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My Neighbor Has AIDS

Will Humanity’s Greatest Crisis Mark a Turning Poin t for Your Church?

by Lynne Marian

If you keep quiet at a time like this, deliverance fa Jiews will arise from some other place, but yod your
relatives will die. What's more, who can say batthou have been elevated to the palace for judt autime as
this? —Esther 4:14 (NLT)

The American Church is experiencing a crisis aévahcy. As we have already seen in Europe, serzatsmn
has put God and religion on the backburner. I2B®&1 bookBoiling Point researcher George Barna stated,
“The Christian church is potentially one of the mnpswerful agents of influence in our society, trdtent
decades have seen the impact of the Church waalmtast nothing.”

And in the U.S., news headlines report daily alyetitanother reference to God being pulled frompialic
arena in the name of political correctness. Chugee struggling to make an impact in communitieen faith
in Christ is often viewed as simply another liféstgption, on equal footing with political affilian, vocation or
club membership.

Juxtapose this troubling spiritual landscape wittatwvorld leaders have called “the greatest huragaait crisis
in history”—the global AIDS pandemic. With 40 mdh infections worldwide, 28.2 million deaths toeland
14,000 new cases reported each day, the diseasenbere near its apex. World governments and lseergice
agencies globally acknowledge that no single ety the resources and breadth to address the pgrdaem
alone. According to the latest United Nations gloki®S report (released July 2004) the virus istaauring to
outpace the global effort to contain it.

“The virus is running faster than all of us,” s&llAIDS chief Dr. Peter Piot in a statement to theséciated
Press.

“AIDS is the greatest public health crisis since Bubonic Plague but the biggest humanitarianschishistory,”
said Sandra Thurman, president of the Internatidhab trust and former director of the White Hou3#ice of
National AIDS Policy

A GOD-SIZED PROBLEM

The disease is simply too big for any one orgaitnadr group to battle—except, just perhaps, aiedjfmulti-
national body of Christ. This pandemic is truly ad=sized problem. Even those outside the traditiGhairch
recognize the role that the Church could play idradsing the crisis. Singer and activist Bono based the
U.S. in an effort to rally response among the AgariChurch and others.

“Christ’'s example is being demeaned by the Churtfely ignore the new leprosy, which is AIDS,” loddt
Cathleen Falsani of théhicago Sun-TimesThe Church is the sleeping giant here. If it wskip to what's
really going on in the rest of the world, it haseal role to play. If it doesn't, it will be irrelant.”

In another statement, Bono said, “The Church vélkbmembered in history for how it responds to this
devastating epidemic.”

And with this responsibility, perhaps the Churcls b&so been given a spiritual opportunity. Couldeitpossible
that, like ¢ terminal patient, the death sentence of AIDS magngrompt our infirmed wor to seek salvation
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God has given the Church the opportunity to provigeonly real hope and to follow in the examplebfist to
provide compassionate care to the “least of thdsas’'the 21st century Church been called for “sutime as
this?”

A KINGDOM EMBRACE

The sun is just coming up over the arid landscdpleosouthern African kingdom of Lesotho. A fevefaway,
an 11-year-old boy trudges up the road barefooyicey a heavy jug of water. Wearily, he dropsitt on his
own doorstep, but on the doorstep of a neighbor witigpay him a few cents this week for making tiegly
trek. Throughout his short life, the boy, Mantelbglealong with his three brothers and one sistedfor their
dying parents—until a year ago. Now they’re alonare-bf the now 15 million children orphaned by AIDS

Peering through the broken window of the childreswisall, block house, you see a single bag of coatwne
donation from the local World Vision Area Developm@roject. The half-empty bag of meal is this enph
headed household’s only food.

Across a continent and an ocean, the Wilsons heshteenagers into the minivan and off to churchmeat a
mindless Sunday morning routine. But this Sunddifferent. Their pastor, fresh with passion fromeaent trip
to Africa, shares the heartbreaking and hopefuletamf innocent AIDS victims he has just seen lagalrd.
Within a morning, this ordinary pastor creates@ugdswell of compassionate action in his previously
complacent congregation. After the service beftireliing back into the minivan, 17-year-old Anna ¥dih
walks to the World Vision child sponsorship tabiel @elects a packet. As she looks into Mantebaseliage, the
miles melt away. In heaven, a hug is exchanged.

SPEED OF THE LEADER. SPEED OF THE TEAM.

