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   July 2011
   Prayer Guide


“Above all, love each other deeply, because love covers over a multitude of sins.”  
I Peter 4:8

Once again we will engage in spiritual battle as we focus our prayers to combat the stigmatizing forces of our day.  We rejoice in the reduction of stigma in some places, but want to remain vigilant until stigma no longer exists in any of our communities.  The root issues that continue to stigmatize HIV infection have not changed.  Fear, ignorance, judgmentalism, self-righteousness, and shame still play major roles.


Stigma has been identified as a major contributor toward delayed diagnosis and treatment of HIV, poor provision of services, marginalization of significant people groups, and increasing poverty, especially among families and communities affected by HIV.  In the past the Church and God’s people were closely associated with this stigmatization process.  However today, with its legacy of Christ’s compassion and servant-hearted love, the Church must lead the community in addressing the needs and issues surrounding HIV and AIDS in a manner that sustains dignity and reveals the character of Christ. This month, we will focus our prayers on the process of de-stigmatizing AIDS and those living with HIV, so that hope and healing may be accessible to all. 

The following prayer guide is offered as a collection of thoughts and ideas taken from a stroll through scripture seeking to understand God’s heart for the millions who are suffering because of HIV.  Throughout our readings this month we may need to pause in repentance from time to time, as we see how we or our own church may have contributed to suffering with our own stigmatizing attitudes or misconceptions. But God is gracious and forgiving.  Let’s continue diligently seeking His redemptive prescription for reversing the impact and easing the suffering caused by stigma and discrimination.  

1.  As believers we must acknowledge the role of the church as a primary stigmatizer from the beginning of the HIV epidemic.    Repentance is the place to start if we want to see the church liberated to minister more powerfully and effectively to communities impacted by HIV and AIDS.  Like Daniel and Nehemiah repenting on behalf of Israel, we must each repent on behalf of the church and seek God’s forgiveness for the judgmental and condescending attitudes that have wounded those with HIV, who have needed the church’s encouragement but were denied the outpouring of the forgiveness and mercy of our Lord from His body.  Let’s begin by praying prayers of repentance on behalf of the church today.  Jeremiah 15:19

2.  Scripture states that we are made in the image of God.  This affirmation is without any qualifications such as race, gender or health status.  Genesis 1:27  Our identity with Jesus Christ as Son of God yet Son of Man compels us to identify with the suffering of others as He did, including those living with HIV.  As His image-bearers, we are called to apply the balm of relief to the hurting and to bear the scars of service and engagement with suffering.  As Christ’s representatives we are compelled to affirm the dignity of those upon whom this world heaps scorn, for they also were created in God’s image.  Pray that you might be able to offer relief as Christ would to those who need to know that there is a God who cares deeply about them.  Pray for strength to get involved, even if it means that you will also share their stigma.  

Story for reflection*:   Does Stigma Matter?


Ali tells of staying with an older relative while attending university when the wife of his relative fell seriously sick and died leaving a 7 month old baby.  The baby also died soon after losing his mother.  His relative then went for voluntary counseling and HIV testing only to learn that he also had the HIV virus.  The relative told no one of his HIV status out of fear and shame.  Ali faithfully helped to take care of him.  Other relatives, neighbors and members of his faith community assumed he was HIV positive because his wife and child had already died and now he was sick.  They would have nothing to do with him.  There was no one to help this suffering man apart from Ali, who cared and understood the facts about HIV and AIDS.  After his relative died, Ali’s friends also began avoiding him as they assumed that he, too, would have contracted HIV from living in the same house.  Ali went for an HIV test just to make sure he had not picked up the virus, and tested negative. After leaving that community for further studies he has now returned as a faith leader, and is helping his community to both understand HIV and help those who are affected.      

What do you think?  Questions to ponder or to discuss in your small group setting:  
1.  Would an HIV test for the wife of Ali’s relative have made a difference in her outcome?

2.  Could earlier diagnosis have made a difference for Ali’s relative?
3.  What kept them (the relatives) from going for voluntary counseling and HIV testing?

4.  Would life have been different for Ali’s relatives if stigma had not been an issue?
5.  What helped Ali with his own fears, and to overcome the stigma directed at him?

6.  How can faith help individuals and communities to overcome HIV-associated stigma?
Allowing Jesus to be our example to follow, what are the things we need to consider?

