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Texts:  Luke 18:15-17; Matthew 19:13-15 
 Acts 16:6-10 
 
 Last Tuesday I was literally on the other side of the globe in an obscure village 

called Namakkal in southern India, when I suddenly heard Jesus speaking to me.  The 

small room was filled with noise, as many people were talking, but that sound was 

eclipsed as I only heard the biblical words of Jesus penetrating my ears, mind and heart.  

My eyes were seeing a medical doctor from Great Britain opening a bottle of pills, as six 

or seven children, two to six years of age crowded around him, and other doctors and 

parents crammed closer.  But even as the doctor began to speak, and the room grew quiet, 

it was only the words of Jesus that were clear to me at that moment:   “Let the little 

children come unto me, forbid them not, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.”  Over and 

over, I heard the words repeated, “Let the children come unto me, forbid them not, for 

theirs is the kingdom of heaven.” 

The doctor from London was explaining that these generic pills were new, never 

tried before, and that they held the promise of extending life to little babies and children 

living with and suffering from HIV/AIDS.   Without this medicine these impoverished 

children were destined to die, just had some of their mothers and fathers.  But with this 

medicine—blending three types of antiretroviral drugs—they had a very good chance to 

live.   
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 I am not one of those preachers who often claim he hears Jesus talking or that 

God speaks to me everyday.  This was an extraordinary spiritual moment for me, and it 

shapes the message I want to share with you this morning.  

 

Worst Health Crisis in 700 Years 

 The world is facing the worst health crisis in 700 years, with a raging HIV/AIDS 

pandemic sweeping the earth.  About 27 million people have already died; 40 plus 

million are infected, almost half of whom are women.   No cure exists and vaccines for 

prevention remain yet distant scientific dreams.  Around the world the poorest of the poor 

are most impacted, with Sub-Saharan Africa and India suffering the largest number of 

infections and deaths.   Some 13 to 15 million children have become orphans, with some 

predicting that by 2010 that number may escalate to 100 million.   

 In the United States the disease has dropped from the headlines and our 

consciousness.  thanks to new antiretroviral drugs that extend life.   We are far from 

immune, however, from this crisis since the numbers of persons infected continues to rise 

with more than a 1 million persons estimated to have the disease, a third of whom do not 

know it.    

 But all these statistics quickly become a blur in our minds and generally don’t 

impact our hearts or our feelings.   For, as the Africans say, “statistics are numbers 

without tears.”  It is only when we get up close and personal and meet the people living 

with HIV/AIDS, do we usually feel the impact and hear their cries for assistance.    
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The Vision of Paul:  “Come Over . . . And Help Us” 

 Thus earlier this week when I stood in a roomful of Indian women, men and 

children, most of whom were infected with HIV/AIDS and desperately crying for help, I 

suddenly heard the voice of God calling over the din.  It was for me, like the vision of St. 

Paul, when one night, according to the Book of Acts, he saw a man of Macedonia 

standing before him and pleading, “Come over to Macedonia and help us.”   (Acts 16:9) 

This experience for Paul and his companions was a turning point in their mission and 

ministry.  “Immediately” they sought to get to Macedonia, “being convinced that God 

had called us to proclaim the good news to them.”   

 This visionary episode marks the Christian movement from the Middle East to 

Europe, the journey to share the Gospel with the Gentiles that lived far from the 

birthplace of Jesus.    In the history of the Christian Church, Paul’s vision hearing the cry, 

“Come over . . . and help me” became the hallmark of mission and ministry, responding 

to human need whenever and wherever it appears.    

 David J. Bosch even suggests in his classic book, Transforming Mission, that 

traces the history and theology of mission, that this vision and the words “Come 

over…and help me” became a primary biblical basis for global outreach during the 

period following the Enlightenment.i    This visionary motif led Christians around the 

world to share the gospel, building churches, schools, hospitals, orphanages, and a variety 

of other ministries, all designed to show the healing inclusive love of God in Jesus Christ. 