Mantebaleng’s and Anna’s story is now being dupdidancongregations and communities across the U.Se
launching its C2C (Church to Child/Church/Communpyogram in 2003, to date World Vision—one of the
world’s largest Christian relief organization oparg in 4,500 communities in almost 100 countriksbhglly—
will have taken over 100 church leaders abroadato g vision for the global AIDS pandemic by the e
2004. Within weeks of these visits, transformedrchudeaders are mobilizing their congregationseothurche:
and even communities to be the hands and feesatde the victims of AIDS. They’re changing liveperhaps
most significantly—their own.

“We're like a lot of churches. We did ‘missionsytd don’t think we really had a heart for it,” salpastor Ray
Armstrong of Calvary Community Church in Sumner,sWa'We would do little projects and support our
denominational missionaries, but there was nosease of purpose and no real drive to make a ifte.”

In April 2004 Armstrong visited South Africa anducdnt a vision for leading his congregation to beeaiobal
Christians.

“Bill Hybels once said that the Church is the hopéhe world. I've lived with that and thought thay church
was my little corner of the world. But that’s ngt iArmstrong explains. “The Church is the hopetef world—
the big world.”

Within a month of Armstrong'’s return from Africdnd members of Calvary Community Church sponsore mo
than 600 children and currently are mobilizing talerwrite a number of significant community-baseoigrts
in the town of Mapoteng, Lesotho.

Armstrong, like many pastors who have gained thiba perspective, report that this refocusing dasially
infused their congregations with an increased sehsignificance, mission and community.

“If someone catches a vision for the world theyliresthey have a deeper sense of mission, a deepse of

purpose,” he says. “In our church, more peopleshoaving up to feed the homeless on Friday nigtslls
groups are growir—it’s a domino effec”
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However, in many communities the impact of a gldbaus, specifically the AIDS crisis, is making iampact
even beyond the walls of the Church into the comitgun

World Vision Senior Vice President Steve Haas &rsgthis focus transform churches and communities
nationwide.

“What's happened in those U.S. churches that agaging with the global AIDS crisis is nothing shofta real
revolution,” he says. “When a congregation engages appropriate way with global needs, their camity
basically begins to say, ‘You're relevant. You'sdavant to the world. You're relevant for the Gdsge

Churches like those in Elk River, Minn., (see pdggare actually flying point on a communitywiddiative to
provide AIDS relief. They're engaging communitydeas, schools and the local media in the fightiarttle
process are sharing a message that the Churcifiesdunelevant and full of compassion.

“About a month ago we had a launch banquet. Ndat$y/key city leaders got together, and the pasist &
vision for a citywide partnership,” explains Greggh, pastor of Christ Lutheran Church in Elk Rivdinn.,
representing a coalition of churches from that camity. “It's going to have a sweeping effect on thieole Elk
River area. | think it will bring our city togetharound this common vision.”

Calvary Community’s Armstrong echoes these thoudghtselieve our missions program will snowball,chit
will begin to touch even unchurched people,” hessaon-Christians may not all like church, butyrel like
the idea of reaching out to those who have less.”

Armstrong says he’s thinking about running an adisncommunity showing him holding an AIDS orphan h
met in Africa. “The ad would say something like,yMame is Ray Armstrong. I’'m pastor of Calvary
Community Church. Maybe you've heard of us, mayte lyaven’'t. We've been a church for 16 years, trive
come to realize that we want to change the wortolv Mou may be a Christ-follower or not, but if yaant to
change the world, too, we’'ve got a way for you étphi ”

WHY AIDS?

With the overwhelming needs agenda in the worlaviery community, why is the global AIDS crisisause
that merits the attention of the local church? Wby hunger, homelessness, literacy, healthcarecmsa to
clean water, for example?

“In many ways, addressing the AIDS crisis addresfles these needs at once,” says World Visioréasi
“These issues negatively collude making this paldicdisease especially toxic and lethal.”

He continues, “Worldwide, people are at greatest fior HIV/AIDS in communities where poverty, food
security, medical services or lack of potable watermost desperate.”

“I've learned that everything is connected to sdnrgg else,” Armstrong says. “We have to feed, tocadie, to
help develop employment. All of those things hélg HIV/AIDS problem; it's all tied together.”

For Mecklenburg Community Church in Charlotte, N-& fast-growing megachurch with national influence—
missions had never been a significant focus foytherg congregation.

“Mecklenburg, like a lot of new church starts i thight- to 12-year range, are just now surfacftey aur
planting phase and are really ready to exploreiomss’ says Pastor James Emory White. For himatissver
was obvious.

