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 In front of a golden statue of Buddha in the Temple Wat Prabat Nampoo, located 
in the isolated hills of Lopburi Province seventy miles north of Bangkok, Thailand, lay 
tens of thousands of neatly tied white bundles.  Each package contains the cremated 
bones and ashes of a person who has died from AIDS.  They have been abandoned 
because their families would not accept them. 
 On the other side of the world, deep in the heart of the United States, a woman in 
Kansas attends the funeral of a stranger.  When asked why she is crying, she replies that 
her son had died of AIDS the previous week, but her husband did not permit them to have 
a Christian funeral.   So she had come to mourn near the casket of another familyÕs son 
who had passed away because of AIDS. 
 In Samalkota, Andhra Pradesh, India, a landlord threw a poor man out of his 
house when it was discovered he was suffering from AIDS.   He was left for three days to 
die in a dumping ground, surrounded by trash and garbage, where the pigs and dogs 
roamed freely.    His wife, Laxmi, and their three little children brought him food and 
tried to care for him, but there was little they could do to comfort him in this 
dehumanizing situation.    No one came to help him or his family.i   
 
The Vicious Sins of Stigma and Discrimination 

These three stories dramatize the vicious sins of stigma and discrimination too 
often associated with HIV/AIDS.   Even in death there is no dignity.   Persons are denied 
even the right to grieve the loss of loved ones.   Basic human rights for care and 
compassion are ignored.   Fear and shame reign supreme, and the trauma of suffering is 
intensified.     

Tragically, these three reports are not isolated incidents but reflect widespread 
antipathy towards persons infected with HIV.  Stigma and discrimination toward them 
and their families is not the particular response of persons within one culture, country, or 
religion, but unfortunately raise their ugly faces in almost every place.    

Persons infected by HIV not only face the dilemma of illness but also the likelihood 
of discrimination.  Instead of experiencing love, forgiveness, and healing, far too often 
persons with HIV/AIDS experience prejudice and discrimination.   Throughout the world 
people have lost jobs, friends, family, and even medical care when it was discovered they 
were suffering from HIV/AIDS.    Their confidentiality is breached and their human 
rights ignored.   At a time when they urgently need assistance, they instead are treated as 
pariahs or outcasts rather than being embraced with compassion and care.   
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The I liff School of Theology in Denver, Colorado, USA.   He directs the Center for Global Pastoral 
Ministry at I liff .   A former student at Madras Christian College, Tambaram, India, Messer has participated 
in many HIV/AIDS programs and projects in India.   
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Religious communities, especially those in the minority in every culture, know what 
it means to suffer discrimination and a loss of human rights.   A sense of empathy, 
therefore, with the marginalized should serve as a useful reminder of the need to 
champion the cause of persons with HIV/AIDS.   

 As the pandemic has swept across southern Africa, the church has had to confront 
AIDS on a human scale never before experienced.   In the early stages of the disease 
many Christians sought to justify their judgmental non-involvement with efforts at 
prevention and care by blaming the infected because they had engaged in homosexual 
relations or used illegal intravenous drugs.   Stigmatization and discrimination have also 
been common in the United States and the Christian community has never expressed 
massive outrage to such prejudice.   

Having HIV/AIDS is no longer likely to trigger quite the emotional fear in the 
United States that it did in the early years of the epidemic.   In certain circles of society 
acceptance and understanding prevail.   Yet there remains enough antipathy and 
discriminatory practice that revealing oneÕs HIV positive status is still a traumatic 
experience.   Labeling still exists and the fear of rejection remains high.   The fear of 
stigmatization, marginalization and discrimination keeps people from knowing the full 
love and care of the people of God.  It also prohibits us from recognizing that global 
AIDS is not just an issue for somebody else in some distant place, but at our own very 
doorstep and perhaps in our own very households. 

What was proclaimed at an ecumenical and global consultation in Africa needs to 
be shouted from the pulpits of every congregation and taught in every church forum:   

Òthe most powerful contribution we can make to combating HIV 
transmission is the eradication of stigma and discrimination; a key that 
will, we believe, open the door for all those who dream of a viable and 
achievable way of living with HIV/AIDS and preventing the spread of the 
virus.Ó    

This conference in Mumbai could prove to be an essential step in this direction, if as 
ecumenical leaders of India you can  

1.  commit yourself and your churches to condemning discrimination and 
stigmatization of people living with HIV/AIDS as a sin and as contrary to 
the will of God, and  

2. incorporate as a priority within the mission and ministry of the church 
HIV/AIDS education, prevention, treatment and care. 

