of 

giving, and the 
end-result, 

should be just

By way of response, the Bible calls upon us to use our historical experience as 
our source of strength in the provision of comfort and care to others.
Remembering and reliving our past, we know what the suffering and oppression 
of others is like.-- We know; we feel; and we can identify with the ill and the 
downtrodden. We remember our own experience  and therefore, we care. We do 
not separate ourselves or make distinctions…

We, too, have been orphans; we have been oppressed; and we have been 
outcast as strangers in a strange land. We remember: We have felt the same 
hunger, pined the same loneliness, and cried the same pain.   Metaphorically, 
they are us and we are them.
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Remember that 
you were a slave in 
Egypt and that the 

Lord your 
God redeemed 

you from there ;

Deuteronomy 24: 17-18

In many ways, people who are infected or affected by HIV and AIDS today are 
like the orphans, widows, and strangers of Biblical times. In our mind’s eye, their 
experiences are no different from those of long ago. History and contemporary 
experience merge together. This woman has children, the same as most of us in 
this room.  But her husband has already died of AIDS and if she doesn’t get 
treatment, she will die in a few years’ time -- at best. And if her children don’t get 
help with school fees and some psycho-social support, how are they expected to 
survive? 



��

Torah calls upon us to use our historical 
experience as our source of strength in the pro-

vision of comfort and care to others.  
Remembering and reliving our past, we know what 

the suffering and oppression of others is like…

The Bible reminds us that we are people who can empathize with others 
who are suffering, because we have all been there. Our integrity and 
support come from our own personal understanding of what it means to 
experience hardship, loss, and isolation. Not once, but over and over 
again, the Bible makes sure we wonÕt forget our shared historical identity. 
In Leviticus (19:34) we are told,  
 
The stranger who resides with you  
shall be to you as one of your citizens;  
You shall love him as yourself, for  
you were strangers in the land of Egypt. 
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“There shall be one law for you and for the residen t 
stranger; it shall be a law for all time throughout  the 

ages.  You and the stranger shall be alike 
before the Lord.” Numbers 15:15

���������	�
���
����������
���������	�������������� ������������������������������
�
��������������������������
��������������������� � �������� �
��������
!� ����
�
������������������
��������������������"��#����$% 	$%�&�#�!�'�����������������

(�����
��������������������������������
�
��������
 ��������
��������)��
����
�	��
*��
���
��������������+�������������)������
������� �����������,-�,�.������
������!�����/�������������������������������������� ����������
���!��������
�������
!��#��0��!������������������!���
!����

1�������������
!�����
��������
�������������#������ �����)������� ���0����!����
2��
�����



��

Open your hand and lend whatever is 
sufficient to meet the need."
Deuteronomy 15:8

HIV work does not only mean helping others, outside the Jewish community.

Jews are by no means immune to this pandemic. Whether in North America, 
Israel, or even Southern Africa, Jews are infected and affected by this disease 
and its impact on our communities. As Jews, too, we are bound by a commitment 
to pikuach nefesh (saving lives) -- whether of Jews or gentiles – knowing that 
this commandment takes precedence over almost all others.  
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“Cursed be he who subverts the rights of the 
stranger, the fatherless, and the widow. ”

Deuteronomy 27:19

My being Jewish has also led to some pretty funny situations, at times.

My favorite story happened fairly early-on, when I started working as a volunteer 
with Catholic AIDS Action.  When traveling to the north of the country, I would 
always stay in Mission houses - they were cheap, and they put me into direct 
contact with the church-leaders whom we were trying to influence.

One evening over dinner, the nuns had started noticing that I would stand up and 
sit down when they prayed but I wouldn’t cross myself or otherwise join the 
worship.  “So, Dr. Lucy, “ one of them asked.  “What church do YOU belong to?”
“A synagogue,” I answered. “It’s like a Jewish church.” “Jewish? She  
responded, amazed. “You’re Jewish?  And your mother was Jewish?” “Yes,” I 
answered. “As far back as we can recall, our family has been Jewish.”

“Oh!” came the answer. “Then you must be a relative of Jesus!”
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An 
ambassador
to the
Nations…

To recap - We are called to act by our history, and by Jewish mitsvot.   But this kind 
of work -- wherever it is done -- also gives us a opportunity to be an ambassador to 
the nations. I’ll share just one more story, here.