“You’'d have to be on another planet not to knowwlibe AIDS crisis,” White says. “It's somethingy& been

wrestling with for some time both in terms of ‘Whaita Christian response?’ but also ‘What will bg personal
response’”
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According to White, the fact that the world alreadyes about AIDS made him realize that it was fion¢he
Church to care about AIDS.

“I think a lot of us in the evangelical communitgrm shamed into action by, quite frankly, thoseidetthe
Christian community or at least those outside tlhénsiream evangelical community whether it wasdtéeth
Taylor or Bono.”

Today, Mecklenburg has launched a comprehensiag;term relief effort, including child sponsorship,
community-based projects, and relationships witlrches and a World Vision area development praject
Zambia.

CAN WE TURN THE TIDE?

It's October in India and though the upstairs rderorowded and hot, it's also joyful as the souofdsinging
voices float out into the humid afternoon. The-sleiped women, many with small children in thepdasit on a
concrete floor covered with a traditional woven n&don, they will hear a lesson and Scripture regdiut the
women plead repeatedly to sing just one more song.

If this was a church meeting in the southern Indamn of Chennai, this scene might not be so udubua
instead it's a gathering of HIV positive women—marfywhom are commercial sex workers. Most are eithe
Hindu or Muslim.

In India’s discriminatory culture, meetings likeete are the only places where hurting and down&mgdmen
can be open about their HIV status and receive &mvkacceptance. Many of these women now know Chris
because of that love. Several have also found aowagf their life as prostitutes, helped by thaffsat this
World Vision Area Development Project.

Across a continent and an ocean, children in a 8usdhool class pass a crayon-decorated box tectabins
and crumpled dollars each week to support Sindén@ian girl. The children are learning to be gloBaristians
while the donated money benefits Sinda who is HOéHive, as well as her HIV-positive mother, who is
participates in this women’s support group.

Some 4,000 miles away in Lesotho, Southern Afiacgroup of American pastors watch from a distamaztteer
emotional scene. It is late September 2003. Today, Mamokhethi Rathebe is burying her husband Ha
Ralatsai, a victim of AIDS. Wrapped in black fromdd to toe, she weeps silently, grieving and feahigr own
future as well as of the futures of her HIV-pogitishildren.

Fast-forward six months to April 2004. Another gooaf American pastors are visiting the HIV/AIDSret at
the Mapoteng area development project and takimghiai they see. The coordinator, Agnes, buzzes with
excitement over the once bare cabinets now fulludfitional supplements, medicines and the cosilné
healthcare kits she is now able to provide forgaients—funded by First Baptist Church in Lodi, Calif., wde
associate pastor of outreach and discipleship, B#&nes, had visited only six months before.

In a nearby building, a large group of HIV-positiven and women chat happily as they work on income-
earning projects. Due to the support they receitkisa ADP, they now live openly with their HIV-pitise
status. In the corner, Mrs. Rathebe, still dressdaiack, talks and smiles with a friend as theyawea wool
tapestry.

Across a continent and an ocean in Lodi, Califst®aBarnes, leads his congregation in prayethi®@mpeople
and places he has recently seen—Agnes, the MapséieRgand the HIV-positive people who will be usiting
supplies the church funded.

“The AIDS crisis is so huge it's hard to know witatdo or if you can really do something meaningBut by

focusing our efforts on one community, Mapotengve@lready received reports of the impact thatang
church has ha” says Steve Newman, senior pastor at First Baptiate ir Lodi, Calif.
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Newman continue¢We've sponsored more than 100 children and haweriged medical kits that have
significantly impacted dozens of families livingttviHIV. | think, at least in this one community, vee
beginning to turn the tide of HIV/AIDS.”

WHEN DO YOU PLANT A TREE?

Currently, Africa represents the epicenter of tlodgl AIDS pandemic. However, by 2010, accordinght® UN
and World Health Organization this epicenter wilifsto Asia. Due to the population density in India artdr@,
the migration is a major concern to health offigjdlaas says. The world’s fastest-growing and paogtilous
countries have now been identified as also thesagirowing AIDS hotspots. To put it perspective2003
6.5% of the African continent was infected with VDS or an estimated 56 million. That same peragatin
China alone would equal 84 million; in India it wdlbe 70 million.

