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WORLD AIDS DAY Memorial and Remembrance 2007

Dec.01.07;  First Unitarian Church, Ottawa

On behalf of Bruce house I thank you for the opportunity to speak to you this evening. Each year on this day, we gather to celebrate, to grieve, and to remember. It is an opportunity to reflect on where we have been and where we might be headed. This day was born out of the belief that each single life has value, that none is more valuable than another. It is a day in the words of Mother Jones, to pray for the dead but fight like hell for the living.

Each World AIDS Day has a theme. Last year it was Stop AIDS. Keep the Promise: Accountability. This year it is Leadership. They fit hand in glove. On the theme of leadership, the World AIDS Campaign states:
“Since the beginning of the epidemic, experience has clearly demonstrated that significant advances in the response to HIV have been achieved when there is strong and committed leadership. Leaders are distinguished by their action, innovation and vision; their personal example and engagement of others; and their perseverance in the face of obstacles and challenges.”
Despite the efforts to hold leaders accountable in 2006, progress in halting HIV is falling far short of targets. Over 25 million people have been lost to AIDS so far. Of nearly 3 million lives claimed by HIV last year, nearly 20% were kids. Over 4 million people were newly infected with HIV 2006. In the past 2 years, the number of people living with HIV increased in every region of the world.
This is despite the promises by world leaders to provide services to curb the rates of infection and to bring down death rates. The G8 countries have all made commitments to increase spending on development aid. Unfortunately only a few countries have done so. The Global Fund for HIV/AIDS needs $18 billion for the period of 2008-2010. At a recent meeting in Berlin pledges amounted to less than $10 billion.
So what do those numbers really mean? What would this money do anyway? Stephen Lewis’ Massey Lectures are complied in a book entitled Race Against Time. I quote,

“I’m reminded of another “income-generating” project, this time in Zambia. It was early in 2005, and I was asked by a district commissioner to visit a fairly remote farming community where a group of women had a project of which they were greatly proud.
We rode in our Land Rovers over some hideously rocky and tortuous country roads, and then had to get out and walk a fair bit further, eventually we came to a large cabbage patch, beside which stood a group of fifteen or twenty women holding aloft a large banner reading “PLWA,” proclaiming their status as People Living With AIDS.

After several minutes of animated conversation, I asked if the cabbages were the project (not a brilliant hunch on my part). They laughed uproariously and said yes. “You use it to supplement your diet?” Yes again. “Do you have surplus?”

“Yes,” they chorused, “We take whatever we don’t use to market.”

“And what do you do with the profit?” I asked. It was here that time stood still. They looked at me for ages, as though I were asking a question to which I surely knew the answer, and then they suddenly realized that the question was genuine. “We buy coffins of course,” they said. “We never have enough coffins.” 
There is a nation of 33 million living with HIV illness and in spite of great advances; most are still receiving inadequate treatment and care. On this, World AIDS Day, a brief moment given symbolically to prevention, care & memory it seems fitting for each of us to consider our own role in the struggle against HIV illness and the ongoing marginalization of those worldwide who live with it.  
They are women and girls who lack the social and economic power to control key aspects of their lives, particularly in sexual matters. They are people in impossible situations when it comes to negotiating with their partners over abstinence, fidelity, or condom use. Twenty-five years into the global AIDS epidemic, there is still no widely available technology they can both initiate and control to protect them from HIV. They live here and abroad. They are gay men, still the single largest group affected here, marginalized, stigmatized and still vilified as the vectors of disease. They are African orphans who have the right to play, to learn, to have food and health, to be loved, to be safe & have the right to create their own choices and chances in life. They are increasingly aboriginal people here and elsewhere. They are the poor, the abused, the disenfranchised worldwide. In our country, our city they are increasingly the drug addicted. 
In a parliamentary brief issued by the Canadian AIDS Society ten years ago it was noted,  
“Without a sense of control over their life or work, it is not unusual for individuals to see drug or alcohol use as the only available path or as the best way to cope with their situation. It has been well documented that all of the factors contributing to marginalization, overcrowding, unemployment, a sense of hopelessness, encourage the trade of drugs and sex as a means of survival. These ways of coping, for those who rely on them to survive, are less independent choices about “lifestyle” but more “reflections of the social environment.” 
It is strange to think of substance use as an empowering response to the oppressive circumstances of poverty, abuse, neglect & violence. No one imagines as a kid that their life journey will take them to that place but sometimes the burdened choice is the only one left to us.
Addiction was once described to me as waking up to find your hair is on fire and trying to put it out with a hammer.

So what do you do when you awake one day to find your whole house is on fire?
Well one approach  is our federal government’s new drug strategy, a kind of U.S style, war on drugs - a bit of just say no and a lot of strict penalties as deterrents. 30 years later it really hasn’t worked in the U.S. The jails are full but people are still doing drugs and doing the things they have to do to get them. 

Another response is the implementation of an integrated drug strategy like the one that was approved by our city council in February of 06. The integrated or four pillars approach to drug addiction (harm reduction, prevention, treatment and enforcement), was first implemented in the 1990s. In Geneva, Zurich Frankfurt, Sydney this approach has resulted in a dramatic reduction in the number of drug users consuming drugs on the street, a significant drop in overdose deaths and a reduction in the infection rates for HIV and hepatitis. 
Of these pillars harm reduction is clearly the most contentious for it accepts that total abstinence may not be a realistic goal for some drug users, particularly in the short term. It recognizes that people change in incremental ways and must be offered a range of treatment outcomes in a continuum of care. It demonstrates respect for individual dignity, personal strength, and self-determination. It is the attempt to keep people and communities safer & healthier until we may be better able face the issues underlying drug use. It is made manifest in the distribution of clean needles, hot coffee, condoms, crack pipes, mitts on a night on this. It is a ray of hope where none existed before.
A third response to rampant drug use is to allow misinformation &   fear to drive us to deny proven, effective programs and further shame those already living in hopelessness, disillusionment & despair.
In the Jewish tradition our understanding of our stewardship of this world is expressed in the term tikkun olam - the repair of the world. Isaac Luria, the sixteenth century Cabbalist, used the phrase to describe the true role of humanity in the ongoing evolution and spiritualization of the planet. Luria taught that God created the world by forming vessels of light to hold the Divine Light. But as God poured the Light into the vessels, they shattered, tumbling down toward the realm of matter. Thus, our world consists of countless shards of the original vessels entrapping sparks of the Divine Light. 

As a concept, it goes far beyond simply caring for the world and ensuring that it is not unduly damaged; it embraces the idea of actively engaging in the repair of a world that has been damaged and broken. Part of our calling is to undo the damage, repair the brokenness. When we treat someone with genuine kindness and respect, we help repair the world. When we act justly, we repair the world. Speaking of tikkun olam, Rabbi Herbert Bronstein said, "Every act is sacred, as is everyday and every place. Every act we do will improve or deteriorate our world."
Worldwide, it seems the least advantaged, the most marginalized, those with the tiniest voices are living and dying in pain.  AIDS service today is based upon the sure belief that in our privileged community we have the responsibility to aid all who are less fortunate than ourselves. It is sharing the gift of our humanity. We do this simply because giving someone a boost can shine a tiny light in the darkness that is still HIV. It is a loud, crystal clear voice choosing life over death. We have the resources. Do we have the will?
So on this day I ask each of you to be a light, to help turn this chaos into clarity and to dedicate yourselves to tikkun olam. In the words of Gandhi, “We must be the change we wish to see in the world”.
Richard Naster
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