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Prayer Guide
“So they are no longer two, but one.  What therefore God has joined together, let no man put asunder.” Matthew 19:6

Marriage in Kenya has been named as the number one vulnerability for contracting HIV based on the data that more than 60% of people newly testing HIV positive are married.   Previously the epidemic was believed to be carried primarily among the single 15 to 30 year olds.  But the epicenter of the epidemic in many African countries has shifted.  What does this mean about the commonly held concept of marriage and sexual safety?  What relationships are safe?  What is God’s plan for intimacy and healthy relationship?  What role can God’s grace and plan for redemption play?  How can the sacredness of marriage be upheld and restored?  

Story one:  Is HIV the final crashing wave on love and life?

Jan found out that she and her husband were infected with HIV when he was severely ill and dying with AIDS.  Not only was she struggling with grief over her husband’s imminent death, but was absolutely shocked to learn that both of them were infected with HIV.  She had been a faithful wife and church leader for their entire 15 years of marriage and they had 2 lovely daughters.  But her husband had had serious episodes of depression during which he had had a sexual affair with another woman.  After his death, Jan was left devastated and impoverished.  She now had to learn a marketable skill and find employment in order to care for her daughters.  For several years she struggled with trying to maintain a job while battling a series of illnesses caused by opportunistic infections.


Throughout her struggle for survival she continued to draw strength from her faith by spending more time in scripture and prayer.  Friends from her church initially were supportive while she mourned the loss of her husband and began her life anew as a widow.  But over time they were less involved with her, and began to think of her as just another endless burden.  Though she had few friends and mounting expenses with dwindling resources, she faithfully sought her Lord for her daily strength and needs even when sick and needing money for rent and food.  After a few years a godly man in the church noted her godly character and strength as they served the Lord together in small groups.  Even after learning her HIV status, instead of drawing away from her he studied about HIV and sought knowledgeable counsel from HIV advisors and clergy.  One day he asked her to marry him.  To this day they enjoy a healthy sexual relationship while always using condoms.  He adopted her two girls and has faithfully cared for all of them for many years. The girls have now grown up and are living with their own husbands, while Jan and her second husband are contentedly enjoying a fulfilling marriage and ministry together.

1.  Pray for the thousands of women and men who find themselves HIV positive even though they have been faithful in their marriages.  Some were actually positive before they were married due to sexual indiscretions or even sexual abuse earlier in their lives.  Others have been infected by unfaithful partners.  But whatever the reason, they need our prayers to face their HIV status as it is and to know the grace of God in their lives.  Pray for the Body of Christ to reach out to them in mercy and not judgment.

We should also pray for those who have become positive as a result of their own infidelity.  They also can be restored and find forgiveness, grace and purpose.  Jan’s first husband was driven to a deadly mistake through his own deeply felt need.  But our mistakes need not defeat God’s purposes.  There is still opportunity for redemption and restoration.  II Corinthians 12:9

2.  Pray that those who are HIV infected would find strength, hope and help through an active faith in God.  They will need a resilient faith to help them face many challenges such as: adopting the lifestyle changes required to increase their health and prolong life; dealing with social constraints and stigma; facing economic and employment issues; finding new sources of moral and spiritual support; and working through difficult family dynamics in positive ways.  Pray that God would enable couples to explore together the depths of faith in a loving, forgiving and almighty Father in a way that will strengthen their marriage and keep them from falling away from one another despite the challenges of HIV. Isaiah12:2
3.  Jan’s experience of friend fatigue is not unique.  When tragic news first hits a family, then close family and friends usually rally around the ones in need for a time.  However HIV is a chronic problem. It results in a more enduring and comprehensive need for help.  Pray that HIV affected families would find friends who can support them over time and who will help them re-establish their own capacities to help themselves.  Pray that the Church would be not only willing, but also enabled to develop sustainable ministries to assist couples in their communities who need their help.  Isaiah 40:28-31; Galatians 6:9
4.  Accurate information about HIV, its transmission and prevention is essential if couples are to make healthy choices for their sexual lives and relationships.  Much unnecessary risk and pain is suffered due to lack of accurate information.  Pray against the spread of misinformation, which may actually place some people at increased risk of acquiring HIV.  Pray that stepped up HIV and AIDS education efforts would reach entire communities and nations.  Pray that HIV counselors would give wise and accurate counsel to married couples.  Pray that pastors would be empowered to give sound counsel and that they would be willing to direct parishioners to well-trained HIV counselors.  I Timothy 4:6,7
5.   For many married people who learn that they are HIV positive, this frequently spells the end of their marriage.  For many singles, the diagnosis of HIV infection often ends their hopes for marriage.  But must this be true?  Can marriage still be safe and satisfying for those living with HIV and their infected or uninfected spouses?  Pray that those living with HIV would know how to have a safe and fulfilling sexual relationship with a faithful spouse.  Pray that those who are single would learn their true options for marriage and family.  Pray that pastoral counselors would be better informed and sensitive in offering sound advice, and that they would learn to network effectively with others involved in HIV counseling.  Proverbs 18:22
6.  What are some of the reasons for HIV discordance in marriage?  In Kenya and many African nations, married couples are frequently separated from each other due to employment.  In other Western nations, one partner may travel excessively in their work.  Commonly these married men and even women deal with their loneliness and isolation by finding a temporary partner.  Others look for comfort   from strained marriage relationships.  Some are discordant because one partner was infected before marriage and others from abuse.  Pray for couples to find ways to protect their marriage in the midst of these difficult situations.  Pray for discordant couples to love, cherish and protect one another.  I Peter 1:13-16

