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Today we are marking World AIDS Day 2009.  World AIDS Day is a time to remember those who have died of HIV/AIDS and those whose lives have been impacted by this terrible pandemic, both locally and globally. But World AIDS Day is about more than remembering those who have died. You see, World AIDS Day is also about the need for people of faith and conscience across the world to make a commitment - a commitment to support those who have been impacted by HIV/AIDS and a commitment to use our voices in the public arena to build a world in which all people are treated with dignity and respect. 


When I think about the connection between the AIDS pandemic and my responsibility as both a religious leader and a person of faith, I’m always drawn back to a single phrase – a phrase that is so stark and so powerful – a phrase that has become a rallying cry for people of faith across the globe who are responding to the HIV/AIDS crisis. And that phrase is this:  Our church has AIDS. Let me say that again. Our church has AIDS.


The story behind this phrase is quite remarkable.  During the 1980s and 1990s, when the number of AIDS related deaths were skyrocketing across the world, far too many communities of faith quite frankly stood on the sidelines and remained silent. HIV/AIDS was often seen as a gay disease, a disease that was punishment from an angry and vengeful God. But as the AIDS pandemic grew to catastrophic proportions (killing millions and creating a generation of orphans) a few Christian churches, mostly in Africa, began to see HIV/AIDS with new eyes and with loving hearts. The victims of AIDS were no longer strangers getting what they deserved; rather they were neighbors, they were friends, they were us. These churches could no longer close their eyes and their hearts to the AIDS crisis because the crisis had grown so widespread that the church itself now had AIDS. Hence the birth of that powerful phrase – Our church has AIDS.


And from that titanic shift in the consciences of a few faith communities in Africa, there grew an international movement on behalf of treatment and prevention – a movement that now crosses geographical and denominational boundaries. I’m so very proud that Unitarian Universalism has been among the most vocal and active faith traditions in this movement. Our own Unitarian Universalist Association, including our former president Bill Sinkford, has been a powerful voice in the public arena, by speaking out against abstinence only requirements that make it more difficult to slow the spread of HIV and by speaking out in favor of access to life-saving medications among the poorest of AIDS victims.


And yet, for all that our faith tradition has tried to do, our efforts thus far have been so very small in the face of such an enormous tragedy. Think for a minute about these numbers.  An estimated 2 million people died of AIDS- related causes in 2008.  There are over 33 million people living with HIV/AIDS worldwide and in Africa alone, there are 14 million children who have been orphaned because of the AIDS pandemic.  14 million children. I have to say that on a day when my daughter has been dedicated by this congregation, on a day when she is surrounded by so much love and care and commitment, the thought of so many children in this world who are alone, afraid, and so often uncared for – that thought breaks my heart.


But in the midst of all that darkness and despair, as we’ve learned today, the millions of victims of the HIV/AIDS pandemic don’t have to go it alone. In addition to growing financial commitment and support from both public and private institutions around the world, there are wonderful organizations – organizations like Violet’s Cupboard, providing vital services and helping build a path to hope for the HIV positive community here in Akron. I don’t know what if any relationship this congregation has had with Violet’s Cupboard in the past, but I hope we will explore ways of deepening our ties to this wonderful organization and the work that they do.


There is also so much we can to do to extend a hand of love and hope to those across the world who have been impacted by the AIDS pandemic. Let me give you just one example.  For the last 6 years, the congregation I served as an intern back in the Boston area has partnered with an organization dedicated to providing education and shelter for AIDS orphans in Zambia.  Each year, the congregation raises funds for schools that house and educate some these children, and on two occasions church members have journeyed to Zambia to visit with the children and to experience (in a small way) the impact of the AIDS pandemic in Africa. Although I wasn’t able to travel to Zambia, I can tell you that those who did make the journey returned home transformed – transformed by the depth of the tragedy they witnessed and transformed by the determination of the children and all the people they met to build lives of dignity and hope. And those members of the congregation who traveled to Zambia also returned home even more determined to continue their efforts, however small, to extend a hand of hope and love to victims of a crisis that for too long has been ignored by people of faith and conscience. 


The global AIDS crisis remains one of the greatest tragedies in human history.  There remains so much suffering, so much injustice, and so much despair.  But in the midst of the darkness, there are rays of light and hope.  There’s a wonderful organization called Violet’s Cupboard providing hope to HIV positive people here in Akron. There are congregations like the one I served in Massachusetts, reaching out with their love and their resources, helping to create hope and opportunity for children who have lost so much. And then there is the Unitarian Universalist Church of Akron – a faith community with so much compassion and energy and love. Let this World AIDS Day be a beginning for this community – a beginning in which we ask “Who is our neighbor?” and a beginning in which we extend a hand of love and hope to those who are HIV positive, to those who are suffering from AIDS, and to those whose lives have been forever changed by this pandemic.  We can be agents of change and hope. Let this be the day we make that beginning.

Blessed Be
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