 3.  Jesus told us to not judge, but to first purify our own hearts and attitudes.  Matt. 7:1-5.  Ask the Holy Spirit to reveal any attitudes and practices in our lives and in the life of the church that need to change in order to be consistent with God’s heart for those living with HIV.  Is there anyone to whom you owe an apology and some act of kindness?  Pray that the attitudes in your church community would be free of condemnation and full of grace as it administers God’s mercy to the community around it.  

 4.  Jesus associated with “tax collectors and sinners,” the marginalized people of his day.  Instead of sinners, he saw people in need of God’s grace.  Luke 5:27-31.  Pray that the Body of Christ, including your local church, would identify and initiate ministries that will bring redemption and hope to the marginalized people in its communities (commercial and seasonal sex workers, homosexuals, injection drug users, etc.).  Pray for these people, and ask God for ideas on how to offer them His grace, which can bring healing and wholeness into their lives.  Pray for acceptable ways to communicate effective messages that will lead them into safer lifestyles and will restore healthy relationships.  Pray especially for those who have been forced into the sex trade, that they would be released from their slavery.  
 5.  Luke 19:1-10 tells the story of Zaccheus, who was a tax collector and a known extortionist of the people of Israel.  Even though his integrity had failed in the past, Jesus could see value in him and knew his heart was ready for change.  Are there some ministries you know that have failed because of loss of integrity?  Please pray that they would be touched by Jesus, so that they might desire to make restitution and have their dignity and perhaps even their ministry restored and revitalized.  

 6.  Adultery is outwardly condemned by the church, yet in secret is still widely practiced.  Although adultery is strongly disapproved, many in the church continue to struggle with the sin of lust.  Jesus noted that lust in the heart is equivalent to adultery.  Matt. 5:27-28.  Pray for those who struggle with this sin in their lives, particularly for believers caught between the desires of the flesh and the desires of the spirit.  Pray that believers would have greater grace towards those who have fallen into this sin, and that they would more actively pray against the root causes of adultery and for their deliverance out of it.
 7.  Jesus taught that not all suffering is a result of sin.  Luke 13:1-5.  Please pray for those who are infected with HIV through no fault of their own.  Many are men and women who have been faithful, but were infected by an unfaithful spouse, or by a spouse who was previously sexually victimized.  Others were themselves raped.  Some are children born with HIV.  Others were infected through blood transfusions, traditional scarification, or traditional ceremonies.  Some become infected by submitting to cultural practices that increase the risk of exposure to HIV such as “wife inheritance” or the traditional demands of “hospitality” in a polygamous society.  Pray that these people would receive the compassionate care they need, given with dignity and respect, regardless of how they became infected.
8.  John 8:1-8 narrates the story of the woman caught in adultery, who the synagogue leaders wanted to stone to death as was their law – the ultimate stigmatization.  Jesus did not deny the law, but said the first stone should be thrown by whoever had not himself sinned.  There was no one who could throw the first stone.  Pray that our churches would realize that if Jesus could save and transform an adulterous life while he was on earth, why shouldn’t His church be actively involved in the same ministry today?  Ministry to commercial sex workers and those who visit them is desperately needed today.  Pray that instead of bearing judgment, the church would be agents of Christ’s forgiveness and transforming grace.
9.  Jesus said he came to “proclaim freedom for the prisoners and to release the oppressed”.  Luke 4:18,19.  How can the church be agents of release to those bound up in IV drug use, prostitution, pornography, and “multiple concurrent partnerships” (whether heterosexual or homosexual), which are all implicated in the spread of HIV?  These are people who Jesus would desire to free from their addictions and vices.  Pray that the Spirit of Christ would lead His church into effective ministries that will release those seeking freedom from that which binds them.  Pray also for ministries that will bring quality medical care and health-promoting services to those in prison living with HIV and AIDS.
10.  The Gospels record many instances where Jesus healed those with leprosy.  Mark 1:40-42. Like AIDS today, no one would even go near people with leprosy for fear of catching the disease.  Pray that the church would not fear to help people suffering with AIDS today, just as Jesus was willing to touch, heal and restore the lepers of his day.  Pray that health education would penetrate throughout our communities, enlightening people about how HIV is and is not transmitted and wiping away the fears that keep people, especially Christians, from becoming involved in helping those who are infected.
11.  What about the children who are born with HIV?  Jesus healed a man born blind and restored his sight.  This became controversial among the synagogue rulers, who believed the man’s blindness was God’s punishment for sin.  John 9:1-5.  Pray that the church would accept and help children who are suffering because of HIV and AIDS.  They need hope for the future, which can be given through access to medical care, education, and loving families.  Pray for an increase in funding to prevent mother-to-child transmission of HIV, so that the vision of an AIDS free generation can become reality.
12.  As do all of us, people living with HIV have spiritual needs and areas of sin in their lives that need the redemptive grace of Christ.  When those living with HIV come for assistance, do the people of the Church offer holistic ministry, attending to the needs of body, mind and spirit?  Do we assist them, with Christ’s help, to reconcile broken relationships and to find forgiveness from sin and spiritual healing?  Do we offer grace to restore dignity, hope, self-worth, and integrity, and to mend the brokenness of life?  What did Jesus do to help the paralyzed man in Luke 5:17-26?  When he received forgiveness, he could walk again!  What about the heaviness of guilt and shame and the burden of self-stigma that keeps many of those living with HIV bound?  Pray that God’s people would be enabled and empowered to be agents of wholeness to all who seek their assistance.

