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During college, in late 1991, I volunteered as a friendly visitor at the AIDS ward in Chicago’s 

Cook County Hospital. As a young, evangelical Christian, I believed in the moral necessity of 

visiting those who were suffering—a small consolation to the hate and the stigma of HIV 

that isolated so many from family, friends, and, yes, the church. Insulated as I was as a 

young, straight girl from the suburbs I knew nothing of the networks the LGBTQ 

community had formed to care for one another. Nor did I know of the activists carrying 

coffins in the streets of DC demanding their government also care about the dying.  

 

What I knew were the emaciated bodies of men (in that ward they were all men, mostly 

men of color). What I knew was the sickly green color of cinder block walls in that austere 

public hospital…and the feeble attempts of volunteers like us to decorate for Christmas 

with streamers. 

 

What I remember most is one man. With sorrow I admit that I have forgotten his name. 

Tony maybe?? But I can see him in my mind’s eye. As you entered the ward, his room was 

one of the first, on the right. I’d enter the room and turn right again. His hospital bed sat 

tight against the wall shared with the hall. Painfully thin, he laid on his side as I sat in a 

chair beside the bed and we talked. When I asked him about some of his happier memories, 

his pained features lightened as he spoke of going to the carnival and winning stuffed 

animals.  

 

On the following week, I arrived with a small, colorful stuffed animal in my hand for him. I 

turned right into the room, right again to the bed. And, it was empty. Death found him first. 

 

 

In 1985, when the movie star Rock Hudson died of AIDS, I was 13 years old. And so, all of 

my adolescence and emerging sexuality played out against headlines about AIDS and fear 

of contaminated blood and sexual fluids. In my 20’s, as I shook off my evangelical 

Christianity and became sexual active, periodic AIDS testing was just what one did. It’s 

what we were all doing.  

 

I never imagined that someday I would be standing in a pulpit as a minister sharing this! 

And yet, I do so because I have never heard AIDS mentioned in a pulpit . . . unless it was to 
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condemn the “sinners” who had it.  Today, I just want to name the reality so many 

experienced…continue to experience.  

 

In many ways, it is so much better today.  There are anti-virals to treat the disease and 

PrEP, a preventative prophylaxis, to help prevent getting HIV. But neither HIV/AIDS, nor 

the impact of that deadly crises in the 1980’s and 90’s has vanished—not here in the U.S. 

nor globally in places like Uganda, where some of our members grew up. For too many, 

risks and consequences remain.  

 

Going back into those old journals in search of the name of the man who died, I was struck 

to learn that my trips to the AIDS ward were during that same time frame that I met Erik. 

Erik was a philosophy major like me. We talked for all hours about big questions and 

arcane questions and, most of all, about life. In a matter of weeks, we were deep in love. 

When we finally broke-up nearly three years later, neither of us would ever be the same. 

With him, I learned to hike, backpack, kayak, and rollerblade (it was the 90’s!).  And, I 

learned to deeply love another. The grief of that loss still ranks among the highest in my 

life.  

 

In the end, he married a woman who could keep up with him cycling and I, well, married 

the wrong man. It was love at first site in the spring of 1996 when I first saw Steve. At least, 

that’s what I believed then. He was lively and charming and so mentally quick.  I was 

leaving for seminary that fall, so why not a summer fling? When fall came, I missed him. In 

late October, we traveled to see each other and decided to marry so he could return with 

me to school. After marrying over Christmas break, like a good newlywed, I became 

pregnant soon after.  As some of you have heard me say before, it was not a good marriage.  

I learned new levels of heartbreak and fear. I learned that sometimes risks do not pay off as 

you imagine they will. Ours was no happy ending and we divorced after nearly 3 years.  

 

As a single mom with a toddler, I returned to school. This second time back in seminary I 

found a loving, caring circle of friends who walked beside me as I healed.  I dated a soulful, 

beautiful man for over a year, but our paths diverged when I graduated.  Again my heart 

ached…not only for the loss of this man, but also for the intimacy of that group of friends.  

 

And so, I arrived in Cambridge, MA at the age of 30, a son now 5, and ready to start a 

doctorate. Lonely, I began to do some online dating. Over that first fall, I learned a lot about 

the small (and somewhat larger) deceptions people can use in their search for connections 

and love.  By early January, I had had some good dates and some weird dates. I decided to 

take a chance and post an ad that was completely truthful and blunt. What would happen if 

I just put out there “this is who I am and what I want, you interested?!?” 
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The headline of my posting read:  “Academic Feminist Seeks Distraction.” The body of the 

post indicated that I was a single mom, working on my second graduate degree, did not 

want to be called “girl” and more. I hoped this might weed out some men, but I still 

received dozens of responses. Who knew that academic feminists were so appealing?! 

