Let’s Talk About The Next Disaster:  AIDS

By Karl Westerhof

In December 2004, a wave of water generated by an undersea earthquake washed away homes half-way around the world. Some 250,000 were killed, and tens of thousands more lost their homes and livelihoods. Entire communities were smashed out of existence. Local governments disappeared.  Police departments were literally washed off the map.  Schools, jobs, churches, synagogues, mosques…everything was wiped away.  Many children were playing by the ocean’s edge.  When the water suddenly disappeared towards the horizon, they rushed in to gather fish.  When the wave returned, these children drowned.
How many people died that day?  Experts estimate the number to be around 250,000.  But, since most of the affected people lived in poor communities in developing countries, we don’t have access to exact information.

What we do know is that the Christian Reformed Church responded quickly.  The outpouring of financial donations from CRC members to CRWRC more than doubled CRWRC’s regular annual budget.  For weeks, CRWRC’s phones were tied up with calls from people who wanted to volunteer their time, give financial gifts, or hear about the most recent need that they could lift up in prayer.   

This support enabled CRWRC to rush into action.  Within hours, CRWRC’s partner organizations in Indonesia, Sri Lanka, and India were on the move, heading toward disaster sites with emergency aid.  Now, years later, CRWRC is able to continue building homes and providing long-term assistance to those affected thanks to the generous gifts it originally received for its response.
This is a great example of how God’s people can share love with in need during times of crisis.  But what if a tsunami struck every month?  Would we still be able to respond?
That is exactly what is happening today.  Every year, more than 3 million people die of AIDS.  This means that over 250,000 people are dying every month.  That’s equivalent to the devastation of the 2004 tsunami happening every single month.

Like the tsunami, HIV/AIDS is wiping out infrastructure in developing countries.  Entire generations of doctors, teachers, farmers, and pastors have been killed by the disease.  This is leaving the young and elderly to fend for themselves without the middle generation to earn incomes, grow food, and forge a way for the future. 
Like the tsunami, innocent children are being killed.  In 2005, 12 million children were orphaned by the disease and half a million children died.  Those still living, face a future without an education, without access to adequate health care, and without hope of overcoming the horrors of this disease.

This ugly situation is true across the continent of Africa, but it is also a growing concern in India, China, Haiti, and many other developing countries.  

Yes, a tsunami is happening every month in our world.  So, what are we doing about it? 

Unlike the 2004 tsunami, AIDS isn’t getting a lot of attention in the media.  Most of us don’t see images of AIDS orphans on our tvs every day.  As a result, we don’t feel the call to action as much as we did in December 2004.  

Yet, we are responding.  The United States government has committed to spend $15 billion on HIV/AIDS programs around the world.  This will be spent in many countries over many years and will take the cooperation of governments, universities, businesses, hospitals, and researchers, but will eventually make a difference in the fight against AIDS.

Christians, too, have a role to play.  It is up to us to hold our governments accountable to live up to their promises about supporting HIV/AIDS work.  It is also up to us to be God’s hands and feet in this time of need.
Consider Leon in the Central African Republic.  When Leon found out that he had AIDS, he decided to leave his family and commit suicide.  On his way, he happened to hear a Christian radio program put out by the Back to God Hour.  He felt that the program was speaking to him.  Instead of committing suicide, Leon decided to commit his life to Christ.  Today he is back with his family and has so far been symptom free of his HIV.
It is stories like this that remind us that Christians have a unique role to play in offering love and encouragement to those who are suffering. Whether it is reducing the stigma associated with HIV, providing hospice care to those infected, or helping communities and grandparents care for AIDS orphans, Christians can and should be leading the way.
Why Christians?  I’m going to mention four things that I think, taken together, make us uniquely suited to make a major contribution to addressing HIV/AIDS.
First, Christians have a different perspective on Africa and on the poor.  Unlike some people, we don’t look at a continent as being cursed place, evil, godforsaken, or hopeless. Africa is not without God’s presence.  In fact, Africa is filled with millions of Christians.  It is a continent that God loves.  It’s a part of his world that he made – beautiful, rich in resources, rich with people he created in his image - people he loves! Christians know that God is present throughout Africa, so we also know that we can’t despair or be hopeless about the situation there.  We know what God is capable of.
Second, Christians focus on the whole community.  We understand that families and communities are places of human relationship – groups that mirror God’s passionate care for us.  In the beginning, God said it wasn’t good for a person to be alone!  We need community.  Africans understand that better than we do!  They live in communion with each other in a much larger way than we do in North America. 

