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Prayer Guide             

I urge you to offer your bodies as living sacrifices, holy and pleasing to God –

this is your spiritual act of worship.                                              Romans 12:1
Throughout all international discussions on HIV strategies, prevention is still on the top of the list.  Though everyone agrees that the initiation of HIV treatment programs has made an enormous contribution in bringing hope to the millions of HIV infected people around the globe, we still need to work harder at preventing the spread of HIV in order to bring the pandemic under control.  Many different prevention strategies have been tested with varying degrees of success.  As evidence is examined, promoting abstinence before marriage and faithfulness within marriage, where documented as key strategies, have been shown to be effective in reducing the prevalence rate of HIV, as also has male circumcision and antenatal services with PMTCT care.  The secular world has a difficult time accepting or knowing how to implement strategies that seemingly impinge on sexual freedoms.  
In our churches we should all agree that God’s best plan for us is abstinence before marriage and faithfulness within marriage.  But have we, as people of faith, sufficiently considered how abstinence and faithfulness can be more effectively encouraged?  To be honest, few people have chosen to change their behaviors based solely on being preached at.  How then should we as the Body of Christ pray for, and work toward, these two key HIV prevention strategies that have the potential to slow the spread of AIDS and see God’s truths impact our communities?  What are the external and internal influences that impact the youth in our communities as they make their sexual choices?  What are the root causes of marital unfaithfulness?  What can God’s people do to help young people and married couples adhere to God-blessed standards of personal relationships and sexual behaviors?
This month let’s pray for God to show us how we can successfully promote His strategies for HIV prevention through behavior change and helping our young people and married couples make wise, godly and healthy choices to remain abstinent before marriage and faithful within marriage.  Allow God to give you a passion for the children and youth in your church and community, who all need the help of the Holy Spirit in their lives to keep them safe and to empower them to follow His plan for the relationships He has designed for them.   We will also be praying that married couples everywhere would experience the joy and fulfillment of the marriage union as designed by God.

 Promoting Abstinence as a Prevention Strategy 

Let’s begin by examining issues affecting the sexual behaviors of young people.  Models of behavior change tell us that a person’s perceptions of the risk, along with their attitudes and beliefs about their choices, the existing social norms regarding both the risky behavior and the change required as well as their understanding of the consequences, will influence and predict their decisions.  So first, let’s take a few days to pray about some of the external pressures influencing their sexual choices.  Then we can move on to pray about the internal pressures that may have a cumulative effect on their decisions.  
External pressures

Day 1.  Poverty can influence young people in a variety of ways.  One way is that a needy school girl may exchange sexual favors for school fee assistance.  More subtle, but also strong, is the social marginalization experienced when youth have insufficient resources to participate in activities or must stay at home to help the family.  Because their clothes are not as nice, they may be excluded (or exclude themselves.)  Some find other ways to compensate and find friends.  They may be more easily enticed into risky behaviors such as drug and alcohol abuse, and antisocial behavior such as theft and rape.  Drug and alcohol use also predisposes them to risky sexual activities.  Pray for ways to reach out and encourage teens who live in poor families.  Pray for them to be included in fellowships of Christian adolescents and young adults.  Pray that the Christian teens in the schools in your community would influence their peers to be inclusive of all teens regardless of their clothes, hairstyles or where they live.  Pray that churches would find ways to financially assist those who cannot afford school fees, and even to help families with basic needs such as food, clothing and shelter.  Pray for dignity-saving poverty relief strategies for families who cannot manage without assistance.  Ask God how He wants you and/or your church to respond.  Deuteronomy 15:4,5
 Day 2.  Parents’ attitudes, beliefs and family norms are among the top influencers of teen behavior.  
Children learn about relationships (both sexual and otherwise) by observing their parents’ behaviors and that of others, together with informal peer discussions rather than through formal teaching.  Children from families which model infidelity are more likely to engage in promiscuity and premarital sexual relationships, and to be unfaithful in their own marriages.  When parents have themselves married very young, or promote youthful marriage in their conversations and comments, their children are more likely to marry early or have an early sexual debut.  If parents value higher education and career development in their children, they are more likely to delay their sexual debut.  Some young people engage in early marriages to escape unhappy home environments or harsh treatment from their parents.   Pray that parents would set the standard high for personal goal achievement and would demonstrate stable loving marriages.  Pray that your church would promote healthy parenting models and teach Biblical attitudes towards human sexuality and God-honoring relationships. Malachi 2:13-15