Story two:  HIV and Discordance

Sakala, a school teacher and her husband, Geoffrey were encouraged to go for VCT when she was diagnosed with a drug resistant form of TB.  They did not think this would be necessary since both of them were active in the church and members of small-group Bible study fellowships.  To their surprise, Sakala was HIV positive and her husband negative.  Sakala had been married as a teen to a man who became a drunkard and left her early in their marriage.  Many years later she married Geoffrey, who knew about her first marriage.  She and Geoffrey had only been married 2 years and did not yet have any children.  


By this time, Sakala was too weak to walk unassisted.  Geoffrey cared for her until she became strong enough to manage on her own.  He then told her that he no longer wanted to remain in marriage with her and that she needed to leave.  They had been living in housing provided by his employer, where he intended to remain.  Weak but thankful to be alive, Sakala moved home to stay with her aging mother, who lovingly accepted her as she was.  With prolonged but successful TB treatment and beginning ARV medications she slowly regained her health and strength under the watchful eye of her mother.  Using her teacher training she started a small private nursery school in her mother’s mud-walled and thatched-roof house.  That community had not previously had any educational opportunities for preschool children.  Though rejected by her husband, she regained her health and self-confidence and is now pursuing her dream of service to her community, although many economic and health challenges remain ahead.

7.  Prolonged or resistant illnesses may be an indication of HIV infection.  Pray that those with unresponsive illnesses would seek voluntary HIV counseling and testing.  Just knowing one’s HIV status can be empowering and life saving.  If  HIV is present treatment may be accessed and further spread or re-infection prevented.  Pray that more health care providers would be aware of the possibility of HIV co-infections.  Pray against the current trend to stop enrolling new clients in HIV programs due to lack of funding.  Instead, pray that funding would be found and that even those in rural communities would be able to access HIV counseling, testing and care.   Ecclesiastes 7:12
8.  Disability strains marriages, as does ignorance, stigma, and fear of infection.  Pray for marriages in which one partner is disabled due to HIV-related illness.  Pray for them to find the outside help they need to maintain the home.  Pray that they would value each other enough to stay together and be mutually supportive.  Pray that wise and godly counselors would help them with the difficulties, fears and stresses of their situation.  Psalm 22:24-26
9.  What happens when marriage partners feel they can no longer stay together because of HIV?  How can mutually agreed solutions be found?  Pray that couples contemplating separation would remember their vows to honor and cherish each other “in sickness and in health,” no matter what the consequences may be.  Pray that Christian couples in this situation would be willing to trust and honor the One in whom they have placed their faith.  Pray that the dependent partner would not be simply cast aside.  Pray that godly friends would not just counsel and encourage them to honor their vows, but would also be prepared to assist the couple as long as they need the additional support.  Philippians 2:1-5
 10.  Couples considering marriage need access to both pre-marriage counseling and VCT in order to adequately prepare for a lifetime partnership and to know their HIV status and its implications.  Pray for couples to be encouraged to take advantage of such counseling and to go for VCT.  Pray that pastors and lay church leaders would be prepared to give accurate and godly HIV counsel to couples who are considering marriage, and that they would not discriminate against those who test positive.  Pray that pastors who do premarital counseling would respect the privacy and confidentiality of those who come to them.  Ephesians 4:12-13
12.  Appropriate medical treatment and care can change an otherwise hopeless picture.  Pray that people who are sick and suffering may access the medical services that can bring restored health and function.  Pray that governments and international agencies would work tirelessly to offer the funding and services that may improve the lives of the millions who struggle with treatable illnesses and disabilities.  Jeremiah 8:21-9:1
13.  Dreams can still come true for the HIV infected person, married or single.  Pray that those who have tested positive for HIV would not give up their dreams and hopes for the future.  Pray that they would examine their dreams, modifying them as necessary in order to identify and reach realistic goals.  Then pray that they would find the courage, strength and resources to pursue those dreams and achieve them.  Pray that others, especially their spouses, would support them in achieving those dreams, and especially when those dreams will help the wider community.    Jeremiah 29:11-14
Story three:  Loss of health, job and self esteem: Will it devastate or strengthen marriage? 