Clearly it would signal a new day for the Christian community in India if we asserted 
that:  ÒWe will condemn discrimination and stigmatization of people living with 
HIV/AIDS as a sin and as contrary to the will of God.Ó ii    
 Let me share in this presentation why discrimination and stigmatization are 
personal and social sins contrary to the will of God, and suggest five ways for Christians 
to address these issues.  

 
JesusÕ Response to Stigmatization and Discr imination 

First, by pointing to the life and ministry of Jesus rank-and-file Christians are 
enabled to understand how sinful it is to discriminate and stigmatize people living with 
HIV/AIDS.  Looking anew at the ways of Jesus reveals a vision of what God wills for the 
human family.   Paramount to this examination is to look at how Jesus responded to 
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leprosy and lepers.  Certainly in biblical times, those with leprosy experienced severe 
discrimination and stigmatization; yet Jesus forthrightly reached out and ministered to 
them.    

Often the contemporary AIDS crisis has been compared to leprosy in previous 
generations, especially in the way people have been treated.  The Book of Leviticus helps 
us to understand the social-cultural-religious landscape and prejudices of the ancient 
world.  For example, Leviticus offers a vivid portrait of the plight of the leper:   

ÒThe person who has the leprous disease shall wear torn clothes and let the 
hair of his head be disheveled; and he shall cover his upper lip and cry out, 
ÔUnclean, unclean.  Ò He shall remain unclean as long as he has the 
disease; he is unclean. He shall live alone; his dwelling shall be outside the 
camp.Ó    (Leviticus 13: 45-46) 

Too often this is experience of the contemporary person who has HIV/AIDSÑ they are 
ostracized and made to feel Òunclean, uncleanÓ-and they are not welcomed into the 
hearts, homes, and churches of Christians, but instead their ÒdwellingÓ is Òoutside the 
camp.Ó    

I am amazed by the radical difference between JesusÕ approach to lepers and the 
dominant cultural and religious perspective of his time.  To be a leper was to be an 
outcastÑ the lowest of the low.  Lepers were excluded from many places, and leprosy 
was considered a punishment for sin (cf. Numbers  12:10-15;  2 Kings 5:27; 15:5; 2 
Chronicles 26-20-21).  Entering a leperÕs house was a cause for bathing, purification, and 
laundering.  To associate with lepers was highly problematic behavior, certain not to 
make you popular with powerful social and religious leaders.  Thus how shocking to scan 
the ministry of Jesus and discover how repeatedly he reached out to heal persons with 
leprosy (e.g., Matt. 8- 1-4; Luke 17:11-19), and how he commissioned his disciples to do 
the same (Matt. 10:8).  How amazing that two days before Passover, in the very moment 
when the plot to kill Jesus was brewing, Jesus deliberately chose to dine at the table of 
the home of Simon the leper (Mark 14:3ff). 

Yes, Jesus crashed the barriers and smashed the bias of his time as he reached out 
both in compassion and companionship to the lepers of his time.  Would he do otherwise 
todayÑ as 42 million persons globally suffer from HIV/AIDS?  Clearly Jesus would be a 
compassionate companion and call us, his disciples, to join him whenever and wherever 
we can.  
 
Chr istian Theology Affirms Worth And Dignity Of Every Person 

Second, Christian theology and ethics clearly condemns discrimination and 
stigmatization, affirming the essential worth and dignity of every person.  Christians 
understand God as standing in loving solidarity especially with those who suffer and/or 
who are abandoned (e.g., orphans) or mistreated (e.g., widows). 

The sacred value of every human being is based on the Christian belief in the 
Òimago Dei,Ó the Òimage of GodÓ implanted in each and every person.   Every person 
reflects the mystery and glory of God.  To treat any person as less than valuable or as 
somehow disposable is to offend God.  It is to deny the special sacredness of every 
human life.   Stigmatization and discrimination are blasphemous actions against God as 
well as individual persons.  God is incognito in every person. 
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A review of Christian scripture reveals many texts that emphasize how 
stigmatization and discrimination are contrary to the ethics of the faithful.   They also 
demonstrate how Jesus, the Christ, focused on those treated as non-persons in his society 
(women, tax collectors, Samaritans, prostitutes, and others).   In a sense, the beginning of 
Christian mission is to identify with those treated as Ònon-persons,Ó and to reach out in 
caring ministry.    