Day 3.  Peer pressure and social norms are important factors in adolescent decision-making.  The media has profoundly impacted social norms for youth.  Television shows, movies and music all bombard our youth with messages promoting sexual relationships without regard to commitment or traditional values.  Modern pop culture emphasizes immediate personal gratification in contrast to the extended commitment needed to attain higher academic, vocational, relational or personal goals. 
Pray that our children and youth would receive counter-balancing influences from godly mentors to help them sift through the morass of confusing messages.  Pray for wholesome influences on our media, and for greater wisdom and discernment on the part of those who decide what is broadcast.  Pray that the churches in your community would work together to build and develop positive peer groups to redefine social norms to be more God-honoring and to promote healthier interpersonal behaviors.  Exodus 23:2; I Corinthians 11:1
Day 4.  The religious community can impact its young people’s decisions either positively or negatively.  Hypocrisy is easily detected and rejected by today’s youth.  Rigid and narrowly defined rules and platitudes that are neither well-considered nor well-presented, and which conflict with their social environment, are quickly dismissed as irrelevant.  However, carefully thought out Biblical principles confirmed by evidence and presented with sound logic and reason may be just what is needed to help our youth respond to the superficial popular arguments against God’s plan for successful, long term, fulfilling relationships.  Please pray that your faith community would carefully consider its messages about sexuality, and present the essential truths and principles in a thoughtful and culturally appropriate manner without diluting the truth with non-essentials or mere opinions.  Pray that your faith community would work together to present core truths about human sexuality and the benefits of following God’s pattern for sexual fulfillment to the youth in your community.  Pray for your own role in getting this discussion started in your own church and in your wider community.  Ask God to raise up and anoint a team of people for effective involvement and mentorship in the lives of the youth. 

Colossians 2:20-23
Day 5.  The political and legal environment can affect how people make sexual decisions.  For example, where protective laws against child abuse, incest and rape are inadequate, those violations are more likely to be committed with impunity.  In political environments where those laws exist but enforcement is weak or absent, those behaviors continue unabated.  There seems to be a high tolerance – or at least a blind eye - for human trafficking in many nations around the globe.   In some locations it is a major industry.  Domestic workers are frequent victims of sexual offenses, often without recourse to legal assistance, justice or compensation.  Pray that these issues would be redressed in our laws and policies, in our justice systems and in our social structures.  Pray that our young people and even our adults would be better informed and prepared for making morally sound decisions.  Pray that legal systems would strengthen and enforce laws and policies that protect women, children, families and the vulnerable and oppressed in societies.  Pray against corruption, and that systems of justice would be applied impartially to all.  Pray for the victims of sexual predation and other injustices to receive the care and assistance they need for healing, restoration and restitution.  May the citizens of your country say of their governors the same thing the Queen of Sheba said to King Solomon in I Kings 10:9 because of the righteousness and justice they see.   

