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       Prayer Guide
But God forbid that I should boast except in the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ. Gal. 6:14
In any discussion of Christian faith and HIV, the core issues always bring us to the cross.  Whether it is the need for authority in advocacy, condemnation of oppression and discrimination, forgiveness for repentant stigmatizers, directives for the people of God and hope for those who suffer because of HIV; the foot of the cross is the answer.  Jesus’ life purpose, to bring forgiveness, healing and hope to all, was fulfilled by his death on the cross and completed with his resurrection from the tomb.  As you celebrate Easter this year, bask in the full meaning of Jesus' message through his supreme sacrifice in answer to the needs created by HIV and AIDS in today’s world.
During these last four and most important days of the Lenten season, we would like to focus on four key areas of the Easter story.  Following Easter we will examine these themes in four different stories of those struggling with HIV and its consequences.  I hope these situations will help you relate to the struggles faced by so many so that you can pray with more passion and earnestness for those around you who suffer.  
1.  On this day we commemorate Jesus' celebration of the Passover with his close disciples followed by their trip to Gethsemane.  In Gethsemane Jesus knew such intense agony of soul as he bore the burdens of the world on his shoulders along with the fear of a cruel and painful death that he sweat drops of blood.   He would suffer absolute rejection.   All of his friends and family would forsake him.  He knew the most intense physical and emotional suffering known to mankind in order to fulfill his purpose.  Those with HIV can know that they have a savior who knows better than anyone what suffering, shame and total rejection are like. Hebrews 5:7-10.  Like Jesus, let’s pray with passion for those in our communities with HIV who need to know they have a savior and high priest who truly understands their pain and suffering.  
2.  Good Friday.  This day is designated as good because of what Christ accomplished for the world in making a way for our redemption.  Jesus, who was pure and holy, was willing to be counted among the sinners in order to take the sins and guilt of the world on himself so all can be forgiven and redeemed.  Isaiah 53:12b.   For those who live under the cloud of guilt and shame this is good news which needs to be proclaimed.  Pray for the church to proclaim this message with actions of compassion, outspoken advocacy and zero tolerance for stigma to those who suffer from HIV.    Let the church remember that Romans 5:6-8 applies to all of us and to follow the instructions of Jesus in John 20:23 to forgive. 
3.  On the day after Jesus was crucified and placed in the tomb the disciples were in hiding, trembling with fear.  It was a time of despair, uncertainty and the end to all their dreams and hopes.  These are the same powerful feelings typically experienced by those who first learn they have tested positive for HIV.  John 20:19  Pray that all those who are newly diagnosed with HIV would have an opportunity to hear the message of hope and peace, and that this message  would help them to move out of despair and hiding into positive action and fullness of life.  
4.  Easter! - the joy of resurrection morning when dead dreams and hopes are brought miraculously back to life, renewing confidence in the possibilities of  life and restoring meaning to the "here and now" and hope for the future.   Like He did for the women at the tomb and the disciples behind closed doors, Jesus brings new hope and meaning into life.  Pray for those with HIV who are sinking in despair today to come to know the risen Christ and the power He gives for victorious living.  Remember, too, that the resurrection of Jesus Christ is the evidence of God's power to fulfill His promise of eternal life to those who believe, giving a sure hope that transcends the struggles and limitations of this life.  For those who have complications of HIV or terminal conditions, there is still the hope of an eternity free from pain and suffering with the promise of a new body that will be like His. I Cor. 15:16-19; 50-55.

Story one: Rejection and Pain
Amina, a particularly beautiful girl, was married according to custom when only 14 years old to an older polygamous man.  Within a year she became pregnant.  She lived in a rural area far from a hospital or trained midwives.   When she went into labor at home at age 15, her pelvis was too small to deliver the baby normally.   After a prolonged labor, she was taken to a distant hospital for a cesarean section, but it was too late.  The baby was stillborn.  Very soon she became pregnant again.  Once again, she tried delivering her baby at home in the village without success; and again she had to be taken to the hospital for another cesarean section.  That baby survived for only a few days.  Her husband and family blamed her for these tragedies. 

