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ben Jesus bad come down from the
mountain, great crowds followed bim;
and there was a leper who came to him
and knelt before bim saying “Lord, if you choose,
you can make me clean. He stretched out bis
band and touched bim, saying, ‘I do choose.
Be made clean!’ Immediately bis leprosy was
cleansed” (Matt. 8:1-3)

"Two years ago a seminary student attending a Protestant semi-
nary in northeast India shared with a trusted seminary professor
that he had tested HIV positive for AIDS. Obviously that student
was facing some difficult health challenges, as
he would need to obtain the necessary
medications that would enable him to live
productively with this dreaded disease. He |
also faced the prospect of being ostracized by
other students because of the social stigmati-
zation that comes with being diagnosed HIV
positive.

This student shared his deep personal
suffering with his professor to seek guidance,
counsel, comfort, and prayer in the midst of his
illness. However, the professor told other
leaders in the seminary about the HIV positive
student, and the next day they notified the
student that he was being expelled from the
seminary.

The following day, the HIV positive
student committed suicide.

Here was a student who undoubtedly felt
called by God to serve as a pastor in the

How Fesus Responded to Lepers

The way we treat HIV/AIDS patients today is much the same
as the way persons with leprosy were treated in the time of Jesus.

When someone discovered that they had the chronic infec-
tious disease called leprosy in the first century, they were
immediately ostracized. They were kicked out of their homes,
excluded from synagogue and Temple worship, had to live outside
the city walls and were virtually banished from human society.

People with leprosy had to shout “unclean, unclean” wherever
they went, always remain at least six feet away from other people,
and avoid all human contact with other people.

However, Jesus followed none of these prohibitions against
people with leprosy. Matthew tells us that when Jesus came down
from the mountain where he gave what we call the Sermon on
the Mount, a leper came and knelt down before him and said
“Lord, if you choose you can make me clean” (Matt. 8: 2).

But Jesus responded in a way that shocked
them all. Rather than fearing the leper and
keeping his distance, Jesus stretched out his
hand and touched the man with leprosy saying,
“T do choose. Be made clean!” (Matt. 89: 3).
Immediately the man with leprosy was healed.

When others excluded, Jesus included.
When others reacted out of fear, Jesus
responded with compassion. When others
avoided human contact, Jesus reached out
and touched the excluded one with his

healing hand.
| Just as lepers were excluded and avoided
| in the time of Jesus, so persons with
| HIV/AIDS are frequently excluded and
' = | avoided in our world today.

In his book Breaking the Conspiracy of
Silence: Christian Churches and the Global
AIDS Crisis (Fortress, 2004), Donald E.
Messer tells a story about a woman in Kansas
who attended the funeral of a stranger and

Christian ministry but was excluded from his
seminary training by Christian leaders because of the widespread
fear and prejudice toward persons who are HIV positive.

Throughout the world people are frequently reluctant to
be tested for HIV/AIDS because if they discover they are
positive, they are often kicked out of their families and
homes and excluded from their congregations because of
our fear of AIDS and our prejudice against persons who
may have this disease.
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wept profusely. When asked why she was
crying so hard over a person she didn’t know, she explained that
her son had died of AIDS the previous week, but her husband
would not allow them to have a Christian funeral. So this
grieving mother came to mourn near the casket of another
family’s son who had died of AIDS.
Unfortunately, Christians, congregations and society in general
continue to exclude, ignore, and ostracize persons with HIV/AIDS
in much the same way that lepers were banished in the time of Jesus.
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However, Jesus not only personally reached out with compas-
sion and healing power to the persons who were excluded because
of an illness but he also commanded his followers to do the same.

In Matthew 10:5-8, Jesus sent out his twelve disciples to
preach the good news that the kingdom of God had come and
they were to “cure the sick, raise the dead, and CLEANSE THE
LEPERS . ..” (my emphasis).

The Living Christ Reaches Out Today

In a similar way the Living Christ is among us today reaching
out to heal those excluded by church and society alike because of
their illness and sends all his faithful followers to reach out with
healing and loving hands to those who are living with the
HIV/AIDS disease.