Day 6.  Cultural beliefs about gender roles often directly affect sexual decisions in relationships.  In many cultures, women are taught not only to respect their elders but also that they are not supposed to say “no” to a male in authority over them, especially to an older man.  While on the surface this may seem fine, but if the request made is inappropriate it leaves the girl or young woman vulnerable to abuse.  If an uncle, village elder or school teacher demands sexual favors, she has no control over her own sexual decisions; no capacity to refuse.  Pray that this cultural norm would be amended such that girls and young women would be empowered to say “no” to unwanted and inappropriate advances.  Young men, on the other hand, are taught in their rites of passage that they are in authority over women and should always be in a position of dominance.  This leads to the belief that they have the right to “conquer” young women.  It can also lead to abusive behavior and sometimes to rape.  Pray that community and traditional leaders would examine cultural expectations in order to expose those that are harmful, and would devise alternative, safe expressions of those values that honor God’s principles and promote equity, integrity and social cohesion.  Pray that these unhealthy practices would be exposed in comparison to God’s ideals in our Sunday Schools, youth group activities and even in adult fellowships.  Pray that our children and youth would learn their value and worth to God, and how he expects them to value each other.  I Corinthians 11:11,12
Day 7.  The educational system exerts its own influence, and creates expectations that can be both helpful and harmful.   Many schools now include age-appropriate modules on sexual and reproductive health that build understanding on how to avoid unwanted pregnancy, sexually transmitted infections (STIs) and HIV.  These classes build student’s awareness that their actions have consequences, which can be very helpful.  Pray that value-sensitive teaching materials and techniques would be employed in helping our youth make wise choices.  Schools provide youth opportunities for developing their minds and building skills that will help them advance in life.  But for some students the tension of having to deny their sexual drive and remain abstinent for many more years proves to be too difficult, and they resort to casual sex to meet their needs for intimacy.  Unfortunately, it rarely leads to real intimacy and often ends in broken relationships, feeling used and sometimes with unwanted pregnancies, STIs or HIV.  Pray for creative solutions to help our young people meet their social needs in appropriate ways while they pursue further training and life preparation.  Research tells us that many youth drop out of church attendance after leaving high school.  Pray that our churches would invest much love and care into their maturing youth, and would help establish them in a firm faith and practice that will sustain them throughout life. I Thess. 4:1-8
Internal Pressures

