What about Morality?
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HIV/AIDS brings up many important moral questions.  As your group starts dealing with AIDS, and what actions they might take, you may wish to discuss some of these questions together.  Read out the “some people say…” statements, and ask how your group would respond.  We’ve included some ideas for compassionate responses. 

1. Some people say:  AIDS is God’s judgment on sinful behaviour. 

2. Some people say:  AIDS is a judgement on homosexuality.

3. Some people say:  If people were merely faithful to their marital partners, AIDS would never have become the problem it is today.

4. Some people say:  If I get involved with AIDS activism, people will think that I condone sinful behaviour.

5. Some people say: Prevention methods merely promote sinful behaviour.

6. Some people say: Since AIDS is a product of sin, I’d rather not deal with it.

7. Some people say: There are a lot less complicated issues to tackle;  let’s just leave AIDS alone.

1.  Some people say:  AIDS is God’s judgment on sinful behaviour. 

In the Old Testament, we read that God sometimes sent sickness on his people as a judgement on their sin (e.g. when Miriam opposed Moses in Numbers 12).  However, in the New Testament, we also see Jesus refuting that straightforward answer to why people get sick and suffer.  When the disciples asked Jesus why the man was born blind, he answers that neither his parents nor his own sin was the cause.  Rather, his blindness was an opportunity for God’s glory to be made manifest (John 9).

God made us for life, for health, and for joyful obedience to him.  Any disease and suffering in the world is a consequence of our fallen state – a consequence of sin.  But as Jesus refused to let his disciples blame the blind man himself or his parents for his disability, so we should be very hesitant to blame those living with HIV/AIDS as suffering more of God’s wrath than anyone else.  We are all sinners, and equally worthy of God’s judgement.  Our calling as Christians is to extend God’s grace to a suffering world.

We should also keep in mind that while sexual contact is a key means of HIV transmission, millions of people contracted the virus through other means.  See Statement #3.
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2.  Some people say:  AIDS is a judgement on homosexuality.

When we first started hearing about AIDS in North America, it seemed to be hitting the homosexual community the hardest.  Does this mean it was God’s judgement on gay people?  Perhaps it simply means that the sexually transmitted disease entered the population within this cohort, and made its rounds there first, because that’s who was having sex with each other.

In Africa, the disease entered the population among educated heterosexual people.  So the disease hit that group harder than any other at the beginning.  This seems to be more a matter of epidemiology than judgement.  

Currently, the disease ravages poor populations much harder than rich ones.  Again, does this mean God hates the sin of poor people more than that of rich people?  This doesn’t match what we know of God from the Bible.  The Bible clearly shows God has a particular concern for those who are poor, orphaned, widowed, and strangers. 

Perhaps to say that AIDS is a judgement on homosexuality makes as much sense as saying that heart disease is God’s judgement on obesity.  Or that lung cancer is God’s judgement on smoking.  Even if it was, we ought not shun either those with AIDS nor those who suffer heart attacks or cancer.
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3.  Some people say:  If people were merely faithful to their marital partners, AIDS would never have become the problem it is today.

Many people do get HIV through sexual transmissions.  We have heard that in Africa, 80-90% of transmissions occur through heterosexual sex.  However, more recent evidence published by the Royal Society of Medicine in Britain suggests that only one-third of all cases were spread through sex, and unsafe medical practices are a far greater cause.  While percentages may be disputed, we know for certain that millions of people have contracted AIDS through non-sexual means:  mother-to-child transmission, blood transfusions, infected medical equipment, intravenous drug use, and cultural rituals like circumcision or communal head-shaving at funerals.  So while marital fidelity might cut down on the rate of AIDS transmission, it would by no means eradicate the disease.

Infidelity is a grave problem everywhere in the world.  In North America, people have more resources to protect themselves from the consequences of sinful behaviour.  They are more likely to use condoms to reduce the risk of contracting a sexually transmitted disease.

We do need to speak the truth, and warn people against sin, foolishness, and ignorance.  Our partner churches and organizations frankly of sexual fidelity.  For example, Kenyan pastors address sexuality fidelity through bible study.  In Senegal, youth know the facts, and open discussions with their parents.  In Tanzania, the pastor described in the youth edition of We have AIDS do marital counselling, which he sees as a way of preventing the further spread of HIV. 
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4.  Some people say:  If I get involved with AIDS activism, people will think that I condone sinful behaviour.

When Jesus showed his compassion for the sick and wounded, he didn’t seem to be concerned at all about being contaminated by disease or evil. Contrary to the practice of His time, Jesus touches lepers (Matthew 8:3; Mark1:41; Luke 5:13).  He shares a meal with people who are officially impure (Matthew 26:6; Matthew 9:10; Mark 2:15-16; Luke 19:7).  When people drag a woman accused to adultery to him, Jesus refuses to engage their angry condemnation (John 8:1-11).  When he meets the woman at the well who was with her sixth “husband”, he calmly engages her in conversation (John 4:1-42). 

Jesus showed the importance of getting beyond barriers raised by sickness or moral failing to encounter the wounded person and be present to his or her misery.  Some of our greatest examples of Christian witness are from people, like Mother Theresa, who reach out to embrace those who the rest of the world considers despised.  This should be our example when it comes to HIV/AIDS.
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5.  Some people say: Prevention methods merely promote sinful behaviour.

Condom promotion is a way of reducing the spread of HIV.  Condoms do not guarantee safety, but they can make sex safer.  Many of CRWRC’s partners emphasize the ABC approach to AIDS prevention:  Abstinence, Be faithful, and Condom use.  All of our church partners overseas think through whether to promote condom use.  Each decides only after much deliberation over the theological, moral, and practical issues at stake.

Condoms are not only useful for extramarital sex.  Perhaps your loving and faithful wife contracted HIV through contaminated medical equipment.  It would be important for you to know that condoms can reduce your chance to getting HIV from her.

In many areas of life we engage in preventative techniques.  We immunize, we treat water, we promote cleanliness.  Often these actions are required because of poor stewardship practices by others.  We should celebrate that God has allowed us to understand sexual function.  While we do not condone immoral behaviour, not to share our knowledge and our abilities to help would also be immoral.
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6.  Some people say:  Since AIDS is a product of sin, I’d rather not deal with it.
All illness is the result of sin.  Over the years, God’s people have been extensively involved with fighting disease.  Many of our hospitals were established by Christian organizations.  It is precisely because of God’s call of us to “have dominion” (Genesis 2) that we must be involved with persons who have AIDS.  We have done this with deal with addiction to drugs, alcohol and tobacco.  We can do no less for people with AIDS.  We must not react as some people who seem to get side-tracked on these moral questions as a way of avoiding the call to be involved in compassionate responses. 
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7.  There are a lot less complicated issues to tackle;  let’s just leave AIDS alone.

42 million people in the world are living with HIV/AIDS.  28 million people have already died of the disease.  95% of those infected live in poor countries.

These numbers are hard to fathom.  Try to put them in perspective:  28 million is close to the total population of Canada.  28 million is more than four times the number of Jews slaughtered in the holocaust.   

Many people argue that in the face of such an enormous and preventable calamity, the most important moral question to consider is:  “Why are we failing to do everything we can to stop this disease?” 
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