13.  Jesus healed many people.  Luke 4:40; Luke 13:12,13  He also sent out his disciples to preach and to heal.  Luke 9:2   Pray that those in the church would be willing to hold the hands of those who are sick and to pray for them.  Pray that they would have the courage to offer the strength and healing of Christ to those who are sick from AIDS while praying directly with them.  Faith, demonstrated in prayer and boosted by godly encouragement, has been shown to improve the body’s immune function and to reduce viral loads.  Pray that God would increase your own faith and help you to find time to visit and pray for someone near you who is living with HIV.
14.  As we pray for the sick, do we know how to also instruct them how to live healthier, more positive lives?  Jesus did this for the man he healed beside the pool of Bethesda.  John 5:1-9, 14  Pray for churches to be willing to receive accurate instruction about HIV and AIDS in order to be better prepared to help those who are infected to live more positively, and to instruct their members how to stay healthy.

15.  Jesus taught that the Church is given the authority to bind and loose here on earth.  Matthew 16:19 and 18:18   How can Christians use the Scriptures to help free those living with HIV who may be struggling with their own sense of guilt and shame?  Pray that the Body of Christ would be enabled to release the chains of guilt and shame associated with HIV infection.  Ask that through offering forgiveness where needed, and by building up all in the kind of love that keeps no record of wrongs, that always protects, and always thinks the best of the other, Christ’s people might be agents of release.  I Corinthians 13:6,7
16.  Christ gave authority to forgive sins through the power of the Holy Spirit.  Pray for fresh winds of the Holy Spirit to move in our churches today to convey strong currents of forgiveness to reach all who need it.  John 20:21-23  Pray that the church would bring the inner peace of Christ to those who have been devastated and broken by damaged relationships, instead of heaping on them greater burdens of guilt, condemnation and shame.  
Story: Can disclosure reduce stigma and bring freedom and hope?
Elsa, teacher and HIV+ widow, talked to her pastor about sharing her HIV status and was advised to keep it quiet as he thought it might not be received well by other congregants.  But after much consideration she felt she needed to share her terrible secret with the congregation during a regular time of sharing. It helped her to feel better about not living a lie and to be set free from isolation and shame.  God’s redeeming grace in her life was a prominent part of her testimony.  She noted that afterwards several others in the congregation were also willing to come forward to share their status and be set free from having to hide and bear their burden all alone.  Others were then also willing to go for voluntary counseling and HIV testing.  Those who learned they were living with HIV then enrolled into treatment and care programs and are now living more positively.  The church is now a place of comfort, refuge and strength for those living with HIV.  New community programs to help families affected by HIV are developing there.  

17. II Corinthians 2:14-16  Paul instructs believers to spread the fragrance of Christ everywhere.  Pray for God’s people to be empowered to do this in our context of HIV and AIDS.  Stigma brings the smell of death.  Hiding to avoid stigma can result in people not seeking or receiving the care they need, isolating themselves from others and discouraging others from seeking the help they need.  Pray that the church will be the fragrance of life and not death to those suffering because of HIV.  