Day 8.  Spiritual beliefs and personal values have more impact on sexual decisions than is often given credit.  Youth who see themselves as belonging to a Holy God with a Holy purpose are far more likely to delay their sexual debut and to not engage in sex for pleasure or because of peer pressure.  However, too few faith communities openly discuss sexuality in the context of God’s purposes for our lives.  Instead, youth are just commanded to remain abstinent without discussing why this will help them to find greater fulfillment in life and relationships.  Pray for the development of engaging curricula to present sexuality as a gift from God:  not just for reproduction, but also to enrich our lives and to help blend two individuals into life-long companions and mutual helpers.  Pray that your church will find ways to mentor teens in how to experience God’s plans for their lives in Him.  Pray that the teens in your community would understand and embrace the concept of the sacredness of sexual union and wholeness in intimate relationship.  Pray that Christians would comprehend the concept of marriage as a reflection of Christ’s relationship with the Church, and grasp what this means for our earthly unions. Ephesians 5:31-33
Day 9.  Emotional fulfillment is the most common reason that young people give for entering into sexual activity.  Everyone desires a sense of belonging, acceptance, love and self-worth.  But the world today often destroys the emotional security of children and teens.  As families break down or just get too busy for one another, and as media-imposed values separate the generational community that once provided for those emotional needs, teens are often left with only their own poorly nurtured emotional reservoir to draw from.  Emotionally needy children may be more easily lured into trusting untrustworthy adults who seem to offer them the emotional support they crave.  Pray that the church would minister more effectively to families, encouraging and assisting them to provide emotional support and stability to their children and youth.  Pray that church ministries would provide acceptance, belonging, love and esteem to the children and youth within their own communities, and then extend it through outreach programs.  Pray that the churches in your community would develop safe places and activities for children and youth where they may find acceptance, love and freedom from critical and devaluing messages.  I John 3:1
Day10.  Cultural beliefs, expectations and social conventions exert influence on sexual practices.  In African culture, sexual performance and ability to procreate is an important component of personal value and worth in the community.  Barren women have frequently been abandoned and/or marginalized in African communities for generations.   Both genders are prone to anxiety about their ability to perform sexually, causing many to seek opportunities to experiment casually before entering into a more serious long term relationship.  Though traditional values prohibited this practice for women, it has been commonly overlooked in young men.  In some cultures young women are blamed when they are raped (supposedly for seducing the man who raped them), making it difficult for them to receive the care that they need.   In many families, incest is tolerated behavior (through denial) no matter what the long range effects are on the girls.  Because of the shame and devaluing she has experienced, she is far more likely to enter a promiscuous lifestyle.  Pray for an honest evaluation of cultural expectations and conventions that affect the behavior of our youth.  Pray for God’s wisdom to know how to address these “norms” and then for courage and boldness to act on what God has revealed.  Pray for wisdom to promote those cultural traditions that protect our children and youth and that will help them to enjoy satisfying relationships and fulfilled sexual lives.  Pray that God’s people would take a firm stand against ungodly traditions and defend those that are consistent with Biblical principles.   Mark 7:5-13