Henry and his wife were both found to have HIV.  When his boss learned he was HIV+ because he became sick and missed three weeks of work, he lost his job.  Although illegal, this is a common occurrence.  After some months of struggling unsuccessfully to find work he tried to start a small business to manufacture and sell soap.  When this failed, his wife became tired of his continued dependence on her small wages as an independent hairdresser and she told him to leave.  Rather than face the ongoing conflict, he left with their 7 year old daughter and moved to a distant location closer to his birthplace.


After leaving the city where he had access to free HIV services and shifting to a rural location with no free clinics and few services, he became seriously ill.  There he had few friends to help, since he was new in the community. His family no longer wished to be associated with him because he had HIV.   His daughter, who had just been removed from her mother and now faced the possibility of losing her father, became terrified and depressed.  It was difficult for her to perform well in her new school.  She often didn’t have enough food since her dad was too sick to provide.  They had not yet found a caring church fellowship to join since Henry feared more judgment, condemnation and rejection from the Church even though he was a believer and knew God’s forgiveness.

14.  Marital conflict due to economic pressures is a common occurrence the world over, but in the face of HIV it is especially devastating.  Mutual support and encouragement are essential if marriages beset with HIV are to survive the constant social and economic pressures that commonly befall them.  Many marriages fail under such pressures, resulting in deeper poverty and worsening health.  Pray for couples facing such economic devastation and stress, that they may stay together and keep each other afloat throughout the storms that assail them.  Pray that instead of adding to their burdens with criticism and judgment, the Church would have sufficient compassion, vision, will and resources to assist the couples in their communities who face such economic and health challenges.  Acts 20:35
15.  In Kenya, as in many African nations, it is illegal to fire an employee because of being HIV positive.  Nevertheless this is an all-too-frequent occurrence.  Pray for the impartial enforcement of protective labour laws where they exist, and for effective lobbying in nations where they do not.   Pray that God’s people would stand up and advocate against such injustices, and that God-honoring employers would not fear to hire people living with HIV.  Pray for HIV support groups to initiate sustainable income generating projects, and for increased training opportunities in effective management of  independent businesses for people living with HIV.  Such support and opportunities will not only assist those facing difficult circumstances but will also facilitate the preservation of family integrity.  Exodus 23:6
16.  The breakup of a marriage often traumatizes not just the couple, but also their children.  Pray for the many children who are separated from one or even both parents.  Pray that they may find adults who will love them unconditionally in the absence of their parents.  Pray that they would be treated fairly in the homes in which they are placed, and that they would not suffer discrimination.  Pray that they may have access to educational opportunities and would find a positive identity in their new family unit and community.  Pray that the Body of Christ would minister love and acceptance to them and ensure their access to health, education, security and loving nurture.  Psalm 78:1-8

17.  Those living with HIV encounter significant stress when they are forced to relocate and start life over again in a new community, particularly when this process is made necessary by the breakup of a marriage.  Increased stress has been shown to actually lower body immune responses and increases the speed of HIV replication.  Pray that those with HIV who are relocating to new communities due to economic or social reasons would be kept in God’s abiding peace.  Pray that the churches in their new communities would embrace and help them in their many adjustments, and would lead them to the refuge that only God can offer.  Psalm 139:7-10
18.  Pray that rapid roll out of medical services would reach the more rural and remote areas.  Lack of services in these communities prevents many people from learning their HIV status and from going for treatment.  With fewer services and opportunities to learn about HIV and AIDS, ignorance about HIV is spreading stigma in these areas and keeping people from seeking the care they need.  Pray that affordable family-friendly HIV care would reach all areas where AIDS abounds.  Isaiah 38:16-20
19.  Stresses are multiplied for children in HIV affected homes.  When marriages crumble, the children involved are not only separated from one or both of their parents but may also be taken to new communities, thus experiencing separation from their friends and familiar community support structures.   There may be no one in their new communities who can understand or sympathize with the extraordinary number of adjustments that they must make.  School maladjustments are frequent.  Children may have to take on adult responsibilities in their new homes.  Pray that these children would find compassionate and caring adults and new friends to support them through these tumultuous times.  Pray that caring Christian teachers and community figures would take the initiative to welcome and assist these children.  Matthew 19:13-15
20.  The Church should be a place of refuge, where couples in distress can find help in their times of need.  There should be freedom from stigma in the community of believers.  Please pray that the Church would be cleansed from harboring judgment, condemnation and stigmatization.  Pray that the Church would offer the solace and healing that Jesus died to provide.  Pray that the Church would be empowered and enabled to support and help heal struggling marriages.  Isaiah 58:9-12
Story four:  What about traditional cultural marriage practices? 

