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ACT  AWARE:  Protect yourself and others
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6:30pm St John’s Church, Princes Street




7pm St Mary’s Cathedral

This year we have seen yet another increase in new HIV diagnoses in Scotland.  As treatments improve, people are living longer and that is good news.  But living with HIV isn’t always good news. Dealing with the stigma that often comes along with HIV is an ongoing reality for many people.  Whether it’s assumptions in the workplace or the pressure of keeping a secret; attitudes from some of those who might be expected to be sympathetic or the challenge of disclosing to new friends, people living with HIV are continually aware of the challenges that their HIV status can bring.  
Church, the place of safety and security for many, can be a place of anxiety and uncertainty.  How would I be treated if people knew?  Would I be welcome at communion?  Would there be assumptions about who I am and my lifestyle?  If you were to discover that the person beside you in the pew was HIV+, would it matter?  Would you treat them differently – perhaps you’d make an extra effort to welcome them.  Would you have any concerns about infection?

In Scotland, relatively few people die from HIV related illness but, as a result of ignorance and fear of stigma and discrimination, death rates are higher than they need to be.  Untreated, HIV is a killer; people deny themselves access to treatment because of the attitudes they have encountered from ordinary people like you and me.  Some people still find it impossible to disclose their HIV status to others; some people still live in denial and hope that it will go away.
If we are to be truly open and inclusive church communities, we have to truly welcome people living with HIV – not to tolerate or pity, not to treat differently – but to welcome.  We should welcome in the way that we would welcome Jesus; welcome in the way that we are encouraged to welcome strangers.   This year we are asked to ‘act aware’.  We need to be HIV aware, to know when we might be at risk of infection.  We need to be HIV aware, to know that some people might need reassurance from us.  We need to be HIV aware to ensure that others in our community are not inadvertently discriminating or making differences.  
People who are living with HIV are just that – people who live with a virus.  We need to embrace the person not the virus.
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