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Meet Mark for the first time and you’ll notice his confident look and ready smile. Extend your hand and the grip that meets yours reinforces your initial impression that despite being HIV-positive, here is a man who has learned to face life head-on.

Mark encountered his illness five years ago. His initial antiviral medicines dealt a wallop that left no memory of the week he languished in Ft. Sanders Hospital, or the two months he lay in Holston Health, expected to die, or the long recovery period while healing slowly took place.

Though a HIV infection cannot be cured, it can be successfully treated, and Mark is grateful to be physically and mentally strong today. He credits his remarkable survival and progress to God, the Holston team, and his steadfast family. His infection-fighting T-cells remain normal, and the destructive viral load doing battle with them is undetectable. 

“All I can’t do is run,” Mark says with a trace of wistfulness. Damaged leg nerves ended that passion but opened the door to a new one: revealing the dangers of AIDS to the unwary and advocating for others with the disease. This passion leads Mark to work with the East Tennessee Regional Health Office, the Regional Ryan White Planning Committee, the Faith Coalition of Knoxville and other organizations. He also accepts frequent invitations to speak at HIV awareness functions. 

Becoming an AIDS activist, however, means exposing one’s illness. Sadly, the uninformed shy away from personal contact, ignorant that the disease is not transmitted through day-to-day activities such as shaking hands or hugging. “If you tell people you’re HIV-positive, they won’t have anything to do with you,” he says with a shrug that speaks volumes. “Jesus taught us to love one another. But the church’s doors are still often closed to HIV-positive people.”

At 44, Mark has made his peace with the disease. Still, beneath his toughened skin and upbeat activism lie the fears, regrets and dashed hopes of any AIDS victim. Mark understands that living with HIV/AIDS is more than a physical struggle. "The underlying factors of rejection and stigma associated with AIDS are issues people don’t see."

One source of stress for HIV-positive people is the cost of life-saving medications. Mark notes that few can afford all the drugs they need. "No one in America should have to beg for drugs to keep them alive." At the same time, as Mark's experience testifies, good health care is only part of the recovery process. "Though a pill can extend your life, there’s a big difference between staying alive and living."

At that thought, his “angel list” surfaces … people like Wayne Smith at Samaritan Ministry who have been there when he needed them, who offered “sometimes just their ability to listen and hear what I was going through.” Like Jane Allen and other members of the staff at ET Regional Health who became not only caretakers but friends. 

“When I think of Mark,” Jane says,” I do not think about his illness. I think about a very interesting, bright child of God and that I am blessed to be his friend…. And is this not what the Lord requires of us, to love our fellow man?” One of Mark’s goals is to emulate such kindness, so that he can be a model for others. 