During her second prolonged labour, damage was done to her pelvic tissues which resulted in urinary incontinence.   It was then impossible for her to stay dry and clean.  She continually smelled of urine.  Now that she had failed twice in childbirth and was not physically whole, her husband abandoned her at age 16.  In her culture the value of a woman is in her ability to bear children, to satisfy her husband, and to work hard.  A man can always find another wife and continue his life, but an abandoned woman has no good options.   Even if she were well, Amina would find it difficult in her culture to remarry, as she would soon be too old.  

Amina's parents were not concerned as they had already received her dowry.  One brother allowed her to stay with him for a year until he, too, tired of caring for her and it became apparent that she was not getting better.  She traveled to the capital city where she tried to find some relatives and friends from her tribe with whom she could stay.  She had to move often because of her obvious urine problem.  Someone finally referred her to a hospital where she might get surgery for repair of the troublesome problem.  It was while there that she was also diagnosed with HIV.  No one came to visit her.  Her own family would not respond to messages requesting them to come.  However the Christian community at that hospital was kind to her, prayed for her and brought her some additional fruits and food to eat.  They helped to raise funds to pay her hospital bill, which she would never have been able to pay on her own.  Eventually she responded to the message of Jesus' love because she had experienced it firsthand through the emissaries of Christ at that hospital.  
5.  Wherever possible the many traditional cultural practices in Africa and elsewhere that have enriched societies for generations should be valued and honored.  But those that are evil or harmful need to be challenged, such as forcing young adolescents into a marriage that they are neither prepared for physically nor emotionally.   In some cultures young girls are given away in marriage to older men for a bride price in order to help family finances.  There are slums in Africa where human trafficking abounds and young girls are commonly sold as sex slaves.  Please pray for these practices to be stopped.  Pray for cultural leaders to understand the harm it is causing and to have courage to reshape culture to promote healthy and wholesome practices.  Colossians 2:6-8
6.  Early pregnancy, before a girls’ body is totally developed, is frequently harmful.  Yet thousands of young women across Africa and beyond are subjected to the harsh realities of premature pregnancy.   Some, as in the case of Amina, have permanent physical damage.  It is much harder to assess the emotional and social damage but these are just as real and cause as many problems later for the family and community.  Pray for public reproductive health messages to reach the communities that most need to hear them.  Pray for churches, civic groups and educational institutions to take a proactive role in encouraging adolescent girls to pursue their personal development before entering or being pushed into premature sexual relationships.  Ecclesiastes 3:1-8
7.  Despite the emphasis being placed these days on girl child education, the fact is that great disparity remains in many African and Asian communities in the number of male vs. female students who are empowered to complete secondary school and go on for higher education.  We must continue to pray for and work toward increased opportunities and funding to educate the young women in these communities.  Those with more education are delaying their sexual debut and are better prepared to care for and educate a family of their own. The ideal woman needs a lot of preparation and training to attain the character of the Proverbs 31 woman.
8.  Abandonment and rejection are suffered by many people living with HIV, and especially by women who often are unjustly blamed for their situation even though they are the victims.  Some are accorded no personal worth apart from being sex objects or child bearers.  Pray that the many people of both genders living with HIV would find acceptance and inclusion in communities that will value them.   Pray that they would understand their inestimable value to our loving and merciful God, who will never abandon them.    John 13:20
9.  With improved therapies and modes of diagnosis and treatment, there is very real hope for most people living with HIV to be restored to health and normal function. Pray that all people would have access to good medical care that will bring renewed health.  Pray also that more people would take advantage of already-existing health systems in order to detect disease earlier and receive the care needed to stay healthier longer.   Pray that more concerted advocacy would result in ensuring continued supplies of medicines and medical care provision.  Matthew 10:8
10. Pray that the Christian community would improve its capacity to administer the practical love of Christ to the many people affected by HIV. The people of Christ, empowered by His Spirit, are entrusted with a most powerful and compelling message of love that is so greatly needed in this era of HIV and AIDS.   Pray that Christians in all communities would remain alert for opportunities to show the love of Christ, which often does not require financial resources as much as it does a personal investment of time and effort.  Matthew 25:
Story two:  Redemption, Forgiveness and Restoration

Makanyi was 44 years old when he learned he was HIV positive and probably had an inoperable cancer. While in a mission hospital for extended care he heard a message about the love and grace of Jesus Christ.  It touched his heart's need for love and acceptance, and he asked the chaplain to pray with him for salvation.  It was during his visits with the chaplain that he shared his story and the seemingly insurmountable problems in his life.  