Christians also understand the relationship between humanity and creation.  Nature, agriculture, business, humanity, health, religion – it all hangs together as part of God’s intended creation.   As a result, Christians recognize that you can’t attack the problems of poverty, injustice, and AIDS without understanding how everything fits together! 
Reformed Christians talk about a worldview – the deepest, broadest values and perspectives we have about life itself. Because we understand this wholistic way of seeing the world, and because we strive to reflect this approach in the way we work with communities, we are perfectly positioned to fight AIDS.  You can’t get at poverty or sickness or despair unless you are addressing the deepest realities – how people see the world.
Here’s a little story for you to think about:  Volunteer development workers came to a community in Africa where drought was a problem.   Environmental degradation had worsened the problem and the fields were yielding less and less.  The rains were less dependable as climate changes became more and more significant.   The volunteers brought in a huge well drilling rig. They did some studies of the land. They selected a site, and they drilled a deep well.  Beautiful clean water! “Wow,” said the community.  “How did you know there was water?  How did you know where to dig?  The spirits of this place were angry, and they were withholding our water.  But now you have released the water to you!” Do you know what the volunteers’ response to this was?  “Science. Science told us where the water was.” 

There is truth in their comment, but it also tells us something about the worldview of those missionaries.  In times of need, they looked to academics for help, and when good things happened they gave academics the credit.  Their worldview worked to find the community some water, but how would it hold up under all the complexities of HIV/AIDS?    
That brings me to the third reason that Christians are uniquely placed to fight AIDS.  Our worldview is shaped by God’s Word. We are still able to talk about how science fits in and can benefit a community, but we can also address questions of morality, provide love for our neighbors, and introduce people to Jesus Christ when the time is right.   
The fourth reason that Christians should be on the frontline against AIDS is that we have the best network in the world to work with – the body of Christ.  Africa is quickly becoming the heartland of the Christian faith.  In the last 100 years, the number of Christians in Africa has tripled, then tripled again, and then tripled once more!  Today, there are more Christians in Africa than there are in North America…and the African church is continuing to grow. These churches have a huge role to play as salt in light in a time of AIDS. 
The Christian Reformed World Relief Committee works with local churches across Africa.  They’ve seen church leaders take a stand against government officials and hold people accountable for integrity and accountability.  They’ve also seen the central role that churches can play in identifying the needs of people in their communities, and carrying out programs to meet those needs.  That’s why CRWRC believes these churches are key in the fight against AIDS.
Unfortunately, until recently the Christian churches in Africa were unable and unwilling to deal with the AIDS crisis.  The disease was too tied up with sex, sin, and immorality.  Cultural norms prevented people from talking about sex openly, especially in church.  Instead, people associated AIDS with unfaithfulness, prostitution, homosexuality, and sin.  As a result, churches treated those who were sick as if they had brought the disease upon themselves.  The very suggestion of HIV/AIDS brought shame, separation, and shunning.  So, AIDS spread and spread – using the silence as an opportunity to grow. 
Today, all of that is changing.  The African church is beginning to understand that there is much more to AIDS than shame and hopelessness. Pastors are beginning to talk openly about biblical sexuality and the need to be faithful.  Young people are being treated with respect as parents recognize that they are maturing and will be making choices about sex.  With proper education, these young people are now making better choices.  Moreover, pastors and deacons are reminding people that those infected by HIV are still image bearers of God.  This has helped churches start programs to care for AIDS orphans, provide support for caregivers, and reach out in love to those who are infected.
The huge networks of churches across Africa are beginning to reach into cities, towns and villages.  This access combined with a strong biblical worldview is a recipe for success in the fight against AIDS.  We need to pray for the church in Africa and around the world as never before.
Consider this story from CRWRC’s staff members in Uganda.  

“Last week, we sat under a mango tree with a group of groups who will be receiving a loan – not money, but oxen and plows.  Some of the women are nursing babies or carrying toddlers, other are chatting about grandchildren.   ALL are widows whose husbands have died of HIVAIDS.  Every one is caring for at least six dependent children.  These women are the vulnerable of society.”

“CRWRC is working with the Pentecostal Assemblies of God Church to help those infected and affected by HIVAIDS.  The ox and plough project will build community, group cohesion, income, hope.  An animated and high spirited discussion takes place over how the groups will manage the loan… how will they share the use of the team and plow, who will care for it, how will they use the training they’ve received. ….Next week the team arrives, and the loan will be repaid over coming years.” 

“Oxen and plows are vital labor saving devices for people already weak and with low immunity.  In addition – more land can be in use.  Food for the family, and a bit of extra income for clothing, bedding, school supplies.”  

“As the dust blows by, I pray that the coming rainy season will be a good one.  I pray for these women and their families, and the flame of hope that has begun to burn for them.  The women pray together.  They ink their fingers so they can sign their agreements to repay the loan.  What a privilege for us to work with these women of strength, and hope.”
In this story, the African Church has recognized its need to reach out to those who are hurting.  Women, widowed by AIDS, have recognized their need to care for orphaned children by working together and working hard.  CRWRC is supporting this with advice, financial help, and lots of prayer support.

What’s your role?  As a Christian in North America, how will you join the fight against AIDS?  Will you sit idly by as your brothers and sisters are struggling?  Or will you respond, as you did to the 2004 tsunami, with a generous outpouring of love, volunteerism, and support?  The answer is up to you.  What will you decide?
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