 Now more than 20 years into the global pandemic, I believe God is calling 

Christians in every place to respond to the cry of those in need around the world who are 

asking “Come over . . . and help me.”  Too often the church in the past has looked at 
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persons suffering with HIV/AIDS and shunned and stigmatized them.  Too often the 

church as the Body of Christ has pretended that the crisis was not so severe, and in the 

process we allowed genocide to occur in parts of Africa.  Too often the church has 

become so preoccupied with its own concerns for institutional maintenance and 

management that we have hoarded our resources and failed to share our knowledge, our 

compassion, and our love for other members of God’s family. 

 

A Cry for Help, Hope and Health 

 This is not the first time I have heard the cry of people for help, hope, and health.  

Let me briefly tell you of others I have met and how they begged for assistance. 

• In South Africa Bonnie and I heard the piercing cry of a mother and a 

grandchild as they wept over the death of their child from AIDS. 

• In Burma I spent time literally sharing bread and water with young 

infected couples on the floor of a little shack.  They pleaded for help for 

their people, trapped in a land controlled by military dictators and isolated 

from the world’s medical supplies 

• In a Costa Rican hostel  I held the hand of men who had been deserted by 

their families and friends,  

• In Thailand, I made a pastoral visit in a slum and met a young woman 

emaciated under a mosquito net.  She was to die the next day, leaving two 

little boys with absolutely no one to care for them.  

• And I shall never forget the young woman several years ago who spoke to 

me in an AID hospital and asked the penetrating question, “Why can 
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people in rich countries have heart transplants and we can’t get any 

medicine? 

It seemed to me as I looked at the doctor, holding the medicines and counting the pills 

that finally her request could come true.   The poor could share the same right to health 

and hope as the richer in the world, if only money could be found to pay for these generic 

drugs worth costing somewhere between $5 to $10 a month.    

 

Children:  The Invisible Face of AIDS 

 In the days of Jesus children were marginalized by the religious people.  The 

Bible tells us that the disciples even tried to keep the children away from Jesus.   But 

Jesus objected, urging the children to come to him and declaring that the Kingdom of 

God belonged to them, and even suggesting that unless we all become like little children 

we shall never know the joys of the Kingdom ourselves. 

 In many ways the contemporary world has been like the disciples—and tried to 

keep little children away from life-giving and life-extending medicines.  Every minute of 

every day a child dies of AIDS.  Only 5%--1 in 20--of those children infected with 

HIV/AIDS in the world have access to the drugs.   Four million HIV-infected children 

need the antibiotic cotrimoxazole, but only 1% get it. ii  We have the medicine, but 

instead of saying “Come unto me all you who are heavy laden and I will give you 

health,” we instead have said “Go away, we don’t think you are worth the cost of this 

medicine and care.”   

 As Ann Veneman, Executive Director of UNICEF and President Bush’s former 

Secretary of Agriculture, has noted, children are the invisible face of the global AIDS 
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pandemic.  This week she declared:  “A whole generation of young people today has 

never known a world free of HIV and AIDS.  It is a disease that has redefined their 

childhood forcing them to grow up alone too fast, or sadly sometimes not at all.” 

 In the Bible we don’t know why people were bringing children to Jesus.  A New 

Testament scholar, R. Alan Culpepper, reports that it was estimated that in biblical days 

“infant mortality rates ran as high as 30 percent;” and “the terrors of disease, famine, and 

war claimed 30 percent of those who survived by the age of six and 60% by the age of 

sixteen.”   He suspects that they had heard of how Jesus had a reputation for healing, and 

came seeking his touch.iii  

 

Responding to the Global AIDS Crisis 

 After hearing the voice of Jesus, and seeing the possibility that the little children 

of Namakkal might have a chance for life with a new experimental triple drug cocktail 

especially designed for children, I responded to a call to raise money to purchase this 

medicine.  With God’s help, by Christmas I hope to raise at least $10,000 so the drug can 

be tested in India under the guidance of the London doctor and my good friend, Dr. N. M. 

Samuel.    