Halana, who is 18 years old and has been married for 3 years, is HIV positive.  She is the third wife to Olduma, who is over 40 years old and is also HIV positive.  She is now in her third pregnancy.  Her first child is 2 years old, and fortunately has tested negative for HIV.  But the baby she delivered one year ago died when only 3 months old.  Her two older co-wives are also HIV positive and one is beginning to get sick frequently.  They spend as much time away from the home as possible because Olduma is a harsh and demanding man who spends a lot of time drinking with his friends at the local bar.  He frequently comes home drunk and demands sex, but refuses to use a condom.  


Halana did not complete her primary education because her family did not have enough money for her school expenses and they felt that girls did not really need an education anyway.  In fact it was her father who arranged her marriage to Olduma when she was 14 years old because he offered to pay a good bride price for her.  He needed someone to help care for the home and farm.  Now she is often left to care for the other 5 children as well as her own.  Her husband will not allow her to leave the home very often, but will allow her to attend her HIV support group for teenage married women.  She and the children often go to bed hungry because their garden is not producing well.  Halana tries to grow food, but she never learned much about farming because it was taught in the upper levels of primary school.  Her older co-wives are not strong enough to do the farming and they, too, have not developed farming skills.  There is frequent tension between the wives for the few family resources. 
21.  Polygamous marriages, if mutually faithful, should pose no more threat of HIV transmission than monogamous marriages.  But this is not what the data shows.  It is postulated that partners in polygynous relationships are more likely to find sexual partners outside the formal marriage relationship in trying to meet their intimacy needs, thus more easily bringing HIV to all members of the marriage.  There has also been a documented increase in HIV risk with cross-generational marriages.  Younger women are more vulnerable to HIV infection and older men are more likely to have had multiple partners and thus more opportunities for infection.  This combination leads to a markedly increased risk of HIV transmission.  Pray that appropriate and sensitive cultural change messages on these issues would be broadcast in order to protect young women from exposure to higher risks of HIV infection.  Pray for faithful marriages, whether polygynous or monogamous.  Pray that Christian leaders would more consistently demonstrate the benefits and joys of faithful monogamous marriages, in which both partners are happy and fulfilled.  Eph. 5:1-2, 28-31   
22.  Young women, whose bodies are not yet fully developed, are at higher risk both for contracting HIV and for transmitting it to their babies.  These young women are also at higher risk of suffering permanent physical damage when giving birth, especially in settings where there are no trained medical providers.  Pray for cultural transformation where teen marriages and cross-generational marriages are the norm.  Intercede for teenage girls to be given the opportunity to fully develop physically, emotionally and socially before entering into marriage relationships, for which they may otherwise not be prepared.  Pray that the Church may have the will and courage to speak out on these issues where they exist. Rom. 12:1
23.  Health and demographic statistics have long shown that where women’s education is lower, child and maternal mortality figures are higher and general community health and economic indicators are lower.  Women’s lack of practical skills negatively impacts the economic stability of both the family and the community.  Pray particularly that in African and Asian communities the standard of education for girls and young women would be raised.  Pray that more resources would be released to educate all the girl children in the community.  Pray that the men in these communities would see this not as a threat but as an advantage necessary for raising the health and economic standards of the community.  This will also reduce HIV transmission by increasing the age of marriage and sexual debut.  Proverbs 1:1-7
24.  In many traditional African and Asian societies, girls and women are viewed more as property than as persons created in God’s own image.  Pray that women would be accorded the same value as that demonstrated by Christ, who in life accorded both genders the same compassion and dignity, and in death gave himself equally for all men and women.  Pray that male / female relationships would reflect the relationship that Christ has for His bride, the Church.  This will result in marriages that are happier and more blessed.  Pray for sensitive and capable leadership in evaluating and re-articulating traditions involving dowry and arranged marriages.  Pray that the result would be to affirm the individual value and preciousness of girl children in a way that enables them to achieve their hopes and dreams, contribute to the greater welfare of their communities, and fulfill God’s intentions for their lives.   Genesis 1:26-28
25.  In this story as in many others, men may protect their social position by ignoring or denying their HIV status.  Also commonly, men may embrace harmful views of gender roles, making sexual demands without taking personal responsibility and engaging in behaviors that increase risk both to themselves and to their partners.  Pray that men would accept a more responsible understanding of gender roles and a more biblical understanding of the nature of authority and leadership.  In marriage, this should include the sacrificial role of protector to wife and children.  Pray that men would have the courage to go for counseling and testing, and to follow-up by going for treatment if needed.  Pray that couples would have sufficient mutual trust and respect so as to be able to discuss these issues freely and without fear of rejection or abuse.  Proverbs 3:1-4
26.  For Halana and many others like her, the HIV support group was extremely important.  It was the place where she could meet with other young women who were in a similar situation and with whom she could share freely without fearing discrimination or rejection.  Together they could learn ways to cope with their day-to-day problems and to live more positively.  Pray that more HIV support groups with special interests, like this one for teenage wives, would be organized and become more widely available.  Pray that God’s people would become more involved in helping those living with HIV to find a place of refuge and to learn how to help themselves through support groups and networks.  In this way churches may more effectively help people living with HIV to find the support they so greatly need.  II Cor.1:3-11
What does God’s Word say about the purpose of marriage?  