He had been alienated from his family for many years.  He used to drink very heavily and was often abusive to his wife and children.  They left him long ago.  His family no longer respected him and would not visit him.  When he went home he would return to a village where his only friends were his drinking buddies.  He had no church family or anyone else to help him. 

Recently, however, the churches in his community had benefitted from a discipleship training course.  He was put into contact with a church elder who began to disciple him and helped him to get involved in the church of his choice.  The elder also helped him find his family, and set up a reconciliation meeting in which Makanyi asked his family for forgiveness.  His wife returned to him, with the condition that he completely forsakes his alcohol habit. His grown children started coming for visits and they enjoyed some happy family times once again.  In the same community, a home-based care project had trained some volunteers who came to visit him and his family regularly, bringing practical assistance, prayers and hope.  Through the compassion of his church and community, redemption  and reconciliation came to both Makanyi and his family during his time of suffering.
11.  Cancer and HIV sometimes go together, as both either affect or are affected by immune function.  Today we are better able to suppress HIV with ARV medications, but to treat cancer is more difficult.  Pray for those living with HIV and cancer in Africa, many of whom live in areas where diagnostic capabilities and access to cancer therapy is limited or unavailable.  Pray that medical systems would be strengthened and that more people would have improved access to higher levels of care when needed.  Psalm 103:1-5
12. Extended hospital stays create a hardship for most people in developing countries, where health insurance is an unaffordable luxury.  When expenses mount up and resources dwindle, entire families are reduced to deeper levels of poverty and forced to face even greater risks and vulnerabilities on many fronts.  Pray for mission hospitals in developing countries, most of which struggle continuously to provide good care to the poor with grossly inadequate resources.  Pray also for additional health resources to be mobilized, both to help overburdened mission hospitals and to reduce the financial burden of health care on resource limited families.  Psalm 55:22

13.  The lack of family support seriously constrains even the best of efforts to help a sick person maintain independence and dignity.  In Africa where there are few or no continuing care options other than returning home, the lack of family support often results in worse outcomes including premature death.  When alienation from family is self-inflicted, this realization may then be compounded by guilt and shame.  As in this case, community stigma is not always related to HIV.  Pray that all those who are alienated from their family for whatever reason would find mercy and grace from those who know Christ.  Pray for them to find forgiveness, reconciliation and healed family relationships.  Pray for our church communities to become agents of reconciliation and healing rather than agents of stigma.  I Peter 5:10
14.  As happened in this case, substance abuse destroys not just a person's physical health, but also his/her most important relationships.  It causes people to make unwise choices that endanger both themselves and those they love most.  Alcohol and drug use are also frequently associated with high risk sexual behaviours.  Pray that those in your community who are held captive to substance abuse would find release.  Pray for greater community awareness, particularly among the youth, of the dangers of substance abuse.  Pray also for greater access to drug and alcohol treatment centers and programs, and for church involvement in substance abuse ministries.  Proverbs 20:1
15.  The straightforward truth of God's unconditional love and forgiveness, revealed through the gospel of Jesus Christ, is powerfully liberating for those who embrace it.  Pray that believers in your community would be empowered to share this message of redemption and forgiveness, hope and healing, not just in word but in deed as well.  This should be one of the primary functions of the Church and its members, the body of Christ.  This good news is for everyone in need, and most certainly for those living with HIV no matter what their past life has been like.  Pray for believers who are ministering to those who are sick including those with HIV, and pray that more believers would feel called to demonstrate the Gospel in this way.  Pray that those who do not yet know Christ would receive His love through the compassion of His people, and thereby be drawn into a personal relationship with Him.  Ephesians 2:4-10