 But I know also that combating the global AIDS pandemic cannot simply be 

focused solely on the needs of children.   The best way to keep a child from becoming an 

orphan is to keep his or her parents alive.  They need anti-retroviral drugs too, and finally 

some are receiving them, thanks in part to the new initiatives of the Bush Administration 

and Congress.   Also the best way to keep children from getting infected in the first place 

is to emphasize education and prevention.  If parents know how to protect themselves 
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from the disease, fewer babies will be born with HIV.   Also if proper medical care is 

given to pregnant women with AIDS, the possibility of eliminating the transfer of AIDS 

from mother to child is very great.    

 This is a time for the church of Jesus Christ to join in partnership with persons 

around the world to work for an AIDS-free world.   I believe that God is already at work 

in the world seeking with scientists to find a vaccine, a cure, and various treatments.  I 

believe God is seeking to comfort the infected and the affected.  I believe every new 

infection brings a tear to God’s eyes and every death is like a new nail being pounded 

into Christ’s hands.  I believe God calls every Christian to move from condemnation to 

compassion, stigmatization to liberation, and apathy to action. 

 In August I visited Kenya—a country in Africa devastated by disease, death, and 

despair.  An estimated one in four Kenyans is infected and the numbers continue to 

escalate.  But at a Methodist Hospital in Maua and a government hospital in Eldoret, I 

saw a few rays of hope breaking through the darkness.  People, who once were 

hospitalized, unable to walk, malnourished, and on the edge of death have now, like 

Lazurus, come back to life.  They are walking and working again, taking care of their 

children, and serving as productive citizens.    

 I was especially inspired in meeting a retired United Methodist physician and 

professor from the University of Indiana, Joseph Mamlin, M.D.    He has mobilized a vast 

program that provides anti-retroviral medicines for 15,000 Kenyans, and is adding an 

additional 1,000 patients a month.  Doctors give two prescriptions to persons who test 

HIV positive—one for medicine and the other for food.  The medicine is provided free 

and if people lack food that is provided free for six months thanks to the United Nations 
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and US AID.   If you give a mother food, and her children are hungry, inevitably she will 

give it to her children.  So this program provides food for hungry family members as 

well.  Mamlin and others have heard the cry to “Come over . . . and help us,” and they are 

bringing health and hope to men, women, and children in need. 

 Likewise I was impressed to meet in recent weeks a United Methodist missionary 

from Norway who for the past 27 years has labored as a nurse in India.   Now she has 

moved out of her hospital and clinic, and developed a program of education, prevention, 

and testing for truck drivers along the road from Delhi to Agra.  Ms. Refsdal 

courageously reaches out to teach uneducated, illiterate, and vulnerable men about the 

dangers of HIV/AIDS.  She doesn’t blush about talking about sexuality or condoms, but 

seeks to get a message of help, hope, and health out to men who often get infected and 

then infect their wives.  An angel of mercy, she has forsaken the beautiful land of 

Norway in order to bring Christ’s healing ministry to thousands of truck drivers in India. 

 These are but two examples of what United Methodists lay persons are doing.  So 

much yet remains to be done if we are to conquer AIDS, tuberculosis and malaria.  The 

new United Methodist Global AIDS Fund is yet another way  that we can all respond to 

the world’s pandemic.   Our goal is to raise at least $8 million over four years.    As a 

church we can unite in offering awareness, education, prevention, care, and treatment 

programs.    

Let us reclaim the spirit of John Wesley who preached care for both the body and 

soul.  Just as Wesley used to hand out spiritual tracts in one hand, and a medical 

pamphlet in another, we too can be engaged in a healing ministry. With Wesley, the 
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world can be our parish.    And just like St. Paul, we can catch the vision of mission and 

respond to the cry:  “Come over . . . and help us.” 

   
  
                                                
i David J. Bosch, Transforming Mission:  Paradigm Shifts in Theology of Mission (Maryknoll, New York:  
Orbis Books, 1991), pp. 339-340 
ii Celia W. Dugger, “AIDS Fight Focuses on Children,” International Herald Tribune, October 27, 2005,    
p. 4. 
iii R. Alan Culpepper, “Commentary on the Gospel of Luke,” The New Interpreter’s Bible, 1995, p. 344. 