Day 11.  Inherent within the physically maturing bodies of adolescents is a growing, powerful physical desire for sex that is easily fanned by social media, peers and those who do not fully understand God’s plan for long term satisfaction and fulfillment.  The use of drugs and alcohol serve to disinhibit the ability to reason and think clearly, which can lead youth into activities that they would not otherwise have chosen.  Many unplanned pregnancies and STIs including HIV have resulted from teens drinking and experimenting with drugs.  Pray for effective campaigns against alcohol and substance abuse among youth and young adults in our communities.  Pray for your own faith community’s involvement in developing youth programs and activities that will supply not only the social, entertainment and emotional needs of the youth in your region, but also provide constructive activities that build self-esteem, confidence and life skills, and that offer community service opportunities and experience.  Psalm 37:4-6; Romans 13:14
Day 12.  Previous experiences often impact subsequent decisions.  Unfortunately, many of our youth have had prior conditioning that disempowers them to say “no” even to unwanted sexual advances.  Young women who have already been forced into having sex once, find subsequent refusals even more difficult.  Some children and young adolescents have not been given opportunities to make their own decisions, and are therefore unprepared to resist those who would control or dominate them. Pray that your church or community faith group would look for opportunities to equip parents to enable their children to make wise choices and to protect their dignity and self-respect.  Pray that counseling would be made available to young people who have experienced abuse of any kind.  Pray that all young people in your community would experience respectful, affirming interactions with adults that will equip them for healthy, well-reasoned decision-making and empower them to follow through with their carefully thought out intentions and life plans.  Is.43:18-19
Day 13.  The mental capacity of a person can impact their ability to make informed choices that take consequences into consideration.  Some youth must make their decisions about sexual involvement without the benefit of accurate and helpful information, because sexual and reproductive health education has not been offered to them.  Then there are those who are mentally handicapped and do not have the capacity to understand and think through the issues or understand the consequences.  Please pray that those who are mentally handicapped would be valued more highly and better protected from unscrupulous people.  Pray with equal fervor that all the youth in your communities would receive accurate and useful information about human sexuality, appropriate sexual expressions, and the consequences of misplaced sexual activity.  Pray also that they would be equipped with good decision-making skills and empowered to protect themselves from sexual predators.  Psalm 82:3-4
Day 14.  Physical factors can also impact a teen’s decisions about sex.   Since ARVs for HIV-infected children have now been available for several years, we have a maturing population of adolescents who are now experiencing the rush of hormones preparing them for sexual activity.  Many of these young teens have been raised by aging grandparents or in children’s homes where they have not received much training about their sexuality.  Some do not even have a good understanding about their HIV status and its implications.  Others are tired of being restricted and marginalized because of their HIV status, and are willing to engage in risky behaviors in an effort to feel normal and “live” while they can.  Many of them are not ready to disclose their status even to protect their sexual partner.  Please pray that teens living with HIV would receive the loving attention, information and counseling that they need to make wise choices.  Pray that compassionate and caring counselors would help them to develop their God-given abilities and to live constructively with their passions and their desire to live full and normal lives.   Pray also for teens who are living with various other physical handicaps, who need the same kind of loving attention, information and counsel that will help them develop their lives and relationships. Could Psalm 119:65-72 be the prayer of our afflicted young people?  
Promoting Fidelity within Marriage as an HIV Prevention Strategy