In light of the extreme exclusion and xenophobia that persons living with 
HIV/AIDS often experience, it seems appropriate to remember the parable of the Good 
Samaritan that Jesus taught.   A contemporary paraphrase suggests that: 

¥ A HIV/AIDS afflicted person fell into a pit and couldnÕt get himself out. 
¥ A pharisaic fundamentalist came along and said, ÒYou deserve your pit.Ó 
¥ A psychologist came along and said, ÒAccept your pit.  That way youÕll be 

happy.Ó 
¥ An apostate liberal came along and said, ÒYour pit is GodÕs beautiful gift   

to you.Ó 
¥ An activist came along and said, ÒFight for your right to stay in your pit.Ó 
¥ A researcher came along and said, ÒDiscrimination against pits is illegal.Ó 
¥ A charismatic came along and said, ÒJust confess that youÕre not in that 

pit.Ó 
¥ ÔRespectable peopleÕ came along and said, ÒWe donÕt associate with pit-

dwellers.Ó 
¥ His mother came along and said, ÒItÕs your fatherÕs fault youÕre in that 

pit.Ó 
¥ His father came along and said, ÒItÕs your motherÕs fault youÕre in that 

pit.Ó 
¥ Moralists came and said, ÒItÕs the fault of the company of friends you kept 

all these days.Ó 
¥ But Jesus, seeing the man, loved him, and reaching into the pit, put his 

arms around the man, pulled him out and said, ÒCome my friend, share 
with me your painful story . . . .Óiii 

Yes, as Christians we need to listen to the painful stories of those persons who 
have experienced stigmatization and discrimination.  If we think of the global pandemic 
only in terms of remote statistics and nameless numbers, we are unlikely to hear the voice 
of God speaking to us.   But as we encounter individual persons living with HIV/AIDS 
and enter into their experience as empathetically as is humanly possible, our hearts will 
be broken and GodÕs grace has a chance of permeating care and compassion. 
  Thus I am drawn inexorably to the words of Jesus in Matthew 11:28-29.  These 
words of comfort and hope were meant not only for the people of JesusÕ day, or for the 
ÒuntouchablesÓ of India, or for those scarred by the Òscarlet lettersÓ of stigmatization and 
discrimination, but for every person.   Hear anew Jesus saying: 

ÒCome to me, all you that are weary and are carrying heavy burdens, and 
I will give you rest.  Take my yoke upon you, and learn from me; for I am 
gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls.  For my 
yoke is easy, and my burden is light.Ó (Matthew 11:28-30) 

Yes, I believe that Jesus sees us, loves us, reaches into whatever ÒpitÓ we dwell, puts his 
arms around us, pulls us out, and says, ÒCome my friend, tell me your painful story . . . .Ó 
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Responding To GodÕs Call  

Third, Christians can respond to GodÕs call to combat stigmatization and 
discrimination in the church and world by offering love, acceptance, forgiveness, and 
healing, not judgment and prejudice.   Every segment of society can contribute in its own 
way to overcoming this preventable disease.  Religious communities will never have 
enough financial resources to provide all the funds necessary for promoting education, 
prevention, treatment, and care, but they can commit their share.  But as Calle Almedal of 
UNAIDS emphasizes, ÒIt does not cost one cent to preach Sunday after Sunday that 
discrimination of people with HIV/AIDS is a sin and against the will of God.Óiv 

However, what communities of faith can do most effectively is to demonstrate 
theologically and practically to persons and families living with HIV/AIDS that the 
church of Jesus Christ offers love, acceptance, forgiveness, and healing, not judgment, 
prejudice, stigmatization and discrimination.   Tragically, too often the church and other 
religious bodies have contributed to prejudice and pain rather than being in the forefront 
of efforts to reduce and eliminate such marginalization.   Judgmental attitudes and 
shunning behavior have only prompted greater secrecy and shame, forcing people to hide 
their illness and keeping them from openly seeking prevention, treatment and care.  As 
Kofi Annan, Secretary-General of the United Nations, declared on World AIDS Day 
2002:   