18.  Fear holds many Christians back from helping those suffering with AIDS.  Some fear “catching” HIV and others fear the stigma of being associated with those who are infected.  But God’s love expressed through His people can overcome fear.  If we really care about those who are suffering because of HIV, we will act in love despite our fears.   I John 4:18-21   Historically, the Gospel has spread rapidly when out of compassion Christians have provided physical care to those whom the rest of society have feared to touch.  Pray that your fellow church members would overcome their fears so they may love those whom God also loves, including those living with or affected by HIV.  Pray that God’s people would be “infected” with His overcoming love.
19.  Gossip has destroyed many trusting relationships through the years, and never more than this present day of HIV/AIDS.  Gossip ignites and fans the flames of stigma and has destroyed the lives of countless people living with HIV.  Pray that believers will learn to control their speech and only say what is wholesome and encouraging.  Pray to bind rumor mongering in both the church and the community. James 1:25  Ask God to help you speak only what builds up and is encouraging, and to keep all confidences safe.  Pray for the health workers in your community, that they would be more aware of the need to guard against revealing any confidential information.
20.  Denial of the problem of HIV and AIDS in the church and community has restricted the church’s ability to fulfill God’s command to love our neighbors. Note I John 1:8-10.   Denial keeps the church from achieving its full potential in building God’s Kingdom in today’s world which is so deeply affected by HIV.  Pray that the Church would accept and understand the problem of HIV and AIDS so it can be a strong part of the solution.

21.  Hebrews 10:24,25 encourages members of the body of Christ to continue to meet together in order to mutually encourage one another for good works and to bring hope which dispels fear and anxiety.  Pray for the church to reach out to the lonely and discouraged.  Pray for loving ways to restore the lost sense of inclusion in the body of Christ to those living with HIV, and to assist in the provision of helpful and accurate health information in the community.  Pray that churches would host support groups for people living with HIV in order to provide encouraging, supportive social networks, enhance treatment compliance, and restore hope and worth through a sense of belonging and community involvement.
22.  Romans 8:1-2 tells us there is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus.  This is true irrespective of HIV status.  Pray that Christians would comprehend this and refrain from condemnation or condescending attitudes towards those infected or affected by HIV.  Pray that Christ’s church would fully accept those living with HIV.  Pray that the Church would not only receive them, but would also encourage and empower them to participate fully in the community life of the church, even appointing them to positions of leadership as they demonstrate maturity in their faith.
23.  Whether in the church or in our own lives, accepting and identifying with people living with HIV may be challenging due to the harsh realities they often face.  Effective ministry often requires walking beside them in their suffering.  To combat anxiety read Phil. 4:6,7.  Ask the Lord to give you, your associates, and those you serve the “peace that passes all understanding” so that you may remain focused on the real needs of the people, families and communities affected by HIV.  With God’s peace in your hearts, pray that His love and compassion would flow through you as you minister to them as unto the Lord.
Testimony of Sister Leonora*, a Catholic sister in Uganda

“As a religious sister in the Catholic Church, I am personally and deeply touched and affected by HIV and AIDS. I have lost my own family members due to AIDS. Apart from the sadness and anguish of losing our dear ones, we still have to grapple with the care of the orphans and widows left behind. Within my religious congregation, most of us are suffering in silence because each one of us has a depressing story to share about the challenges of HIV and AIDS. Wherever I go, I am faced with the painful realities of the HIV/AIDS epidemic.  If it is not those who are living every day with the virus, then it is the orphans and their grandparents who, in their old age, are forced to take care of the infected members of the families and their children.”


“I now understand the bitter fact that anybody could be vulnerable to HIV, irrespective of his or her background, status, educational level, religious affiliation and profession. It cuts across boundaries. As an individual, however, I have realized that one way to deal with the challenges of HIV and AIDS is to embrace these challenges and to join others in creating more awareness on the issues surrounding the epidemic, and in fighting the stigma, shame, denial, prejudice, ignorance and myths associated with HIV and AIDS. This can all be possible if we learn to accept and treat our brothers and sisters living with HIV and AIDS with the dignity and respect they deserve as human beings. They need neither our pity nor our sympathy. All they desire and need is our sincere, heart-felt love and understanding. One way to fight HIV and AIDS is through openness about it, especially to the people who matter most to me.”
        How are you viewing those who live with HIV or are affected by it?
        How can believers more adequately reflect the nature and character of God in reducing stigma?