Among those responses was one from a man whose post was well-written, spelled 

correctly, and a bit self-deprecating. I was intrigued and we began to email. He was a bit 

older, had lived a life quite different than mine, and, well, looked hot in his photo. I gave it a 

chance and set up a date. 

 

Walking in to the coffee shop, there sat a man at ease with himself, reading a paper, sipping 

a cup of tea. By the time that hour was over and Bill kissed me gently on the cheek, I was 

swooning. Sixteen years later, we’re still together.  

 

Now, I know you probably don’t really care about the history of your minister’s love life. 

And, it’s not the particularities of my story that matter. Rather what matters is the reality 

that all of our efforts to find and to keep love are full of risks. Romantic love as well as love 

between friends, siblings, children, and even strangers.  

 

Loving is wonderful. I believe that as humans we are made for connections. Love is a bond 

that links us deeply to others. And yet, bonds with humans will never be static.  We are 

complicated. We shift and change. We get sick. We lose jobs. We discover new longings for 

different endeavors. Maintaining loving connections through the shifts and changes of 

human lives can be challenging.  

 

And yet, love is wonderful. Sitting with a friend who has known you for decades or seems 

to just “get” you satisfies something deep in us. Together, we do not feel so alone.  

 

But all of this wonderful love is built on a moving, shifting, frail scaffold of human nature 

and human life, which means that loving carries risk.  

 

If love carried a warning label, what might it read? Maybe something like:  Beware loving 

may lead to disappointment, heartbreak, and even loss.  

 

Grief is so often the side-effect of loving.  As love builds a connection, the loss of that 

connection generates grief. We are certainly aware of this when it comes to death. But grief 

is also a very real presence in break-ups, divorces, and moving away. When a connection 

ends that we had once thought would be ongoing, a person experiences the loss of an 
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imagined future. Suddenly the future is uncertain. It’s disorienting and often painful.  When 

we take a chance on love, we are risking loss.  

 

And yet, when we take a chance on love, we are also calculating that the gifts of love will 

outweigh the conflicts, the hurts, and, yes, even the losses.  “It’s worth the risk” or “better to 

have loved and lost, than to have never loved at all.” Such clichés hold in them the complex 

wisdom of human experience that navigating love involves risk.  And, by definition, risk 

involves the possibility of harm, danger, or loss. Without some possible drawback, there 

would be no risk. Without risk, the outcome would be guaranteed. But human nature + 

emotions + time does not equal certainty. It means risk.  

 

For some, the risks of building human connection are higher.  Sometimes we are 

emotionally reticent from past rejection. Sometimes we carry internal open wounds from 

abuse. And sometimes, our very blood carries the reminder of an intimacy turned deadly. 

 

In their poem “it began right here,” poet Danez Smith writes about becoming HIV positive,  

 

   …they say it’s not a death sentence 

 

like it used to be. but it’s still life. i will die in this bloodcell. 

i’m learning to become all the space i need. i laughed today. 

 

for a second i was unhaunted. i was the sun, not light 

from some dead star. i was before. i was negative. but i’m not. 

 

Whether we are negative or not. Whether we are black or brown or white. Whether we are 

able-bodied or moving with assistance. Whether we are queer, straight, man, woman, or 

gender non-conforming, we are human. We live in lives of risk. We live in need of love. 

While we may calculate risks, act to limit our exposure to risk, and otherwise manage risk, 

we cannot eliminate risk in living. Nor, do I believe, can we eliminate our need for love. 

 

 Some would say that walking into that AIDS ward was too risky. It was a time of such fear 

and such hate. But the risk was not that I would be exposed to AIDS. The real risk turned 

out to be my exposure to black men who were suffering alone in an underfunded public 

hospital. Because in risking connection and care, I learned to see their humanity and the 

cruelty of those who would isolate them.  

 

The risks of loving are not simply about how we might be hurt, but also how we might be 

changed. Loving others, making connections, expands one’s world. Risking love creates a 
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world where we are not alone. Risking love builds bridges across difference as we see one 

another’s humanity. 

 

May we love boldly . . . even though it is inevitably a bit risky. 

 

So may it be.  

Amen. 