The fear of stigma leads to silence, and when it comes to fighting AIDS, 
silence is death.  It suppresses public discussion about AIDS, and deters 
people from finding out whether they are infected.  It can cause peopleÑ
whether a mother breastfeeding her child or a sexual partner reluctant to 
disclose their HIV statusÑ to risk transmitting HIV rather than attract 
suspicion that they might be infected.v 

Persons living with HIV/AIDS have repeatedly reported that the hardest part of 
having the disease is not the illness itself, or of facing the prospect of death and dying, 
but experiencing the fear and the reality of rejection from friends, family, church 
members, medical professionals, and even strangers.     

Stigma and discrimination are not only horrendous personal evils to inflict on 
individual persons, but they are social evils that undermine and threaten collective public 
health efforts at prevention, care, support, and treatment.   In Botswana, where 40% of 
the adults are infected, the Health Minister Joy Phumpaphi has pleaded that unless the 
barriers of stigma and discrimination are overcome than preventing others from 
becoming infected in southern Africa becomes very problematic.  People hide their 
positive status if they think they are going to be ridiculed or suffer personal harm.   If 
they fear their partners or families will abandon them, why would they risk telling their 
status?  But if they do not share their status, and others expect them to engage in 
unprotected sex, then the possibility for the disease to spread is quite high.  Since women 
in many cultures suffer discrimination because of their gender, they are doubly 
discriminated against in these situations since they often have little to no control over 
their sexual lives.  Though men are the main venue by which the disease in many 
countries is spread, the women are the ones who most often are blamed.vi   

In an extensive study of HIV/AIDS in India, Kalpana Jain states unequivocally 
that most people do not fear so much the possibility of an early death, but the world of 
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stigma and shame thrust upon them.vii  The cultural environment becomes the greatest 
killer, forcing persons and families to hide the disease.  People often suffer pain and 
abuse greater than the ravages of the virus itself.  A young Indian pastor once told me that 
anyone diagnosed with HIV/AIDS in his rural community would fear for his life.   With a 
trembling voice, he told how a long time ago his grandfather had contracted cholera, and 
the neighbors were so scared Òthat they locked my grandfather in his house and burned 
him alive.  Today that would happen if I had AIDS.Ó 

Persons worry not only about the stigma and discrimination they will face, but 
what will be inflicted on their families and loved ones.  Children suffer not only from 
their parentÕs illness, but also from ugly taunts and being excluded from other children.  
Men and women lose their jobs and then cannot provide food and shelter for their 
families.  When Anand  (a pseudonym) went public with newspaper and television 
interviews in order to spread awareness and promote prevention, the public reaction was 
so great that his mother lost her teaching job, his sisterÕs marriage was cancelled, and his 
lawyer brother-in-law faced hostility from his colleagues.  His own brother threw him out 
of the house and he was forced to live with his grandmother, who treated him like a 
pariah.  He was forced into silence and could no longer function as an advocate against 
AIDS in the public arena.viii  

Individual Christians and churches are challenged to respond to the call of God to 
combat stigmatization and discrimination in the church and world by offering love, 
acceptance, forgiveness, and healing, not judgment and prejudice.   Global AIDS 
provides a new frontier of Christian service.  Getting involved provides Christians an 
opportunity for being involved in the greatest health challenge the world has faced for 
700 years.   
 
Personal Exper ience Wi th Persons Living Wi th HIV/AIDS 

A fourth powerful way to help persons understand how the sin of stigmatization 
and discrimination is contrary to the will of God is for persons to meet someone living 
with HIV/AIDS or to hear the stories of those who suffer from prejudicial attitudes and 
actions.   Only the most hard-hearted persons will resist the promptings of the Holy Spirit 
to greater compassion and care. 

