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We are here today, World AIDS Day, not to ask the question, “What is the cause of the

AIDS crisis in Africa?” but instead to ask the question, “Why has the church been so slow

in responding to the AIDS crisis in Africa?” 

I remember vividly the tsunami that raced across Indonesia, Thailand, India and other

countries bordering the Indian Ocean. I was in Toronto on December 26, 2004, watching

the death toll rise first by the tens of thousands and then by the hundreds of thousands.

Alone in my hotel room I felt the grief and pain of a planet that had lost a quarter of a

million people in a moment.

I now know that there is a tsunami of that scale every month in Africa, and I am left

asking, “Why am I so apathetic? Why am I not heart broken?”

Where were you on September 11, 2001 when the World Trade Center buildings came

down? Do you have that moment locked in your mind? Can you remember the horror,

confusion and sadness you felt in learning that nearly 3000 people lost their lives in that

terrorist attack?

Why do we not feel the same emotion as two sets of World Trade Centers go down in

Africa every single day? What is the cause of my indifference, your indifference, the

church’s indifference?

We need only to look to the prophets to know what God’s heart is toward those who are

poor and oppressed. In Malachi we see a common pattern: God announces his

displeasure; God conveys his anger through statements of judgement; God calls his

people to repentance and salvation; and God gives a vision for future day, a Day of the

Lord, when all will be set right.

Listen to the prophet as he condemns the people of God in Malachi 3:5 (NRSV). 

I will draw near to you for judgement; I will be swift to bear witness against the

sorcerers, against the adulterers, against those who swear falsely, against those

who oppress the hired workers in their wages, the widow, and the orphan, against

those who thrust aside the alien, and do not fear me, says the Lord of hosts. 

We readily agree with the first part of this judgement. We understand that God condemns

those who engage in sorcery, adultery and perjury. But we are not as comfortable with

what follows. God is against those who cheat people of their wages or exploit the worker.



Current world trade policies favor rich and powerful nations, western nations, European

and North American nations. Africa is not given its fair share of the market in this new

global economy. As a result, Africans are left with devalued crops and products, and

receive less than fair wages. Half of those living in sub-Saharan Africa live on less than

$1 a day; that’s 315 million people. That number is too staggering to really comprehend.

In this passage from Malachi we also hear God’s anger against those who ignore the

widow and the orphan, the old and the young who had no one to care for them. There are

12 million children living in sub-Saharan Africa who have lost one or both parents. There

are entire slums of children raising children; they have lost their parents to AIDS.

Finally, in the Malachi text God decries those who neglect the foreigner, the stranger, the

alien. Since 9/11 America is increasingly isolating itself, turning inward, and fortifying its

borders in the name of security. This seems to be the opposite of what Christ was telling

us to do. In this new global village we must begin to understand Africans as our

neighbors. “Love your neighbor as yourself!” “Do this and you will live!”

Lets turn from the prophet Malachi to the prophet John. John the Baptist appears in the

wilderness speaking for God, proclaiming judgement and calling for repentance. Listen to

the words of this prophet from Luke 3:7-14 (The Message).

7-9When crowds of people came out for baptism because it was the popular thing

to do, John exploded: "Brood of snakes! What do you think you're doing slithering

down here to the river? Do you think a little water on your snakeskins is going to

deflect God's judgment? It's your life that must change, not your skin. What counts

is your life. Is it green and blossoming? Because if it's deadwood, it goes on the

fire." 

10The crowd asked him, "Then what are we supposed to do?" 

11"If you have two coats, give one away," he said. "Do the same with your food." 

12Tax men also came to be baptized and said, "Teacher, what should we do?" 

13He told them, "No more extortion—collect only what is required by law." 

14Soldiers asked him, "And what should we do?" 

He told them, "No shakedowns, no blackmail—and be content with your rations." 

In this text we have three separate groups of people pleading with John, “What should we

do?” The crowds are told to share their possessions with those who are in need. The tax

collectors are charged to conduct fair and just business practices. The soldiers are

instructed not to use their power to exploit others. 

What fascinates me about this passage is what is not said. John does not answer the

question, “What should we do?” with typical religious responses. He doesn’t say “read

your bible more,” or “pray more,” or “go to synagogue more often.” Today people in the



church often ask the same question, “What should we do?” and I hear responses like, “put

a Christian fish on your car,” “wear Christian t-shirts,” “listen to Christian music and

watch Christian TV,” or “wear a WWJD bracelet.” 

You see for John and Malachi and the other prophets, being a follower of God meant

living out an ethic of love and compassion. If we were to stand before John in the desert

and ask, “What should we do?” I wonder if he would say to us, “love Africa,” “be a voice

for the voiceless,” “modify your lifestyle in ways that will minimize the exploitation of

others.”

I was pleasantly surprised last May when I discovered that Bono was chosen to be editor-

for-a-day of the British newspaper, The Independent. In this special edition he wrote an

editorial that stood out to me, entitled “I am a witness. What can I do?” I was startled at

the similarity of the language he used with that of the people in Luke 3. It is the same

question people were asking of John the Baptist. Here are a few excerpts Bono’s editorial.

Picture this: a village where the disappearance of a whole generation has left

children to bring up children (the Lord of the Flies syndrome).

I'm a witness to this. What can I do?

Or this: my new friend Prudence, who even if she had access to anti-retroviral

therapies would not have shared them with her now dead sister or best friend

Janny, because her fellow activists were more important to keep alive.

Why? Because picture this: most activists and trained nurses cannot afford the

drugs available to us in any corner chemist.

I'm a witness to this. What can I do?

Wouldn’t this be a great question for the church to ask? What if we were to cry out, “God,

what should we do?” What would he say to us today?

I’m thankful that you, your generation, is asking this question much more frequently and

much more passionately than mine has. I believe that the role of your generation may be

to eliminate senseless, stupid poverty in your lifetime. I’m grateful for three forms of

activism represented today. The freshman senators are working with World Vision and

actingonaids.org to increase awareness of the AIDS crisis in Africa. Another group of

students, those who were enrolled in Laura Roberts’ theology class last semester learned

about the suffering, corruption and injustices in the Congo. Today they are selling

bracelets they made to help raise funds for the Mama Makeka House. They have already

raise $600. Finally, the class that is putting on this presentation this morning, Theology,

Culture and U2, is facilitating a ONE Campaign, an initiative to make poverty history.

Lawrence is coming up now because he has something he wants to tell you about the

ONE Campaign and the Declaration that you can sign today. As he comes I want to

remind you that with knowledge and education comes responsibility. We each have a



responsibility today to act on what we know. We are witnesses to the HIV/AIDS

pandemic that is said by many to be the greatest health threat the planet has ever seen.

What will we, the church, do?
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