There has been a shift in the HIV demographics from a greater prevalence in the late 90’s of HIV among unmarried young adults (15-25 years of age) to a greater prevalence today of HIV among married people over 25 years of age.   Some experts now describe marriage as a risk factor for HIV.  While this may be debated, it does challenge us to more carefully and prayerfully consider the root causes of unfaithfulness in marriage.  If the truth were to be known, infidelity is probably as common among church members as it is in secular society.  Have we taken the time to really study why this may be so?  Should we just accept this as an unavoidable reality, just as the secular world has?  Why is marital fidelity such a seemingly challenging practice? Yet studies in Uganda, Kenya, Zambia, Senegal and Zimbabwe have shown that promoting faithfulness in marriage can reduce HIV transmission.   For the remainder of this month let’s pray together for God’s wisdom and discernment not only about the underlying causes of unfaithfulness, but also how God would like to make us the agents of His transforming power as we help to equip couples to enjoy godly marital relationships.
External pressures

Day 15.  Economic pressures, urbanization, and employment practices result in millions of married couples across Africa being separated by their jobs and living in distant communities from one another.  In some settings, this separation of families is enforced by policy when posting both a husband and wife to the same institution is specifically disallowed.  The pressure of long separations and the need for companionship cause many of these couples to seek short term sexual intimacy outside the formal marriage relationship.  Pray that committed couples would find creative solutions to such challenges, and be able to earn a decent living while staying together in the same community.  Pray for reform of hiring practices and policies where necessary, so that husbands and wives may live and work together.  Pray that church leaders would be bold to speak out on behalf of family integrity and be active in equipping couples to remain together.  Pray that our own Christian institutions would model the way forward by working harder to keep couples together and by effective networking to help identify alternative job possibilities for spouses.  I Peter 3:7,8
Day 16 .  Social and cultural factors may present dilemmas for married couples.  For the barren African couple, the man is often pressured to find a second wife or to divorce the barren one and then remarry in order to have children.  A man whose younger brother dies may be expected to inherit his brother’s widow, which may bring conflict – and possibly HIV – into his own marriage and family.  In traditional African societies, polygamy is accepted whether officially legal or not. In such a setting the older wife has no say if her husband takes another wife.  Again, conflict and potential exposure to STI’s and HIV may result, especially if the new wife has a sexual history.  If a faithful wife is unwell or disabled for a while, it may be acceptable in some cultures for the man to find another woman to sleep with in order to “maintain his virility”.  These and other cultural practices challenge the teachings of Scripture, which present marriage as a mutually faithful and lifelong commitment between one man and one woman.  Pray for gracious ways to discuss these traditions within the church, and to help families and couples resolve them in an acceptable manner while protecting the faithful and exclusive marriage relationship.  Pray that the Church would be a strong but gentle advocate and mediator for families and couples in the community.  Pray that God’s people would bring healing and restoration instead of judgment and condemnation to those who have fallen prey to these challenges.  Pray that the church would be a change agent in communities that are steeped in dangerous traditions that may promote HIV transmission and that undermine the value of the marriage relationship.  Jeremiah 29:23
Day 17.   Generational families and extended families can help or hinder couples as they build their marriages.  Family disapproval of a spouse for whatever reason can drive a wedge between the marriage partners and result in the marriage being undermined by the parents-in-law.  When a child has a prolonged illness, disability or hospitalization, the stress can affect the stability of the parent’s marriage.  In such situations one parent may spend an extraordinary amount of time caring for the sick child while other responsibilities go unattended and the spouse feels ignored or unloved.  The emotionally needy spouse may then succumb to extramarital relationships.  Pray that church communities would be supportive of all couples within their fellowship and would be prepared to assist young couples who need supportive care and mentoring.  Pray for good pre-marriage counseling that takes into account the whole family.  Pray for practical teaching in our churches on marriage and family life, including the parenting of young adult children in order to build strong inter-generational support systems.  Pray for caring support groups that help couples during times of difficulty and keep them from despair, care giver fatigue or burn out.  This can strengthen marriage relationships during hard times.    II Corinthians 12:14-15
Day 18.  Religious communities may have contributed to the spread of HIV by dogmatically discouraging the use of condoms, believing naively that they are not needed by “true” Christians and ignoring truly valid needs such as when couples are discordant for HIV.  Others believe that condom use promotes mistrust and implies license for promiscuity.  Hence many marriage partners may be left vulnerable to the risk of STIs and HIV by partners who may have been infected from pre-marriage years, or who may have succumbed to other pressures and found sexual solace outside the marriage in a weak moment, or who may have been sexually assaulted.  Pray that our faith communities will acknowledge the vulnerabilities of people even within the bounds of church membership, and will administer the marvelous grace of our Lord to redeem and restore them.  Pray that the Christian community would give accurate and unbiased information about prevention of HIV transmission, including the role of condoms which, although imperfect, do offer substantial protection.   Pray that the church may facilitate grace-filled discussions about sexuality within marriage, and about how to bring healing to marriages that have been damaged by infidelity.  Pray that churches would be equipped to provide marriage reconciliation, counseling and training to reshape and restore marriages based on mutual trust and accountability.  I Corinthians 13:4-7