16.  Home-based care (HBC) volunteers are like angels of mercy to those who are ill and their families.  Their practical assistance makes a huge difference in the lives of those they serve.  Pray that the Lord would raise up more HBC programs and more HBC volunteers.  Pray for more churches to become involved in establishing or supporting such programs.  Pray that more believers would step forward for training as HBC volunteers.  Romans 12:9-13

17.  A Church prepared, equipped and motivated to be involved in AIDS-related ministry in its community can breathe new life and hope and purpose into the lives of many individuals and families, thereby also bringing glory to Jesus Christ.  As the Body of Christ teaches God’s truths that lead to redemption, reconciliation and restoration, individuals, families and even communities can be transformed.  Scriptural teachings about God’s unconditional love will help dissolve stigma and discrimination within the Church and spawn an amazing variety of helpful ministries to those who need to receive a healing touch.  Pray for your church and the churches in your community.  Ask the Lord to reveal how the churches in your community might work together to show God’s love to those who are living with HIV.  Matthew 10:40-42
Story three: A Social Easter Story - From Death to Resurrection

Chip's mother died when he was two years old and his father died when he was four.  He was fortunate to have been raised by a loving foster family.  He learned he was HIV positive at the age of 14 while in a government hospital.  A nurse curtly read him the results of his lab test and then just walked out of the crowded hospital ward, leaving him alone and quite confused.  At that age he did not know much about HIV, and he was given no post-test counseling.  He believed that because he had HIV he would soon die.  Education lost its purpose and his grades plummeted.  His headmaster and the two teachers who knew his status were unconcerned about his absenteeism and declining grades, sharing his grim view of the future.

Chip was afraid to mingle with others his age.  He feared they would learn his status and reject him, especially at church.  Increasingly he made excuses to miss school and spent more time at home alone and isolated.  Fear and ignorance drove him into social hiding and withdrawal in order to avoid further hurt and pain.

But three years later he experienced the truth of Easter in a new way when another young man the same age came from a distant town to visit his family.  Though this Christian friend was told of his HIV status, it didn’t matter.  He stayed and enjoyed the weekend together with him.  They attended a football game together, went to the market, helped an uncle in his electronics store and ate together.  Encouraged by his friend, Chip sought care at the closest HIV clinic in a town 30 km away.  There he was invited to a youth-oriented HIV support group where he learned more about HIV, how it can be treated and how to live positively.  He also made some new friends who encouraged him to work hard at his studies.  Chip is now doing well in school, planning for the future and encouraging other teens who are living with HIV.
18.  One difficult area in the care of children or teens with HIV is disclosure.  How the news of their infection is disclosed to the child or teen often significantly impacts their subsequent attitude towards and response to treatment, as well as their outlook on life.  It is crucial that the child or teen be informed by the right person in the right setting at the right time and in the right way.  Disclosure is a process and may take some time.  Pray for wise VCT counselors who will work with the guardians of these children and teens.   Pray for more sensitive medical providers who will work together with trained counselors and the families.  Pray for these children and teens as they work through the process of understanding their situation.   Psalm 147:2-5
19.  Fear grounded in ignorance is a common response of people who receive no counseling when they receive the results of their HIV test.  Some react as Chip did, by withdrawing and giving up on life, while others express their anger in foolish behaviors which endanger both themselves and others.  Still others become so despondent and despairing that they attempt suicide.  Pray for improved education in our schools, churches and communities about HIV and its testing and treatment in order to empower people to respond more appropriately to their test results.  For those who test positive, pray for them to seek the diagnosis, care and treatment that they need.  Pray for the whole community to receive accurate information about HIV so it can appropriately support and encourage those who need to go for VCT or treatment.  II Peter 3:15-18
20.  Depression and self stigma, which leads to diminished social function and further social isolation, is more common than is often thought.  This causes much dysfunction in the lives of the HIV positive person and of his/her family members, who often fail to understand why their loved one is behaving in such a way.  Pray that health care providers would be more active in identifying depression and self stigma, and for an increase in the number of trained counselors.  Psalm 40:1-3