I thank God that there are Christians and congregations who
are reaching out with Christ’s healing love to those suffering with
the HIV/AIDS disease and the suffering from the exclusion that
frequently comes with it. Congregations of all sizes and denom-
inations are awakening to the needs of persons living with HIV
and AIDS all over the world, receiving offerings and sending
mission teams to minister to HIV/AIDS patients and their fami-
lies in this country and abroad.

St. Luke’s United Methodist Church in Indianapolis has part-
nered with other congregations throughout Indiana and with the
Indiana University School of Medicine in supporting an AIDS
hospital, outreach clinics, and an orphanage in Eldoret, Kenya
which is now treating about 40,000 HIV/AIDS patients each
month with lifesaving medications and food. This is the largest
AIDS treatment center in the world and is an approved Advance
Special of the United Methodist Church.

However, we also need to reach out to those who are suffering
with HIV/AIDS in our own communities.

Several years ago I visited with a pastor of a small rural congre-
gation who told me this amazing story. A member of her congrega-
tion had a son who had lived in another city, had an advanced case
of AIDS, and wanted to come home to die. The mother was not
sure how this small rural community would accept him so she and
her son invited the pastor to their home to share their concerns.

The pastor assured them that their family was loved by Christ
and the church and would continue to be welcome in the congre-
gation and that they would pray for the son and his healing.
When the son became too ill to attend church, church members
brought in meals to the family, the pastor met with him to plan
his funeral and was at his bedside when he left this world and
entered eternal life. All their family and friends attended his
funeral service, thanked God for the gifts of his life, and surren-
dered him into the loving hands of God. The pastor told me that
the mother wept when she thanked her and the congregation for
their love and compassion during the loss of her son.

People living with HIV/AIDS are in all of our communities
and around the world; the only question is,
do we banish them because of our fear and
our judgments or do we follow the example
of Jesus Christ and reach out to them with
love and compassion? Q
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“The Lord is my shepherd; | shall not want. . . . Though | walk

through the valley of the shadow of death, | will fear no evil . . .
thy rod and thy staff they comfort me. Surely goodness and mercy
shall follow me all the days of my life.” (s. 23: 1, 4, 6

Because of AIDS, millions of people worldwide are walking “through
the valley of the shadow of death,” but thanks to programs
providing care, counseling, and treatment they are experiencing
God’s “goodness and mercy.”

“Here my prayer, O Lord; let my cry come to you. Do not hide
your face from me in the day of my distress.” (ps. 102:1-2)

Instead of being overwhelmed by the pain and suffering of the
world, or living in denial of human realities, pray for God's
strength in becoming constructively involved in the global
AIDS crisis.

“I can do everything through him who gives me strength.”
(Phil. 4:13 niv)

No problem, whether it is personally facing ill health or raising
funds to help others through the United Methodist Global AIDS
Fund, is impossible. God is actively involved in healing and we are
called to join in God's great mission of hope.

“The thief comes only to steal and kill and destroy. | came that
they may have life, and have it abundantly.” (John 10:10)

HIV is a thief that steals life. Educating people about how to
prevent becoming infected is a life-giving ministry.

“Who will separate us from the love of Christ? Will hardship,
or distress, or persecution . . . (Rom. 8:35)

God loves everyone, but people universally say that worse than
having the disease is the way others, including Christians treat
them. God’s message to every person living with HIV and AIDS is
of loving acceptance. God'’s call to us is to demonstrate that
inclusive spirit.

“There was a rich man . . . who feasted sumptuously every day.
And at his gate lay a poor man named Lazarus, covered with
sores, who longed to satisfy his hunger with what fell from the rich

man’s table.” (Luke 16:19-21)

No vaccines or cures exist for AIDS, but life-sustaining medicine is
available along with needed nutritious food. Yet the poor are
denied these resources. God calls the rich to share so we can end
hunger and bring health and hope to sick people around the world.

“A voice was heard in Ramah, wailing and loud lamentation,
Rachel weeping for her children; she refused to be consoled,
because they are no more.” (Matt. 2:18)

More than 15 million children have been orphaned because
of AIDS; millions more are infected with HIV. Who will comfort and
care for these children? What is God calling us to do?
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