Albert ÒFritzÓ Mutti, the United Methodist Bishop of Kansas, and his wife, Etta 
Mae, openly share their experiences of losing two of their three sons to AIDS.  A number 
of times I have been privileged to hear them tell how their sons lived with the disease and 
encountered discrimination and stigmatization from the very denomination their parents 
faithfully served.  We once journeyed to India where they served as speakers at a 
conference at United Theological College in Bangalore.   Halfway through their joint 
presentation, I began to think that perhaps their stories were too remote and American for 
an audience in India.   But then I turned and looked at the faces of the listeners.   How 
wrong I was, as the MuttiÕs heart-breaking stories crossed the cultural and geographical 
barriers, and persons in India identified with their incredible loss.  Loving and losing two 
sons to AIDS was a powerful testimony that melted hearts and created a sense of outrage 
against discrimination and compassion for persons and families living with AIDS.  

At that same conference in India I became acquainted with a courageous and 
winsome young Indian man, Ashok Pillai.   A Hindu with a heart of love for all people, 
Ashok was among the first in India to dare to be publicly identified as being HIV 
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positive.   He often talked about how when he was in the Indian Navy and was diagnosed 
with HIV.  A popular guy, he was suddenly shunned as no one would even sit at the table 
to eat with him.  Kalpana Jain describes what happened, when Ashok was all alone in a 
public place, facing rejection and discrimination from his buddies:   

ÒTears welled up in AshokÕs eyes.  Each morsel he took seemed to 
choke him.  But slowly and deliberately he finished the rice and fish he 
had served himself. . . . Each movement, each action of his was under 
scrutiny.  He wanted to run and get away from their gimlet stares.  But 
better sense commanded him to stay; to behave as though he did not care.  
He had to live. He had to eat, even if he was feeling nauseous.  He 
finished every bit on his plate. The whispers in the room were still aliveÑ
ringing in his ears, weighing him down.Óix  

But thanks to incredible internal fortitude, Ashok dared to be himself, ultimately helping 
to form the Indian Network for People Living with HIV/AIDS.  He served as the 
organizationÕs president and campaigned tirelessly for a world without AIDS.  He 
conquered his fears of rejection, and spoke the truth to power, calling government, 
cultural and religious organizations to compassionate involvement.  Though a Hindu 
himself, he volunteered his time and energy to speak to any Christian group that was 
willing to listen and learn.  For me, he was a Christ-like figure, because he sought to love 
and save people, even those who scorned and rejected him.   His untimely and sudden 
death in 2002 was a major loss to all who knew him and for millions he sought to help.  
 
Advocating Laws Protecting Human Rights Of All Persons 
 Fifth, Christians can fight the sins of stigmatization and discrimination by 
advocating and supporting laws that protect the human rights of persons living with 
HIV/AIDS.    Laws that insist on medical confidentiality, protect employment, ensure 
medical treatment, safeguard housing, and punish harassment help contribute to the 
ending prejudicial treatment. 
 In the African-American community, it has been said Òlaws cannot make people 
love you, but they can keep them from lynching you.Ó  Likewise legislation aimed at 
protecting the human rights of persons and families living with HIV will not necessarily 
transform hard-hearted persons into compassionate friends, but it can restrain them from 
acts of cruelty and teach them the basics of human decency.   In the process, it protects 
persons from harm and may eventually help persons to understand that persons living 
with HIV/AIDS are not a threat to them, their families, or the community. 
 The General Assembly of the United Nations in 2001 forthrightly declared that  
Òstigmatization, silence, discrimination, and denial, as well as confidentiality, undermine 
prevention, care and treatment efforts.Ó  They emphasized that conquering HIV/AIDS 
requires gender equality and the empowerment of women. Prejudicial practices and 
attitudes not only harm the well-being of individuals but undermine the well-being of 
society.  In their final report, the United Nations stresses that the Òfull realization of 
human rights and fundamental freedoms for all is essentialÓ to fighting the HIV/AIDS 
pandemic.x 
 