21.  Stigma from teachers, friends and church members only serves to worsen the situation.  Pray that stigma-reducing messages would be heard from the pulpit, be found in Christian education materials, and be taught in the schools.  Pray that stigma reducing advertisements, literature and even movies would be produced.  Pray that those who are HIV infected would understand just how valuable they are in the eyes of God, and that this knowledge would help them to overcome any stigma leveled against them.  Psalm 35:1-3, 26-28
22.  Encouragement and acceptance from a friend can be the antidote needed to cure the poison of self stigma.  Pray that teens living with HIV would find accepting friends to encourage them and to help normalize life for them.  Youth can be very cruel to other youth, or they can be very thoughtful.  Pray that the youth in our churches would be more thoughtful and considerate of others as a way to demonstrate God’s love. Pray for kind and compassionate church youth leaders and school teachers who will help these more vulnerable teens to integrate well with their peers, and to excel both socially and scholastically.  I Thessalonians 3:2,3a
23. Much fear and anxiety is brought about by the lack of understanding about HIV.  Accurate and complete information is essential.  Ask God to enable VCT counselors to give accurate information clearly and with sensitivity.  Pray that church leaders in your community would receive training about HIV so they would be adequately equipped to give appropriate counsel and encouragement to those affected by HIV.  Pray for ways to break the power of false myths in the community, and for the truth to be made known.   John 8:31,32  

24.  Support from peers, as found in youth-oriented HIV support groups, can give the hope and strength needed by youth living with HIV in order to pursue and achieve life goals.  Pray that youth-oriented HIV support groups would become more widely available, so that teens living with HIV in any community would have access to a group.  Pray that church youth groups would be sensitized to the issues facing HIV positive teens in order to become more accepting, welcoming and friendly towards those of their peers living with HIV.  Philippians 2:1-4

Story four:  Mercy and the Resurrection of Hope

Mercy's husband was an alcoholic.  Her parents had been divorced for many years and lived in distant locations from each other.  When Mercy was pregnant with her third child, her husband abandoned her so she moved back home with her father.  The baby was about a year old when Mercy was admitted to the district hospital with tuberculosis.  That is when she found out that she also had HIV.  When her father learned that she had both TB and HIV, he was so sure she was going to die that he sold all of her belongings and used up the money.

While Mercy was in the hospital, her baby also became very sick and died.  Mercy was not well enough to leave the hospital to bury her baby, and had no money to pay for a funeral.  She became very despondent and lost the will to live.  But some friends from her church, who visited her regularly, were moved by compassion and took responsibility for burying her baby and paying for the funeral.  They also saw her desperate and twice-abandoned situation, and after her discharge from the district hospital they raised the funds needed to transport her to her mother’s house in a remote rural district, not far from a mission hospital with a good reputation.

Mercy's mother received her daughter well and took good care of her.  After some time, Mercy became ill again with TB.  Her mother took her to the mission hospital where she was admitted.  After about a week, when Mercy did not yet seem to be getting better, her mother overheard the medical staff talking about testing her for HIV.  (Mercy had told no one that she was positive.)  Her mother began fearing that it was unsafe to visit her, and stopped coming to the hospital.  Now apparently abandoned for a third time and her greatest fear realized, Mercy became more despondent than ever.  She felt lost in hopelessness, since even if she recovered she had no one left to help her and nowhere to live.

The ward nurse saw her deep depression and loss of hope.  She and the hospital chaplain prayed with her, encouraged her and counseled her about her immense value in the eyes of God.  They gave her a Bible to read for herself, and frequently stopped by just to chat.  After several days she began looking much better, was brighter and more conversational.  She had started to have hope once again.  The hospital chaplain went to visit her mother and encouraged her to begin visiting Mercy in the hospital again.  When the mother came she was very surprised to see how much Mercy had improved.  She happily received her daughter back once she had received more accurate information about TB and HIV.  

