
BIPOC Queer Religious Responses During the Height of HIV/AIDS in
the United States

Essential Question
Are Black church/Black activists among the forgotten leaders of the fight against HIV?

Lesson Overview:
This lesson focuses on the intersection of race, religion and sexuality within Black
communities at the height of the AIDS crisis.  The “textbook” version of the fight against
AIDS focuses almost exclusively on the primarily white organization ACT UP.  This lesson
presents primary source evidence on Black religious organizations fighting
HIV/AIDS–evidence rarely covered by major media sources.   At the end of this lesson,
students should be able to explain why history should or should not include Black religious
organizations when describing the fight against AIDS.

After the teacher presents the historical context for AIDS, students will analyze primary
sources to assess how Black clerical and lay leaders of various religious traditions
addressed the sexually stigmatized AIDS epidemic particularly in poor communities of
color.

Learning objectives for this lesson:
1. Students will have a complex understanding of how Black religious institutions

responded and failed to respond during the AIDS epidemic of the 1980s.
2. Students will assess media coverage for bias in portraying or failing to portray the

activism within the Black community.
3. Students will have a more sophisticated understanding of how history documenting,

preserving, and telling can marginalize groups.

Common Core State Standards

https://lgbtqreligiousarchives.org/media/page/teaching-resources/bipoc-religion-aids-lesson-plan/Common%20Core%20State%20Standards.pdf


Primary Sources:

Document A  The Balm in Gilead, Inc.
Document B  AIDS Prayer Week
Document C   The Victory Shall Be Ours
Document D   There is a Balm in Africa 1 & 2
Document E  Upper Room AIDS Ministry
Document F  AIDS Ministry Opens PWA Housing
Document G  Gay Men of African Descent
Document H  Marlon Riggs poem from documentary film, Tongues Untied (1989)
Document  J  Rashida Abdul-Khabeer (formerly Hassan) Interview
Document  K  Katrina Haslip [photo]
Document  L  Adodi [online newspaper article]

Resources:
Timeline of Key Events in the Early HIV/AIDS Crisis
Handouts: Group 1 Group 2 Group 3 Group 4 Group 5

Procedures
Assign pre-class reading:  newspaper articles (below), Timeline, and List of BIPOC AIDS
organizations.
Prep:  Link to, upload, or print out primary sources and handouts.
Warm Up Activity:

List all the words that come to mind with the following words:  Black Church,
activism, HIV, Black Muslim, Africa.

–OR–
Class Discussion on assigned articles– See suggested questions for discussion (below).
Class Activity

● Divide class into five small groups and give each group a set of primary sources and
handout.   Give approximately 12-15 minutes for small group discussion.

● After groups explore the primary sources and discuss the handout questions, they
report back to the group on the suggested theme.

Writing assignment – suggested topic below

http://www.imdb.com/title/tt0103099/
https://lgbtqreligiousarchives.org/teaching-resources/timeline-events-hiv
https://lgbtqreligiousarchives.org/media/page/teaching-resources/bipoc-religion-aids-lesson-plan/Handout%201%20Balm%20in%20Gilead.pdf
https://lgbtqreligiousarchives.org/media/page/teaching-resources/bipoc-religion-aids-lesson-plan/Handout%202%20Balm%20of%20Gilead%20Annual%20Report.pdf
https://lgbtqreligiousarchives.org/media/page/teaching-resources/bipoc-religion-aids-lesson-plan/Handout%203%20Black%20Muslim-1.pdf
https://lgbtqreligiousarchives.org/media/page/teaching-resources/bipoc-religion-aids-lesson-plan/Handout%204%20Upper%20Room.pdf
https://lgbtqreligiousarchives.org/media/page/teaching-resources/bipoc-religion-aids-lesson-plan/Handout%205%20Africa.pdf


Assigned Readings before class:
● Selected List of AIDS Organizations with religious queer and/or BIPOC focus
● “Reluctantly, Black Churches Confront AIDS,”

https://www.nytimes.com/1991/11/18/nyregion/reluctantly-black-ch
urches-confront-aids.html

● “A New Antagonist for AIDS,”
https://www.nytimes.com/1996/12/01/nyregion/a-new-antagonist-f
or-aids.html?sec=health&scp=5&sq=Preston+R.+Washington%2C+NY&
st=cse

● “Whither the Black Church on HIV/AIDS?,”
https://www.washingtonpost.com/local/whither-the-black-church-o
n-hivaids/2012/07/20/gJQAcB3syW_story.html

Opening Classroom Discussion:

1. Compare the list of Black organizations dealing with AIDS with the focus of the
NYTimes articles.  Did mainstream media over-represent the problems of Black
Churches in dealing with HIV/AIDS instead of covering Black organizations and
creative solutions?  Support your opinion with evidence from the readings.  What
additional information would you like to have before settling on an opinion?  How do
primary sources evoke further questions? Compare this in your own mind with how
a textbook version might look and sound.