Day 19  Political and legal environments can add to or relieve certain pressures on marriages.  For instance, it has been shown that gender-based violence (GBV) is linked to increased HIV transmission, including GBV within marriages.  Where legal protections are lacking, GBV flourishes and so does HIV.  This is especially true where there is civil conflict or political uncertainty.   In marriages plagued by alcoholism men are more prone to acts of violence against their spouses, creating further discord in the family and promoting infidelity.  What is the community position about alcoholism and drug abuse?  Is it tolerated, expected, normalized or dealt with effectively?  Pray for zero tolerance to GBV, alcoholism and drug abuse in your community.  Pray for adequate legal protections for girls and women, administered under an effective and impartial system of justice and law enforcement.  Pray that church institutions would establish safe havens for abused and battered women and promote advocacy to help restore their homes as places of peace and safety.  Pray for an adequate community response to the challenges of alcoholism and drug use, which destroy many lives and marriages each year.  Psalm 140:12,13
Day 20.  The media has its effect on marriages – either for good or for ill (but more commonly for ill.)  Countless marriages are being constantly undermined by the unrealistic expectations aroused in men by pornographic movies, magazines and websites.  Real life does not seem as glamorous as the virtual sex life portrayed, and wives feel despised or inadequate and unable to compete with fantasy.  Formerly intimate relationships that should be the primary focus of marriage then become neglected and deteriorate over time.  No amount of mere sex can restore these damaged relationships.  On the other hand, media campaigns, such as the “Zero Grazing” campaign in Uganda, can have a very positive effect on marriages.  Through this campaign it became the norm for men in Uganda to remain faithful to their own wives, and as a result HIV became less prevalent.  Pray that those in control of various forms of media will produce content that is wholesome and appropriate for public audiences.  Pray against the pornography industry, and that access to pornography will be cut off.  Pray that our faith communities would oppose and expose the deceptions of pornography and the unrealistic portrayals of life as seen on TV and in videos.  Such content warps our young people’s understanding of sex and ruins marriages through their sexual distortions.  Pray for ways that your church can build awareness of these dangers, help members to avoid their pitfalls, and build stronger marriage relationships based on reality.  Pray also that more constructive and helpful messages would be broadcast, such as the Zero Grazing campaign in Uganda.   Jeremiah 23:16-22
Day 21.  Educational factors can cause conflict in some marriages.  Where female education is not valued (or is even discouraged), when the husband begins to feel that his wife is not as enticing or engaging anymore he may begin seeking other companionship.  For others who are pursuing higher education and choosing to delay marriage, the sexual desire may drive them to engage in short term relationships, which places them at higher risk for STIs, HIV and unwanted pregnancy as well as reducing the likelihood of being able to enter into a committed and satisfying lifelong marriage later.  For many, a lack of education means greater financial instability, lack of access to health services, unhealthy behaviors due to ignorance, and risky coping behaviors such as alcoholism.  All of these can lead to marital challenges.  Pray for improved educational opportunities for both women and men, and for the resources to make it possible.  Pray that churches would encourage their young people to pursue their education and would provide encouragement and spiritual support all the way through their training.  Pray for improved pre-marriage counseling so that couples will be better equipped to sustain their commitments to each other and to fulfill their marriage vows.  Proverbs 1:1-7
Day 22.  Access to HIV-related health care services may be important for couples who need to know their HIV status in order to make wise decisions about their sexual relationships.  It is important that couples who are preparing to marry should know each other’s HIV status.  It is equally important that married couples should know their partner’s HIV status so they can protect one another and plan their family better.  In addition to HIV testing and counseling (HTC), other services needed include HIV education and HIV treatment and care for those who test positive.  Facilities that provide safe medical circumcision can further enhance HIV prevention and care for couples.  Pray that these services would be readily available in your community and throughout your country.  Pray that where access is limited, your church would facilitate access to these services for couples who need them.  Could your church host a mobile HTC clinic or organize for medical circumcisions in your community?  Pray that God would help you to encourage your married friends to go for couples HIV testing and counseling.  I Corinthians 6:19,20
Day 23.  An always unhappy, fearful or anxious spouse can lead to infidelity and a broken marriage.  Overwhelming financial difficulties can cause both partners to lose confidence in the other’s ability to cope or to provide.  Men can become depressed and seek for comfort from alcohol or from women outside the marriage.  Wives can become overly critical or anxious and seek for help or reassurance from men outside the marriage.  Constant bickering and arguing can also drive partners away from the mutual support that they need.  Differing views of leadership in the home and unrealistic expectations of each toward the other can result in emotional separation and eventual infidelity.  Pray that such couples would receive godly counsel to help them work through these struggles so they can grow and mature in their relationship and build a stronger marriage instead of separating.  Pray that our churches would teach and model interpersonal conflict resolution skills and the importance of commitment in marriage that will sustain couples through all kinds of difficulties.  Pray for spiritual training in servant leadership and mutual respect in all of our faith communities.  Hebrews 12:14-15
Internal pressures

