A Night of Light, Hope, and Resolve: Reflections on the 2025 Candlelight Memorial at
Mzingwane High School

On November 30, 2025, the typically quiet halls of Mzingwane High School in Matabeleland
South transformed into a sanctuary of memory, hope, and unity. As dusk fell, hundreds of
individuals from diverse backgrounds, students, community members, health workers,
traditional leaders, civil society representatives, and people living with HIV gathered with
candles in hand and shared purpose in their hearts.

This year’s International AIDS Candlelight Memorial, themed “We Remember. We Rise. We
Lead.”, transcended mere observance; it stood as a testament to Zimbabwe’s steadfast
commitment to the HIV response.

The ceremony graced by esteemed guests including the Honourable Minister of Health and
Child Care, Dr. Douglas Mombeshora; National AIDS Council CEO, Dr. Bernard Madzima,
senior government officials; Florence Raiko Anam the Co-executive director from the Global
Network of People Living with HIV; UNICEF and UNAIDS Country Representatives, ZNNP+
leadership; international partners; and community advocates, all dedicated to advancing

the HIV response.
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Figure 1 ZNNP+ Executive Director, Mr T Makoni giving his welcome remarks

The ZNNP+ Executive Director, Mr. Makoni, welcomed guests and reflected on what the
candlelight memorial meant to ZNNP+ as a whole,



“For us at ZNNP+, this day carries deep meaning. As the national network of people living
with HIV, we have walked this journey for decades, carrying stories of resilience, activism,
loss, courage, and triumph. We have witnessed the evolution of HIV from a crisis that
devastated families and communities, to an era where science, solidarity, and human rights
have opened the door to hope, long life, and quality health,” he said

In his address, Honorable Minister, Dr. Mombeshora reminded everyone that the HIV
response fundamentally concerns people. He expressed,

“As we look to the future, our commitment remains unwavering. Communities living with HIV
have long advocated for “Nothing for us without us” and as a Ministry, we fully embrace this

principle,” he said.

Figure 2 The Honourable Minister of Health and Child Care, Dr. D Mombeshora (in white golf tshirt) lighting candles with the
PLHIV National Chairperson, Mr Makorovodo.

He emphasized the vital role of communities, asserting that they are not mere bystanders
but rather “the heart of the HIV response.” Celebrating the country’s significant progress in
surpassing the UNAIDS 95-95-95 targets, Dr. Mombeshora highlighted advancements in ART
coverage, reductions in mother-to-child transmission, and innovations that continue to save
lives.



The memorial resonated with a spirit of solidarity, showcasing a united front of government,
civil society, development agencies, and communities standing shoulder to shoulder.

Dr. Bernard Madzima, National AIDS Council, Chief Executive Officer, delivered heartfelt
closing remarks grounded in gratitude and renewed commitment,

“Though we carry the sorrow of loss, we also harbor the hope of a brighter future. Each flame
symbolizes our unity, remembrance, and our promise to remain vigilant and
compassionate,” he reflected.

He reaffirmed NAC’s commitment to ensuring community voices remain central to policy-
making, programming, and accountability, echoing the belief that Zimbabwe’s progress in
the HIV response is a collective achievement, with future success requiring shared
responsibility.

Solidarity speeches from Ms. Etona Ekole, Country Representative, United Nations
Children’s Education Fund (UNICEF), the Global network of PLHIVs underscored a powerful
truth: Zimbabwe’s success in addressing HIV hinges on the leadership of communities and
individuals living with HIV. From village health workers to peer educators, treatment

supporters to youth advocates, these communities propel the national response.

Figure 3 Candles lite during the Memorial



The evening commenced solemnly as candles were lit, each tiny flame symbolizing a life
lost, acherished memory, and arenewed promise to fight against HIV. The hall at Mzingwane
High School glowed softly, suffused with deep emotion and unwavering resolve. A night of
song, poetry, dance and tears, the Candlelight Memorial was a success.

The memorial paid tribute not just to the lives lost, but also to the resilience of those who
rise daily to lead. As the ceremony drew to a close, candles flickered softly, melodious voices
echoed, casting warmth throughout the hall. For many, it was a moment of remembrance for
parents, siblings, friends, and neighbors taken too soon. For others, it served as a poignant
reminder of how far Zimbabwe has come and the journey still ahead.