2. Consider how the “first hand accounts” within the 2012 Washington Post article are
selected, edited, and framed.  What stands out to you about the
reporter/writer/editor’s framing of the article?

Suggested Writing Assignment:
Why should today’s lesson focus on the role of Black churches, African spirituality,
or Islam to understand the HIV/AIDS crisis in America?  Is it or isn’t it a relevant
perspective?

https://lgbtqreligiousarchives.org/media/page/teaching-resources/bipoc-religion-aids-lesson-plan/Selected%20List%20of%20AIDS%20Organizations.pdf
https://www.nytimes.com/1991/11/18/nyregion/reluctantly-black-churches-confront-aids.html
https://www.nytimes.com/1991/11/18/nyregion/reluctantly-black-churches-confront-aids.html
https://www.nytimes.com/1996/12/01/nyregion/a-new-antagonist-for-aids.html?sec=health&scp=5&sq=Preston+R.+Washington%2C+NY&st=cse
https://www.nytimes.com/1996/12/01/nyregion/a-new-antagonist-for-aids.html?sec=health&scp=5&sq=Preston+R.+Washington%2C+NY&st=cse
https://www.nytimes.com/1996/12/01/nyregion/a-new-antagonist-for-aids.html?sec=health&scp=5&sq=Preston+R.+Washington%2C+NY&st=cse
https://www.washingtonpost.com/local/whither-the-black-church-on-hivaids/2012/07/20/gJQAcB3syW_story.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/local/whither-the-black-church-on-hivaids/2012/07/20/gJQAcB3syW_story.html


Group 1 Balm in Gilead; AIDS Prayer Week HANDOUT 1

REPORT OUT:  What inhibited, ignited, or muffled the Black Christian
church responses to AIDS?

The Balm in Gilead

On February 28, 1994, leaders from the
Black Church congregated in
Washington, D.C. to sign a “Declaration
of War on HIV/AIDS.” The document
called upon the Black community to
end the “scourge of AIDS in our time.”

Citation:: “The Balm of Gilead, Inc.,”
Susan M. Chambré Research Files on
Volunteer AIDS Organizations, Yale
University Manuscripts and Archives
MS 2054 Box 9 Folder 4.

https://lgbtqreligiousarchives.org/media/page/teaching-resources/bipoc-religion-aids-lesson-plan/Handout%201%20Balm%20in%20Gilead.pdf


In 1992, The Westsider published an article about The Balm in Gilead’s annual prayer for healing.
Hundreds of people congregated to commemorate those who died from AIDS. This was the fourth
iteration of the annual event. Seele spoke at the event and spoke about the intersection of faith and
medicine.
Citation: Emily Torgan, “AIDS Prayer Week: Westside Churches Spread the Healing,” found in Susan M. Chambré
Research Files on Volunteer AIDS Organizations, Yale University Manuscripts and Archives MS 2054 Box 9
Folder 4.



Group 2 Balm of Gilead Annual Report, 2003 HANDOUT 2

REPORT OUT:  One of the major non-profit organizations fighting
AIDS used a Biblical expression for its name.  Why would they?

An introductory message from the founder of The Balm in Gilead, Pernessa Seele, in the
organization’s annual report. Written in 2003, Seele implored all Black religious traditions to combat
stigma around AIDS and to aid the afflicted.
Citation: Balm of Gilead, Inc., Annual Report, Susan M. Chambré Research Files on Volunteer AIDS
Organizations, Yale University Manuscripts and Archives MS 2054 Box 9 Folder 4.

https://lgbtqreligiousarchives.org/media/page/teaching-resources/bipoc-religion-aids-lesson-plan/Handout%202%20Balm%20of%20Gilead%20Annual%20Report.pdf


In The Balm of Gilead’s 2003 annual report, the organization detailed its AIDS work in Nigeria, Cote
D’Ivoire, Tanzania and Kenya. The organization created and used interfaith networks to engender
systems of support.
Citation: Balm of Gilead, Inc., Annual Report, Susan M. Chambré Research Files on Volunteer AIDS
Organizations, Yale University Manuscripts and Archives MS 2054 Box 9 Folder 4.



Group 3 Katrina Haslip, Bibashi HANDOUT 3

REPORT OUT: Explain potential for bias in using Primary Sources

Katrina Haslip, a devout Muslim and a formerly incarcerated
person at Bedford Hills Correctional Facility, demonstrated with
AIDS Coalition to Unleash Power (ACT UP) outside the Health
and Human Services building to protest the federal
government's omission of women from clinical trials.
Citation: Katrina Haslip [photo] Susan M. Chambré Research Files on
Volunteer AIDS Organizations, Yale University Manuscripts and
Archives, MS 2054, Box 4 Folder 7.

Bibashi, Founded in 1985 by Rashida Hassan, Bibashi was the first African-American

organization in the United States to address the AIDS crisis.