In Kenya, I was once visiting a home of a Muslim family during Ramadan. The family 
was caring for two nephews, both HIV+, whose parents had died of AIDS. When we 
entered the home, the woman apologized that she couldn’t offer us anything to eat 
because they were fasting.  Then we met Amal -- a 14 year old boy, who recently 
started ARV treatment, and was doing quite well.  Amal wanted to become a pilot 
like his uncle when he grows up.  I asked him what it is like for him to go to school.  
“It’s lonely because I haven’t told anyone that I’m HIV+,” he said. “I want to tell my 
best friend but my aunt is afraid if others find out.” “Do you trust your friend with your 
secret?” I asked.  Amal said that he did.

On the way out, the aunt thanked us for coming, saying that it was rare for a Muslim 
family in that town to have the opportunity of Christians visiting. I used this as a 
teachable-moment.  “You and I have begun to be friends,” I said.  “So I know I can 
trust you, even though what I say may be difficult for you to accept at first…” When I 
told her I was Jewish, at first she didn’t get it.  Then she gasped, “Jehudi, like in 
Israel?” I nodded affirmatively.  It took her a moment but then she said.  “Yes, you 
are welcome in my home, too.  You are welcome any time.”
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"Tzedakah
outweighs all 
other 
mitzvot.”

Babylonian Talmud: 
Bava Batra 9a

I don’t think you have to go to Africa or do something really dramatic and even a 
bit crazy like our family to make a difference.  

Don’t think it that what you give and what you do doesn’t help.  It often makes all 
the difference in the world.

To illustrate, I’ll introduce you to one of my favorite programs based in Uganda,
called the Nyaka AIDS Orphan School (www.nyakaschool.org). Deep in the rural 
area, here is an all-purpose educational, cultural, and social center that takes 
orphans from child-headed households and the most impoverished of settngs, 
and gives them a chance to become future leaders.  It’s an amazing place.
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Give them a fair chance: 
Lucas Mahoni (engineering student) and 

Jason Hatutale (studying medicine)

Here is the medical student once again -in our home  on the right -- with another 
University student, also a double-orphan -- who is living with us. 
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Passover at our home: 
living the history of liberation…

I would be remiss if I didn’t talk about our Jewish life in Namibia - our small 
community of twenty families, our Orthodox synagogue which rarely gets a 
minyan any more, and our efforts - by hook or by crook -- to make sure we still 
get Matzoh on Passover and otherwise celebrate the holiday.

The ymbolism is sometimes very poignant.  Here you see Andimba Toivo yo
Toivo, now over 80 years old, who comes every year to our Seder with his 
Jewish wife and children.  Andimba ya Toivo is our Nelson Mandela - imprisoned 
in Robbin Island (with Mandela) for many years, and one of the living legends of 
Namibia’s long struggle for liberation.  
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Working for the Stephen Lewis Foundation

www.stephenlewisfoundation.org

There are
signs of 
HOPE
everywhere.
But we
must help
before they
disappear…
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From Generation to Generation

Within the Jewish community, there are precious few organizations who do this 
kind of work.  The Joint is involved and ORT, and above all, the American Jewish 
World Services (www.ajws.org) sets the standard.  They go world-wide and don’t 
just deal with AIDS, either.

I mentioned that my family and I started out as AJWS volunteers back in 1994.  
I’m very proud to say that our daughter Elsita, a brand-new college graduate --
was just accepted into the year-long AJWS “World Fellows Program” beginning in 
February 2008, for a volunteer placement somewhere in Central America. 
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Become involved…
Don’t just leave it to AJWS, ORT, or the Joint…

There is a lot more to be done.  A lot.
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What you can do…
1) Educate yourself about HIV & AIDS 
2) Advocate that your synagogue 
or community center take on AIDS 
as both a domestic and an international 
concern
3) Put AIDS-support 
on the agenda 
of your local 
Federation
4) Contribute $$ 
as a holiday or 
birthday present

Sample sources of background information: 

www.unaids.org (also, www.unicef.org)  - for the latest data from the U.N. system

www.stratshope.org and www.thegaia.org -- including a series of workbooks 
dealing with faith-based approaches to HIV & AIDS

www.aidsalliance.org

Also, the different religious branches have statements, teaching guides, and 
social-action tool-kits; also check out www.ajws.org for this purpose.
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What you can do (con’t)
5) Provide direct support, e.g. sponsor an 
orphan scholarship for school
6) Start a book drive (using US Priority Mail 
Int’l Flat Rate)
7) Turn AIDS 
support into
a bar-/bat mitzvah 
project 
8) Lobby for more
AIDS relief and 
poverty reduction 
via your political 
representatives



��

Every person can 
make a difference

I am only one, but still I am one. 

I cannot do everything, 

but still I can do something; 

And because I cannot 

do everything, let 

me not refuse to 

do the something 

that I can do.

Helen Keller            Thank you.