However, where the U.S. Church was slow to respiorfirica, the opportunity now existe intervene sooner
India, China and other parts of Asia, helping terathe human devastation that could make the cuAfican
crisis look mild in comparison. Moreover, while th&ican continent is over 40% Christian, Asiaes$ than
8%.

The church is late, but not too late. Africa haw@verb: When is the best time to plant a tree?artsaver of
course is, “20 years ago.” So, when is the secestitime to plant a tree? “Today.”

WHAT SHOULD OUR AIDS RESPONSE LOOK LIKE?

Twenty years have passed since the AIDS panderganbglobally ravaging Africa, the U.S. and othetiores.
However, today American churches have begun to ew#kthe need, engage in the crisis and arersjadi
make a significant impact in individual communita®und the world. But what, exactly, should tlesponse
look like? Actual needs and our perception of teeds are often very different things.

“We came to Africa servant-hearted, but | think itard not to have a preconceived notion of howwould
like to serve,” Mecklenburg’'s White says. “If we sehonest, it would be something that would beifyiag to
us, be rewarding to us as servers.

“We're already learning that to really serve ananiaister you need to have such absolute, utteaser
heartedness that it doesn’t matter how we servg,moviding what is needed.”

MUST YOU SEE TO BELIEVE?

Many churches have launched their AIDS responge Hfeir leadership visited a developing countiy,ib it
the only way? World Vision’s Haas doesn’t think §adon’t believe every senior pastor needs togéfrica to
engage in HIV/AIDS. Sure, many do, but | don’t thisveryone should,” he contendf.We do that, we actuall
create a greater imbalance. Save the money fgldme tickets and turn them into ministry dollars.”

Haas suggests that churches use multimedia or briggest speakers who have been on the field—ressuhe
believes, that can be equally valuable in genagatiresponse within a congregation or church lesijer

MAKE IT A PRIORITY

Haas also encourages churches to make AIDS atgnwithin their missions/outreach program. “| thiakery
church needs to make AIDS part of their church msian experience, evangelism experience and cotitynun
care experience,” Haas says. “AIDS doesn't nedazbtthe only missions thing you do. But it does nieed
become part of every church’s missions strategy.”

TAKING ACTION

While the AIDS response channels will unique to each church, many relief organizatioeseamcouragini
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churches to consider some of the following:

» Child sponsorship: Perhaps the most simple, direct and significantsaa help is to initiate a child
sponsorship campaign at your church focusing oldin in a communityeavily hit by the AIDS crisis. Seve
organizations, partner regularly with churchesrtunmte these types of campaigns. Child sponsoedbip
provides a support base, which in turn benefitergtitre community or town.

* Ministry/project support: Partner with a frontline ministry or organizatimnfund a ministry project that
addresses needs in an AIDS-impacted area. Due ty#temic nature of AIDS, projects can range fdinect
assistance such as orphanages or medical supgwdéder projects such as water and food developr8er
page 52 for a list of organizations that offer parship.

* Act globally/Act locally: It can be easy to focus on the needs of an AlBa in Africa while ignoring the
HIV-positive AIDS victims in our own communitieso@current with any global relief efforts, explohe tway
the AIDS crisis is impacting your community andaleaut there as well.

* Be a Voice:People are not used to seeing compassion and adytar AIDS-related issues come from the
Church. What impact would a compassionate respn&&S make on your community? Advocacy can
include raising money for a local AIDS hospice limic; offering your church for HIV-positive suppiogroup
meetings; writing government officials about AID8lipy and partnering; or partnering with seculasdx
organizations to provide awareness and care.

A VIRUS OF COMPASSION

World Vision’s Haas exhorts the Church simply, tb. &The Church has a mandate, through the Old\Newl
Testament to care for the vulnerable, to providewaering, to provide community, to follow the gresit
commandment to love,” he says. “HIV/AIDS is theajest orphan and widow creator of all time. We'oéthe
worst virus in the history of man but, if the Chiurgere to meet it head on, also potentially thegst virus of
compassion.”

Calvary Community’s Armstrong echoes Haas’ chaléerigthink the Church needs to realize that weioe
here to solve the problem ourselves. We're to datwmre can to partner with those who are on thetliren “As
the American Church, we’re not the ‘great white &icgnymore, if we ever were. We're just people wheod
has touched and called to help—to do what Jesudidw simple can it be?”

Pure and lastin religion in the sight of God our Father means tha&t must care for orphans and widows in
their troubles,and refuse to let the world corruggt—James 1:27 (NLT)

-Outreach magazine, "Features," September/October @4
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