Sermonic Reflections on AIDS
Scripture reading: Matthew 8:1-4
It is sometimes said that a picture is worth a thousand words.  

Sometimes, however, words can also paint a powerful picture.  

Stephen Lewis is the UN Special Envoy for HIV/AIDS in Africa.  In his book Race Against Time he uses words to paint a portrait of suffering and need.  Listen:

In July 2005, I was travelling in Kenya, visiting an association of women, living with AIDS in a slum suburb of Nairobi. The slum was teeming with orphans being cared for by the women left alive.  In every instance there was a kind of “performance” for the visitors, as though the encounter would be incomplete or marred without it.  We gathered outside one of the crumbling homes where six children ranging in age from 5 to 12, wearing ragged green school uniforms, chanting the largely tuneless, funeral dirge of their own composition: “Here we are the orphans, carrying our parents in their coffins to their graves.”  The song ended with the words, “Help, Help, Help”.  And then their came forward a girl of ten, a translator at her side, to describe the last remnants of her mother’s life.  It was awful. The mother had clearly died only a few hours before, and as the young girl described the journeys in and out of hospital, and her mother’s final hours, she wept so uncontrollably, her words strangled in loss, the tears gushing, not falling, not streaming, or pouring, but gushing – down her cheeks and onto her sweater and then to the ground, as though in this one child, in this one moment, all the untold agony of the pandemic was incarnate.
Such is the picture that portrays broken hearted suffering, and it is duplicated daily around the world.  This is the picture that must arrest the compassion of the church as we contemplate the reality of HIV/AIDS and the mission of followers of Jesus.  

As we listen to the voices of African children singing, “help, help, help”, let us add our voice to theirs and sing, “Jesus, Remember Me”  (this is the reflective Taize song that is best accompanied very simply and repeated at least 6 times)…….


Jesus remember me, when you come into your Kingdom (repeated)
The words of Matthew, in chapter 8:1-4 paint a picture too.  

Listen to the words and imagine the scene:

When he came down from the mountainside, large crowds followed him.  A man with leprosy came and knelt before him and said, “Lord, if you are willing, you can make me clean.  Jesus reached out his hand and touched the man.  “I am willing,” he said.  “Be clean!”  Immediately he was cured of his leprosy. Then Jesus said to him, “see that you don’t tell anyone.  But go, show yourself to the priest and offer the gift Moses commanded as a testimony to them.”
The scene portrayed here is common in the gospels.  Crowds gather around Jesus. People mill about, jostling one another, talking, laughing, pushing, shoving.  
And there is Jesus at the center.  The teacher.  According to Matthew’s telling of events, Jesus has just finished delivering the sermon of his life, displaying himself as a zealot for righteousness, calling people to radical obedience.  The people were amazed because he spoke with authority, and not as their teachers of the law.  

Suddenly, a cry goes up and people begin to scurry about.  
A look of fear passes over the faces of many.  
Some draw back in horror, others in wonder. 

Mothers grab their children, grown men cover their faces with their robes.  

Through the noise and confusion is heard the tinkling of a small bell; the little bell announces the presence of a leper.

Now a shout goes up, “Melatz!  Melatz!  Unclean! Unclean!    

Leper on the loose!  Get out of the way! Run. Protect yourself.”
The people fear his hideous disease, his open, bleeding sores.  

They fear him because he is the presence of death in their midst. 

They shrink back because he bears the judgement of God.

Everyone knows lepers are unclean, 

forbidden from entering the temple, abandoned by the whole community, 

exiled to caves where they can’t harm the rest of us.
To see a leper is to see the face of the Judgement of God.
To touch him is to die.

In the panicked crowd only one does not cower in fear.  

And it is to Jesus that the leper slowly makes his way until they are face to face and he says,

"Lord, if you are willing, you can make me clean."  

How did he know that?
Maybe someone told him about Jesus words 
spoken on the mountain: 

"ask and it will be given to you".  

Perhaps he recognized Jesus as Messiah who will fulfil the expectations of Isaiah 35, and he sees himself as an “unclean” one who will be made “clean”.

It seems important to notice that the leper does not ask to be healed – in fact, he doesn’t ask for anything, but simply confesses that he knows Jesus is able if Jesus is willing – but he speaks about being made “clean”.  His status as “unclean” has marginalized him, put him outside the community, prevented him from joining in worship.  He does not ask to be healed, but to be made clean.
The whole gospel can be seen and heard in the simple but profound response of Jesus:

Jesus reached out his hand and touched the man.  I am willing, he said.

Everyone else may run and hide but I am willing.  Its why I’ve come after all.  

The touch of life and the words of life.

I suppose that Jesus could have healed this man from a distance – after all he does that elsewhere in the gospels, but he doesn’t do that, nor does he heal him simply by speaking a word.  Before anything else he touches him.  And that touch is instructive
Jesus reached across the social barriers that stigmatized this man and thus identified with him in a personal and powerful way.  
Jesus reached across boundaries of fear that isolated him and thus demonstrated that the risk of disease cannot overwhelm compassion.
Jesus reached out across the barriers of religious tradition that pronounced the leper unclean (in fact, according to Levitical law, by touching the man Jesus himself becomes technically unclean), and in so doing he brings the leper, exiled by the law, into the gracious embrace of healing mercies and renewal.
Jesus reached out across that great and yawning chasm that separated this man from his community and from God and declared him clean!
All this because Jesus is WILLING.  
He is not only powerful – but he is willing.
He is not only compassionate – but he is willing.
He is not only able – but he is willing.
I am willing!

