We no longer think about AIDS as a white gay disease like we did in the 80s and early 90s.  Today we think we understand that AIDS can happen to anybody, and that in fact in some communities, particularly young black gay men, AIDS is more likely to happen.

In the 80s, as it became clear that white gay men were not the only victims of AIDS, some people began to call AIDS an "equal opportunity disease," finally recognizing that not all victims of the epidemic looked alike.  But some others called it an affirmative action disease, an epidemic that seeks out the most disenfranchised among us as its victims.

Curtis was one of those people.   While the media and the political leadership and the churches all had their heads in the sand, Curtis Wadlington was one of the few voices - along with Rashidah Hassan, Michael Hinson, Tyrone Smith and some others that are with us in this room today and still others who have passed on - who spoke up on behalf of the victims of AIDS who really had no voice.  Curtis gave his distinct, smart, logical and compelling voice to people who had been so used to being marginalized that they didn't even realize they were oppressed.

To me, such people, the people who give voice to the oppressed, can be called by a variety of names.  Representative.  Advocate.  Organizer.  Leader.

Maybe even, Prophet.

I don't really remember when I first met Curtis.  I do remember it was in 1986.  What I remember is that one day my life was normal and the next there was this force of nature present in it, challenging the things I believed as gospel and teaching me a new gospel, one that said that the most marginalized among us were those that God most called on us to help.  This force of nature was consistent in its message - we were living in the midst of an emergency.  "People are dying," Curtis used to say, and the people who could do something about it were not paying attention.  People were dying, and the people who could do something about it were spending their time coming up with excuses on why it was their own fault they were dying, it was because they used drugs, because they were gay, because they had too much sex.  It was their fault, so we didn't need to care.  People were dying, and government agencies, churches, elected officials, and the mostly white community of AIDS activists spent most of their time coming up with excuses for why they had other priorities right now.  People were dying, and in the midst of the dying, those in power, in the words of Langston Hughes, "just whispered to us, Wait."

Curtis had a different point of view.  Even in those days, when Curtis was struggling with his addiction, he was an old-fashioned Christian.  Curtis believed, and would tell anyone who would listen, that Jesus Christ's message was that we would be judged by how we responded to the needs of the least of us.  He was clear, even if sometimes reluctant, that his lot in life was to be with those who were the least of us and minister to them, to be their friend and advocate, to be their challenger and comforter.  Curtis had the confidence you'd expect from a prophet - he knew why God had placed him on this earth and whatever the obstacles, he knew that he belonged with the children of God that the powers of men had chosen to disenfranchise, to oppress, to ignore.

I hadn't seen Curtis in many years when I was told of his passing a couple of weeks ago.  I'm now struggling with the enormous loss that I've suffered because of that.  But while I didn't have Curtis the man in my life in recent years as I did in the late 1980s and early 1990s, I recognize that I have never lost the power of Curtis the Prophet in my life.  He taught me to be intolerant of those who use warped logic to keep others powerless, and the power of that lesson is still present in my life.  He taught me that it's okay for me to look out for my own comfort, but not if it means turning my back on someone in need.  He taught me that there is such a thing as the Truth, and that if I really want to live a life worthy of praising God, that I need to struggle to understand that Truth and act in its light.

My experience with Curtis was at a time when it was AIDS that preoccupied him.  We thought we made progress in those days but the reality is, the Truth is, that today, the AIDS epidemic is still running rampant among black gay men and drug users and prostitutes and still the government officials, the media, the AIDS activists largely starve the groups and organizations trying to do  something about it of the resources they need to save those lives.  People are still dying.  Thirty years after the epidemic began, we may have tired of the anger, the protest, the emotion of the time when people like Curtis could lead us to the barricades.  But the Truth, Curtis's Truth, still needs to be proclaimed.

Curtis' passing means many things to many people.  To me, it means that we have to find new ways to create that force of nature that forces people in power to pay attention.  People are dying, and we can keep them from dying.  How?  By continuing to recognize that God expects us to put ourselves on the line, as Curtis did, for those who are the least of us.

I have been away from Curtis for a number of years but I miss him deeply.  Few people in my life have taught me so much about what we are on this planet to do with our lives.  Few have helped me know how to surrender to God's will, whatever the price.  Few have shown me by their own struggles what it means to have an unbroken spirit of faith in God.

And none have shown me as Curtis has that to  believe in God means to act on earth.  This morning I pledge to remember Curtis's example and his love.  And I ask that we all pledge, in Curtis's memory, to continue to speak Curtis's Truth, to Power.
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