24. Jeremiah 9:24  God expresses kindness, justice and righteousness.  How can His people express these characteristics towards those suffering with or because of HIV and AIDS?  In Scripture, righteousness is often tied together with justice.  The church should therefore set the example by practicing right relationships within its own community as well as towards those who have suffered from stigma, injustice and oppression.  Pray that people of faith would maintain right family and marriage relationships and defend those relationships in their communities.  Pray for God’s people to act with courage and strength to identify with and advocate for those afflicted by HIV even when it is not popular.  Pray for extraordinary grace to tenderly care for those who are dying with AIDS, even when the sights and smells are unpleasant.  Pray for courage to stand up with and for those who have been victimized and treated unjustly.  
25. God is impartial.  Deuteronomy 10:17; II Chronicles 19:7  Do we exemplify impartiality in all our daily relationships, including those unlike ourselves or who are struggling with various issues?  Pray that Christians would behave equitably towards all, including those with HIV, considering each person to be worthy of their time, attention, and prayers and according to each the dignity and respect they deserve.  Pray that Christ’s people would stand against favoritism, tribalism, corruption and bigotry.  Pray that the church would understand and take up its prophetic role in advocating for justice and fight oppression.
26. Christ forgave us.  How can we more consistently reflect His heart of forgiveness, grace and compassion to those who need it most?  Ephesians 4:32.   Pray that the church would find opportunities to extend God’s grace to those who feel trapped by circumstances leading to unholy, unwholesome and at-risk lifestyles.  Pray that the ministry of forgiveness and reconciliation would be made available to broken families and estranged relationships.  Let forgiveness and mercy flow in our churches.  Micah 7:18

27. Revelation 15:4  God alone is holy, yet we are also commanded to be holy as He is holy.  Lev. 11:45.  Out of reverence for our God may we purify ourselves in our thoughts and actions.   II Corinthians 7:1  Pray that God’s people would seek to live lives of holiness and would encourage others to do the same.  But in so doing, pray also that the people of Christ would be neither condescending nor condemning.  Holiness includes humility.  Pray that Christians would be enabled to lead by example as they model the kind of godly behaviors and relationships that reflect the holy and gracious character of God.

28.  Psalm 40:10 speaks of God’s faithfulness to us.  Pray that the church and its leaders 
will remain faithful in all that they do.  Pray for that faithfulness to be expressed through integrity as in their projects they minister to people living with HIV.  Pray that they will also be faithful in their witness of God’s love to the rest of the community.  Thank the Lord for His answer to the many prayers for advances in medical care, for the greater availability of HIV medications, and for improved policies and assistance given to help orphans and vulnerable children.  Pray that God’s people would be more responsive and exercise more faithful stewardship over the resources He has given them for responding to the challenges of AIDS.  
29.  The Eternal is your refuge.  Deuteronomy 33:27.  Pray that believers, people living with AIDS and their families would rest in the arms of the eternal God, whose arms not only carry those who are weak but also shield them from the enemy (in this case: stigma, oppression and injustice).  Pray that those who have been estranged from their families and friends because of AIDS would find refuge in the Almighty.  Pray that those who are suffering because of HIV would rest in the comfort of the Eternal so they may live out their days with the hope of a joyful and blessed eternity.  
30. Romans 8:15.  We are given the spirit of sonship to call God “Father”, which confers security to abolish all fears.  Pray that those who are bound in fear to curses, unholy relationships and anxiety would be released from bondage.  Ask for wisdom to help those who believe they are under a curse to understand that Jesus Christ came to set them free.  He took their curses upon himself so that they may truly live in freedom and blessing.  Pray for those living with HIV, that they would grasp the invitation to believe and accept Christ and would come to know the wonder and treasure of being members of God’s family.  
31. Micah 6:8  Pray, “Lord, help us to display your justice in all our actions, to love mercy as we live peaceably with our neighbors and to walk humbly with you, God, understanding that we have been given life not for our own glory, but for Your glory.  Help us to live out our lives displaying your nature and character of love, justice, mercy and humility - thinking of others first including those living with HIV and seeking their benefit.  Empower us, Lord, for this life’s work.” 
*The 2 personal stories and the testimony included in this prayer guide are excerpted from “Positive Voices”, a publication of Strategies of Hope in conjunction with ANERELA (African Network of Religious Leaders living with or personally affected by AIDS), published October, 2005.  This publication and other information and links are available at: www.stratshope.org .   The members of ANERELA, led by Canon Gideon Byamugisha of Uganda, have much to offer on this and other topics as they seek to nurture and strengthen the faith-based response to the challenges imposed by the struggle against HIV and AIDS.