Do you see a thousand pictures in those words?

Do you see all the needs of our weary world, 
all the lepers, all the orphans, all the men and women living with HIV/AIDS?
all the tired, the hungry, the displaced, the impoverished,
all the aching, the lonely, the discouraged....  

and do you see, there, moving among them all, 

the willing Christ,

with outstretched hand, touching, healing, restoring?

Then perhaps you can also see what that means for us, called the body of Christ?  
If Jesus was willing to reach beyond the barriers of tradition, of religious and social conformity, of comfort and self-preservation, to touch the untouchables, may we do less? 

A few years ago I visited a community in South Africa where CRWRC was partnering with the Uniting Church of South Africa to assist poor communities in their development.  One group of men that we met was engaged in an unusual income generating project – they were manufacturing coffins – and the rampant spread of AIDS kept them very busy.  I was reminded of that when I read the following passage in Stephen Lewis’ book:

…. Eventually we came to a large cabbage patch, beside which stood a group of fifteen or twenty women, holding aloft a large banner reading “PLWA” proclaiming their status as People Living With AIDS.  After several minutes of animated conversation, I asked if the cabbages were the project. They laughed uproariously and said yes.  “You use it to supplement your diet?”  Yes again.  “Do you have a surplus?”  “Yes,” they chorused, “we take whatever we don’t use to the market.”  “And what do you do with the profit?” I asked.  It was here that time stood still. They looked at me for ages, as though I were asking a question to which I surely knew the answer, and then they suddenly realised that the questions was genuine.  “We buy coffins of course,” they said.  “We never have enough coffins.”
This morning we see the touching, healing actions of Jesus, and we hear his words, “I am willing”…. We see and hear, while the children’s song echoes, “Help, help, help”, and while mothers sell cabbages to buy coffins, of which there are never enough.
This week CRWRC is challenging us to learn about AIDS, everywhere, but especially in poor communities where resources for surviving and coping are minimal and where AIDS conspires with other factors to wreak devastation on an unprecedented scale.  They are asking us to learn, and they are asking us to join with them, as willing partners, to make a difference in lives and communities devastated by HIV/AIDS.
What can we do?

For one thing, we can learn to think differently about people with AIDS. Earlier we saw that Jesus did not hide behind the legalism of Leviticus to remain distant from the “unclean”, but his compassion led him to touch the man in an expression of solidarity and acceptance.  We can do the same.  Let us not see people with HIV/AIDS as “unclean” but as sisters and brothers; not as those who are suffering consequences of immoral behaviour, but as those whose burdens we are asked to bear.  The fact is that the majority of people living with HIV/AIDS are women who have little control over their own lives, and many are children who become infected while in the womb.  

We can support the work of CRWRC through prayers and offerings of time, treasures and talents.  CRWRC is responding to HIV/AIDS in many diverse ways – in the slums of Dhaka they teach young people about abstinence and safe sex; in South Africa they support local women who care for orphans; in Kenya they provide care for the dying and raise income levels of the sick so they can afford treatment; in the Philippines they empower sex-trade workers to find jobs and escape their bondage.  Wherever men and women improve their incomes, learn how to read and write, gain a deeper understanding of social justice and human rights, wherever they learn to work in cooperation with one another, they are building a line of defence against infection with HIV/AIDS
We can also support the justice and advocacy work of CRWRC.  Western governments and industries have resources and power that can bring enormous relief to the suffering of the poor, and especially the poor who live with HIV/AIDS.  We have the resources, the power, the technical skills, the medicines, the teaching tools, and more, all of which could be used to combat AIDS.  If you are willing, you could make me clean, said the leper to Jesus.  If you are willing, you could help me, says the child to you and me.  Are we willing?  Then let us remind our governments to keep their promises.  The Canadian government once promised .7% of GDP for development assistance. We have not come close to keeping that promise.  Let us advocate for the provision of affordable medical and pharmaceutical treatments for people living in the global south living with AIDS
Someone once said that education is the key to overcoming poverty, and overcoming poverty is critical to overcoming the AIDS pandemic.  CRWRC and other ministries of the church are primarily educational ministries.  Do you have technical skills and the time to teach those to others?  Could you spend a sabbatical year teaching in a school in Malawi?  Would you bend your education toward service in needy communities, where you might not earn much money but where you would make a difference?  Are you willing?  

Educating ourselves is also crucial.  Reading books like Race Against Time by Stephen Lewis can help us understand the importance of the Millennium Development Goals and the role we in the West have to play.  Getting involved in a local AIDS support network can probably teach us more about compassion than anything we will ever read.

A picture is worth a thousand words, I said earlier.

Can you picture this?  The Christian Reformed Church, with all of its considerable resources, with its excellent educational institutions, with its emphasis on world transforming perspectives, with its deep love for scripture, with its squadrons of willing volunteers, with its huge financial capacities, with its well established networks of partners in development and mission,  – all of that mobilized for the sake of the children who still say, “help, help, help”; all of that, mobilized for the sake of Jesus, who once said, “I am willing”