Rashida Hassan “Malcolm X” Speech, 1986 [Abbreviated Excerpt]

“I know some of you may be offended by the fact that I would say anything against

the Philadelphia AIDS Task Force, but I think what is important to understand is,

That is where the resources are and our people, minority-- those differing

comparatively to the population— have the right to be educated, have the right to

have resources committed, have the right to stand here with you and say that we

are dying from this disease and YOU are making it OUR disease.”

https://lgbtqreligiousarchives.org/media/page/teaching-resources/bipoc-religion-aids-lesson-plan/Handout%203%20Black%20Muslim-1.pdf


Group 4 Upper Room HANDOUT 4

REPORT OUT: What newspapers covered the Black organizations and
churches that fought AIDS?  Consider how history necessarily
generalizes complicated realities.  What got left out?

This primary source details the work of Upper Room AIDS Ministry, an AIDS service organization which grew
out of the Catholic Worker movement. (The Catholic Worker movement was not affiliated with the Catholic
Church or any specific religious tradition.)  Important figures like Rev. Ella Eure-Eaton provided succor to
PWAs, both through material and spiritual support.

Citation: Lady Peachena, “Rev. Ella Eure-Eaton Joins the Upper Room AIDS Ministry,” Big Red News, February
1-7, 1992, Susan M. Chambré Research Files on Volunteer AIDS Organizations, Yale University Manuscripts and
Archives, MS 2054, Box 9 Folder 10.

https://lgbtqreligiousarchives.org/media/page/teaching-resources/bipoc-religion-aids-lesson-plan/Handout%204%20Upper%20Room.pdf


Citation: Avril McDonald, “AIDS
Ministry Launches PWA Housing
Program,” NYQ, December 1, 1991,
Susan M. Chambré Research Files
on Volunteer AIDS Organizations,
Yale University Manuscripts and
Archives, MS 2054, Box 9 Folder
10.



Group 5 Gay Men of African Descent, Adodi, Marlon Riggs
HANDOUT 5

REPORT OUT:   Did white media miss the “pulse” of African heritage
in how it chose to report on Black churches and AIDS?

Gay Men of African Descent (GMAD)

Following the Supreme Court’s decision to uphold the constitutionality of state sodomy laws (1986),
Rev. Charles Angel and Colin Robinson, founded Gay Men of African Descent (GMAD), protesting the
ruling.
Citation: New York Public Library’s exhibit: “GMAD at 25� History in Words and Images”

https://lgbtqreligiousarchives.org/media/page/teaching-resources/bipoc-religion-aids-lesson-plan/Handout%205%20Africa.pdf


ADODI
Adodi, a Philadelphia-based group that organized retreats for Black gay men starting in
1983, took its name from the plural of ado, a Yoruba word to describe “a man who ‘loves’
another man. The ADODI of the tribe were revered as shamans, elders, and wise men.  They
were thought to embody both male and female ways of being and held pride of place in
Yoruba society.

[from Adodi website]

ADODI's HERITAGE

(Established in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania in 1986)

Our 23rd Year!
ADODI, the plural of ADO,

is a Yoruba word that describes a man who "loves" another man.
More than just a description of partners in Africa, the ADODI

of the tribe are thought to embody both male and female ways
of being and were revered as shamans, sages and leaders.

Who is ADODI?

ADODI is a community of men of color who affirm their
African lineage and love of men. Our purpose is to foster and
encourage the self-discovery, validation, empowerment and

liberation of all members of our diverse community.
Remember, Each One Reach One

Share The Experience:
1) Forward a Link To Other Bruthaz

About Our Archive and e-Newsletters
2) Invite and Bring Other Bruthaz To Our Gatherings

in Brooklyn, New York
www.ADODIintl.org

Citation: “ADODI New York | Habari Gani e-Newsletter Archive Homepage”
http:/ archive.constantcontact.com/fs065/1101859413381/archive/1102432339232.ht
ml. Viewed 01-06-23.

https://www.aaihs.org/cosmological-queerness-across-the-yoruba-diaspora/
https://www.aaihs.org/cosmological-queerness-across-the-yoruba-diaspora/


Marlon Riggs’ Poem
Poem from documentary film about Black gay men, Tongues Untied (1989) by Black gay
filmmaker Marlon Riggs.  Riggs documented the devastation of his community by AIDS and
concluded the film with this poem.

I listen to the beat of my heart,

let this primal pulse lead me,

though lately I’ve lived with another rhythm.

At first, I thought just time passing. But I discovered a time bomb

ticking in my blood.

Faces, friends disappear.

I watch.

I wait.

I watch.

I wait.

I listen

for my own

quiet

implosion.

But while I wait,

older, stronger rhythms resonate within me,

sustain my spirit, silence the clock.

Whatever awaits me, this much I know:

I was blind to my brother’s beauty, and now I see

my own.

Citation: Poem quoted in Daniel Royles, “Black Gay History and the Fight Against AIDS,“ The
Weekly Challenger, Dec. 28, 2017.
https://theweeklychallenger.com/black-gay-history-and-the-fight-against-aids/

http://www.imdb.com/title/tt0103099/
https://theweeklychallenger.com/black-gay-history-and-the-fight-against-aids/