Several months later, Mercy had improved so much that she began building her own house and planted a garden to grow food for herself and her family.  It was a day of celebration when her two children were able to come and join her.  She now encourages others who find themselves struggling with the hopelessness and self-stigma of HIV.  That is the power of our Risen Lord in the face of HIV. 
25.  Depression is common among those living with HIV.  It can become severe enough to result in suicide attempts.  Some just lose the will to live, and despite appropriate medical care they just waste away and die.  The increased risk of suicide among those newly diagnosed with HIV is well known, but no one knows the true frequency of death from the lost will to live, since the wasting away is often attributed to the HIV itself.  In the HIV-infected population, depression is most commonly left undiagnosed and untreated.  Please pray that those who are struggling with depression would receive the hope and encouragement they need in order to press on for a more abundant life, as Christ intended.  Pray that the Church would exert leadership in addressing this problem.  Psalm 22:1-11
26.  Abandonment is a recurrent theme for so many people afflicted with HIV.  Frequently, with abandonment comes much unrecognized grief as they deal with some significant losses.  Those losses may include the loss of health, of close friendships, and sometimes even of a marriage and family.  Self esteem is often lost, as well as employment or the ability to earn a living due to illness.  Sometimes stigma causes the loss of land, home, and even community when families are forced to relocate.  When this happens, the anchor provided by a sense of belonging and of community history is lost.  These are significant losses.  Pray for healing in the hearts of those who have been abandoned. Pray that they would find a new, more supportive community that will help to restore their sense of personal worth, identity and value.  Pray that the Church would be a willing part of this new, supportive community.  Psalm 71:19-21

27.  Where depression and despair take root, godly friends can intervene and bring hope where there seems to be no way forward.  Pray that Christ’s Body would be alert to the needs of those who are suffering in our communities, and be intentional about offering practical helps.  Even seemingly small interventions can transform despair into hope, depression into joy, and anxiety into peace.  Ecclesiastes 4:9-12
28.  As in this story, godly medical staff can make a significant impact when they minister wholistically to the needs of their patients.  Pray that godly medical personnel would care not only for their patient’s medical needs, but also for their emotional and spiritual needs.  Pray that training for health care providers would include sensitizing them to the wholistic needs of their patients.  Pray for better integration of medical and spiritual care by medical staff, counselors and chaplains even in secular medical institutions.  Pray specifically for the medical and health care workers in your community.  Colossian 3:12-14
29.  Those who know who they are in Christ are empowered and equipped to overcome the destructive and stigmatizing effects of others' thoughtless or even malicious words and actions.  The knowledge of one's infinite worth in the eyes of God, and the ability to trust Him in all circumstances, provide a solid and unshakable foundation for facing the challenges and uncertainties of living with HIV.  Pray today that those who are living with HIV would hear and embrace the good news of the Gospel of Jesus Christ; be inwardly released from fear, anxiety, self-stigma, hopelessness, despair and depression; be healed of their emotional and spiritual wounds; learn who they now are in Christ; and develop a walk of trust and confidence in the Lord so they can live more victoriously and positively, fulfilling God's purposes in their lives and living in the power of that abundant life that Christ died and rose again for them to experience.  Romans 8:35-39
         
30.  There is power in truth.  Myths and fears are destroyed by knowledge of the truth.  Knowledge and understanding can reconcile relationships that have been severed by unfounded fears.  Destroying myths about HIV transmission can free friends and family members to provide much-needed care, love and support without the fear of “catching” the virus.  Pray that community groups, schools and churches would have greater access to HIV awareness education.  Pray that churches in your community would actively promote AIDS awareness, and that the truth of God's love for all people, including those living with HIV, would be included in what is taught.  Colossians 2:2-4; I Tim. 4:7-9
What is your response to the cross of Christ in this era of HIV?  How will you make known the immense love of Christ?  How can you proclaim His grace, mercy and redemption?  Do you experience these in your own life enough to share them with others?  Take some moments to meditate on these questions.