Day 24.  Many African cultures teach that men must exercise their sexuality or lose their potency and become weak.  For men who believe this, it becomes necessary to find one or more partners to help him keep in shape when he is away from home for extended periods of time in order to ensure that he can perform sexually when he returns to his wife.  There is also the cultural belief that men should not cook, clean house or wash clothes because that is women’s work.  Therefore, men who live and work in distant communities must find a cook and housekeeper to serve in these roles.  These domestic workers may also serve his sexual needs as well.  Please pray that such myths would be challenged and assessed in the light of scientific evidence which cannot substantiate these notions.  Pray that our churches would expose these deceptions and actively teach men how to be godly husbands and fathers while participating in domestic responsibilities and protecting their wives and families.  Pray that God’s people would advocate for social reforms so that families can live together, husbands and wives may support one another, and the marriage bed may be kept undefiled as God designed.  I Timothy 4:7-8
Day 25.  Unfulfilled emotional needs (i.e. companionship, love, security) may drive many marriage partners to break their vows of fidelity to each other.   When physical desires for sexual intimacy are not fulfilled in the marriage relationship, the deprived spouse may look elsewhere.  Pray that marriages in your church community would be fulfilled and satisfying.  Pray that churches would provide Biblical teaching and counseling that encourage the development of love-filled marriages that are places of emotional refuge, comfort and joy.  Pray that churches would be sensitive to the needs of families, and would allow sufficient opportunities for those who are actively involved in the various ministries of the church to develop their own family and marriage relationships.  Psalm 38:9; Proverbs  13:12, 19
Day 26.  Discordant spiritual beliefs can be another source of misunderstanding that slowly separates a couple.  If one spouse follows Christ and the other does not, their divergent commitments and belief systems can cause conflict: for instance, about how to spend their time and money, how to handle sickness or the trials of life, and how to raise their children.  Certain practices may be abhorrent to the other partner.  Conflict between occult practices or traditional rituals on the one hand and Biblical teachings on the other hand may strain the marriage relationship and cause mistrust, fear, and eventual separation.  Pray for the marriages you know in your church and community, that the Fruit of the Holy Spirit (Love, Joy, Peace, Patience, Kindness, Goodness, Gentleness, etc.) would be evident in those relationships.  Pray in the same way for your own marriage, and for your marriage partner.  Pray that godly pre-marriage counseling would help couples to evaluate their spiritual beliefs and differences before marriage.  I Corinthians 7:12-15
Day 27.  Self-esteem issues can destroy confidence and trust in relationships.  Where there is poverty the husband may feel personally responsible for the failure to provide adequate support for his wife and children, thus seriously undermining his self-respect and confidence.  When these are eroded, he may find it difficult to enjoy his marriage relationship - even more so if his wife continually adds to his sense of guilt and inadequacy by reminding him of his “deficiencies”, even if these are not his fault.  Women, too, may be made to feel less valuable if they are not contributing to the support of the family.  An educationally deprived partner may feel inferior.  Pray for these and other self-esteem and self-worth challenges in local marriages that you know.  Pray that churches would help people to understand their infinite value to Christ, who died for them in order to bring salvation, restoration, dignity and hope to all. Psalm 139:13-16
Day 28.  Health problems can deal a heavy blow to marriages.  When HIV or even just the fear of HIV enters the marriage, the relationship will be strained as it works through the anxieties, suspicion and allegations that are likely to be leveled.  Mistrust and anger may drive a wedge into the relationship and give an excuse for abandonment or infidelity.  In this instance, honest answers are essential to restore trust and to open the way to deal with the current realities.  Chronic illness or disability can also strain the relationship.  When one partner is incapacitated or unable to fulfill their usual role in the home and family, the other spouse must carry the extra burden.  Some respond by abandoning the relationship.  Pray for any damaged or challenged marriages in your community.  Pray that Christ’s people would be agents of reconciliation and bring practical helps to those who are disabled or chronically ill.  Isaiah 57:18-19

Day 29.  Power struggles and unbiblical gender roles can rob intimate relationships of their blessing.  Men who feel they must “master” or dominate their wives will quench the mutual love they could have enjoyed.  Women who are denied power over their sexual lives will be prevented from freely and joyfully giving themselves to their husbands.  In such marriages, the richness of mutual love and respect cannot be known.  Culturally sanctioned domination of men over women also promotes gender-based violence, which destroys marriages and promotes the spread of HIV.  Pray that God will use the Church to transform destructive understandings of gender roles, replacing them with the biblical model that restores dignity, balance and blessing to the marriage relationship.  Men are to love their wives sacrificially, as Christ loved and died for the Church.  Wives are to honor and respect their husbands.   Pray that Christians would model this type of marriage more consistently, so the unbelieving world may see and understand it.  Pray that marriages in the community will be transformed.  HIV need not be a threat to marriages if husbands and wives embrace God’s standards in their relationships.  II Corinthians 5:18-19