The first mention of marriage is God’s intention that it is for companionship, not domination.  It is not intended to be used, abused or sold.  Gen 2:18.  Subsequently, the place of procreation and family is portrayed within the context of a healthy marriage.  But its consummate purpose noted in Ephesians 5:31-32 is to demonstrate the relationship of Christ to His bride, the Church.  Christ loved the church enough to suffer and die for her.  What a high calling and standard for marriage!  How can we pray for God’s purpose of mutual support, encouragement, faithfulness and intimate companionship to be fulfilled in the marriages in our communities? 

27.  Let’s begin by praying for stronger community and cultural support for godly marriage relationships and for greater respect for and protection of the marriage bed.  Hebrew 13:4.  Pray that media and public education efforts would proclaim the rightness and benefits of a committed marriage relationship.  Pray that churches would provide marriage enrichment opportunities.  Pray for the availability of godly couples to provide counseling for those whose marriages are struggling.  

28.  Pray that young men and women preparing for marriage would be exposed to the loftier view of marriage as God intended rather than the shallow understanding of marriage portrayed by the world.  Pray that pre-marital counseling would portray sexuality within the context of “one flesh” unity including mutual love, respect and faithfulness as essential to true intimacy in the marital relationship, not just as isolated moments of pleasure.  Pray that pastors would be trained to give wise counsel and accurate information about HIV, and that they would not exclude those living with HIV from church sanctioned marriage.  I Corinthians 7:36-39
29.  Could church weddings help to solidify and provide greater accountability for the marriage vows given?  Pray that church hierarchies would examine their policies and procedures for sanctifying marriages.  Many African couples begin their marriages with civil ceremonies, deferring the more expensive church ceremonies until they have saved up enough money.  Pray that the Church would offer less expensive ways to sanction the exchange of marriage vows before God and community.   How can churches encourage more faithful, loving and enduring marriage relationships, and hold married couples accountable to the vows they have pledged?  Pray that church leaders would take this God-given task more seriously in planning programs and activities.   John 2:1-10
30.  How can the Church better address the ungodly influences upon marriage of our times and cultures that increase vulnerability to HIV?  Pray that church leaders would recognize and expose those negative philosophies and cultural practices that stand in contradiction of God’s Word and His plan for marriage.  Some long-standing cultural practices are perceived as virtues, such as providing sexual “entertainment” for hospitality.  Other “values” preserve male supremacy, such as the underlying and pervasive belief that women may not refuse the demands of a man in authority over her.  How can the Church constructively engage Culture in addressing such issues?  In the West, the Church is faced with the philosophy of relativism, which disallows moral considerations from most debates in the public sphere.  Pray that today’s Church would earnestly spend time seeking for God’s guidance as it attempts to introduce into local culture His concept and plan for healthy and fulfilling marriages.  Pray for greater sensitivity to God’s voice and greater empowerment from the Holy Spirit as the Body of Christ engages local communities in the effort to restore marriage as God intended.  Colossians 2:6-11