 If HIV/AIDS is to be conquered then churches must join with others in urging that 
the rights of sexual minorities in every culture and country be protected.  In too many 
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places discrimination is not only permitted, but also encouraged, against gays, lesbians, 
bi-sexuals and transgendered persons.  Sexual minorities are subject to extortion, 
blackmail, illegal detention, and physical, verbal and sexual abuse by police and others.xi  
As long as society and states tolerate such violations of human rights, silence and secrecy 
will prevail and hopes for a world without AIDS will evaporate. 
 The churchÕs profession of human rights, however, will ring hollow, however, if 
stigmatization and discrimination against persons with HIV/AIDS is allowed to continue 
within the church.   If laypersons and clergy diagnosed with HIV lose their positions of 
leadership within the church, then the church loses any authority it may have to speak for 
human rights in the broader society.   
 Too often clergy with HIV are stripped of clerical responsibilities and completely 
marginalized.   An exception has been Rev. Gideon Byamugisha of Uganda, who was the 
first practicing priest in Africa to declare publicly he was living with HIV/AIDS.   Since 
being diagnosed, he has been promoted in the Anglican Church and become an effective 
champion of the rights of persons living with HIV/AIDS, and a leader in motivating the 
church to combat global HIV/AIDS.   In his book, Breaking the Silence on HIV/AIDS In 
Africa; How Can Religious Institutions Talk About Sexual Matters In Their 
Communities, he says:  

ÒAIDS does not just happen to Ôother people.Õ  AIDS can and does happen 
to any of us. . . . If those of us with HIV and AIDS can obtain help and 
compassionate support from those around us, we can live positively and 
constructively, and help our brothers and sisters to avoid our situation.  If 
we face instead punishment, blame, or discrimination, our lives will be 
more miserable, and will hide the danger and the experience that could 
save our lives and the lives of others.  Blame sustains denial, and denial 
fuels the spread of AIDS.Óxii 

In contrast, Episcopal Bishop John S. Spong spoke of his friend, Father Ray Roberts who 
died of AIDS, without ever really knowing acceptance and care from the church he loved 
and served.   Spong emphasizes there are no outcasts in GodÕs Kingdom.  He laments 
that: 

ÒWe Christians assert that we see the human face of this God in a Christ 
who reigns with outstretched arms of welcome from a cross to which 
humanity has nailed him.  From that painful throne this Christ issues an 
invitation:  ÔCome to me all who travail and are heavy laden.  I will give 
you rest.Õ  It is a scandalous outrage that the church that claims to be the 
body of Christ cannot make good the inclusiveness of this invitation.Óxiii  

 
In Conclusion:  AIDS Is Not A Dirty Word 
 The Church will not provide the finances or scientific research that finds a cure or 
vaccine for HIV.   The Church will not likely match the contributions of many other non-
governmental organizations, who have devoted themselves and their resources to creating 
a world without AIDS.   What the Church can do is to relieve the stigma and 
discrimination by standing in solidarity with those living with HIV/AIDS and by 
speaking out in every venue possible to encourage acceptance, understanding, love, 
compassion, care and treatment. 
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 Theologian Gillian Paterson in an essay on the ÒChurch, AIDS and StigmaÓ 
vividly illustrates what too often happens with his story of Yupa, a Christian woman in 
Chiang Mai, Thailand.   Her husband was the leader of a local church, but increasingly 
was experiencing illness.  Eventually their doctor suggested that both she and her 
husband should have a blood test.   Both proved to be HIV positive.   Yupa cared loving 
for her husband; in fact, he ultimately died in her arms. 
 Yupa, however, felt the full force of stigmatization and discrimination.  Instead of 
being a respectable woman in the life of the church, she was treated as an outcast.  She 
was no longer welcome in her church and her husbandÕs family rejected her.  Paterson 
reports that she was told that ÒGod was punishing her, and she should avoid the presence 
of god-fearing Christians.  Her family received death threats, and people would look the 
other way if she met them in the street.Ó   Fortunately, Yupa eventually found a support 
group and became a volunteer helping other persons living with HIV/AIDS.   However, 
she says, ÒI am happy that my husband died before he learned the shallowness of his 
churchÕs claim to be loving and compassionate.Óxiv 
 As the Anglican Archbishop Njongonkulu Ndungane of South Africa says, ÒWe 
need to shout from the rooftops that AIDS is not GodÕs punishment of the wicked.  It is a 
virus and not a sin, and the stigma that society has created around the epidemic is causing 
people to die instead of living positively.Óxv   In the United States, one young man, Ryan 
White, suffered a high degree of stigmatization and discrimination as a teenager with 
HIV/AIDS.  At his funeral, the Presbyterian pastor, Raymond Probasco, enunciated a 
goal for all Christians:  ÒWith GodÕs help, and each of yours, weÕll make AIDS a disease 
and not a dirty word.Óxvi  Yes, stigmatization and discrimination are personal and social 
sins contrary to the will and way of God. 
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