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The Festival
I parked at Central. It was a beautiful early autumn day
in Asheville. I knew the crowds would be out in force, but I was
looking forward to the walk through downtown and into Pack
Square Park. I was on my way to Central’s Reconciling Ministries tent at the Blue Ridge Pride Festival.
If you don’t know already, Reconciling Ministries Network
mobilizes United Methodists of all sexual orientations and gender
identities to transform our Church and world into the full expression of Christ’s inclusive love.
Before you keep going, read that previous sentence one
more time.
OK, so back to my stroll through our fair city. It was
Asheville in all its glory. There were buskers on the street corners
filling the air with bluegrass, and children on the sidewalks filling
the sky with bubbles. Smiling folks were walking hand-in-hand,
then stopping dead in their tracks to look up at some beautiful Art
Deco building. The atmosphere was quirky and pleasant, and fun.
It was my town.
Then I found the Christians. Yelling.
First I heard them. Words about hell, burning, and someone forcefully projecting some analogy about stealing things at
Wal-Mart. Then I saw them. Signs with fire, big bold words,
and images of suffering sinners. Yes, the Christians had the festival well and truly surrounded. All around the perimeter of Pack
Square Park they yelled, threatened, and launched the Word of
God, wielding it like a weapon.
The throngs gathered – to watch, argue, jeer, heckle, and
laugh. Those crazy Christians. The discord was palpable. I was a
little nervous to enter the festival. But I told a friend that I would
visit our tent – my church’s tent – so in I went.
Then something kind of amazing happened. Once I made
my way past the screaming barricade and ventured deeper into the
festival, I found my town again. There were smiling folks walking hand-in-hand. There was music. There were children running
from tent to tent. And smack dab in the middle under the cool
shade of the trees… there was Central. In bright red shirts sporting
1

the phrase, “Grace, It’s on the House,” we were there. With smiling faces and open arms we were welcoming people and joining in
fellowship. These were the Christians I recognized.
I knew it was good that we were reaching out into the
community by having a presence at the festival. I didn’t realize
it was important until that day. To go back, the mission of Reconciling Ministries is to transform our Church and world into the
full expression of Christ’s inclusive love. But isn’t that really our
mission as Christians as a whole?
Every Sunday we say, “Thy Kingdom come on earth as it
is in Heaven.” Well what do we think the Kingdom looks like? Is
it yelling, conflict, judging, and hate? That sounds like the other
place to me. That is what the sole Christian presence would have
been at that festival if our friends weren’t there. Maybe the Kingdom on earth is more about smiling, loving, communicating, and
harmony. Maybe that is what it means to be a Christian.
The groups on both sides of the barricade that day were
the same. And are the same. But we have to have the courage to
cross that line to recognize it. It may not be as obvious and tangible as a wall of screaming people. But I think we all have a line to
cross to be with and appreciate those we perceive as different from
ourselves. And once we’re there we realize that the line fades.
That there is no “us” and “them”. There is only us – brothers and
sisters… and children of God.
					– Chris Bainbridge

“Elevation must come from within.” 				
		
Bishop Benjamin Tanner, A.M.E. Church
There comes a point for most of us when we finally know
that if change is going to happen in our society, then we must start
with the change that can happen within us. That has been my experience.
In the early 1980’s I learned that my brother was gay. I was
in college and he had just finished high school. He told me, not
with words, but by taking me out one night to a gay bar. Now, I
had been to bars, but I’d never been to this bar. And, I knew it was
different from other dance clubs I’d gone to with my brother and
our friends.
Norman and I grew up in small towns in the South, the kind
where everyone knew everyone else and everyone knew everyone
else’s business. And, we grew up around folks who looked down
upon and often frowned mightily upon those who were “different.”
“Different” covered a lot of ground, but part of that definition
included people who were gay, lesbian, bi-sexual, transgender, or
queer.
What I didn’t know then but learned later was that there
were several people I went high school with who later came out.
But, saying that out loud and living that openly was something
that was not acceptable in those places at that time. So, when my
brother “told” me he was gay, he did it by taking me to a gay bar.
He never actually said the words, “I’m gay,” to me. And, to my
knowledge he never said those words aloud to anyone in our family. Somehow, saying the words would have a finality that would
confirm something that no one actually wanted to admit.
For a number of years, I wasn’t quite sure what to do with
what it meant for my brother to be gay. I didn’t know what it
meant for Norman, I didn’t know what it meant for my parents
to have a son who was gay, or for me to have a brother who was
gay. I didn’t hate my brother or reject him. But, there were many
things I didn’t understand. I’m not sure I wanted to even try to understand because I was too young and too busy trying to figure out
who I was and what I wanted to do and be in life. Only later, did I
take the time to try to understand who my brother was and how life
was for him.
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To be honest, his life was far from easy, and as I watched
my brother’s life play out, I saw him struggle mightily with his
sexuality. I watched him fight both internal and external battles and
engage in things that in some ways led to his untimely death at age
47. I watched a sweet little boy try to fit in, never quite being able
to find that in the places where that should have been easily offered. I watched him grow into a troubled young man who looked
for people and things that would fill a void that had been growing
within for most of his life. I watched his health and his body decline as drugs, alcohol, HIV and the side effects of medications for
that slowly but surely destroyed his body until it could no longer
function.
For me, elevation had to come from within because I wanted to understand who my brother was. Mostly what I wanted to do
was love my brother as he deserved to be loved by his sister and as
a child of God deserves to be loved.
I am still seeking the elevation from within. As a minister
I know that I have to be willing to ask questions about what some
ministers and religious leaders have to say about sexuality. I have
to be willing to consider different interpretations of Scripture.
And, as I have answered my call to ministry, I have to be willing to
discern scripture and come to my own understanding of Scripture
and how that Scripture is interpreted and communicated.
As followers of Christ we are called to love—to love God,
love others, and love self. God created us in love and because of
love and we are fearfully and wonderfully made. It is this kind of
love that God gives us and we can give to each other that will be
the means by which our elevation within can happen.
I wish you peace…
				– Rev. Lynnette James Sills
Minister of Christian Education

The Jesus I Didn’t Want to Know
It was early in my life when I realized I was somehow
different, that my visual on things happening around me was very
scary.
I was raised on a rural farm in the middle of “Nowhere,
Alabama,” by parents who were loving and caring. But it was
about age six that I begin to experience turbulence in my life.
It was the roaring Sixties, and in Alabama, it seemed the
world was ending. My State, My People, were at center stage and
it seemed the whole world was against us.
It was during this time that I was introduced to what people
in those parts called the “Man Law,” and it was very strict. I
attended a small country church off and on, but my parents
believed in “pre-destiny,” so they only went to church when the
notion struck. However, my grandparents were devout and made
sure I was in church as often as possible.
It was also about this time that I started hearing about this
man named Jesus.
Jesus, I was told, was the Son of God, the creator of all
things past and present. People lifted him up and told me if I
believed in him and believed he was the Son of God, I could go to
this place called Heaven when I died. Heaven, they said, was a
magical place with streets paved with gold and big mansions on
big hills.
The whole thing did not feel right with me. I remained
silent because I feared that other place I was told I would go when
I died. Hell was a place that had lakes of fire, and terrible demons
that gnawed at your flesh forever.
OK, it did not take much pondering – even at that young
age – for me to decide that Heaven was the place I want to go
when I die.
The Man Law was all tied into this belief system; girls
were girls and boys were boys and there was no crossing any lines.
I also was told that Heaven was only for white people,
specifically Anglo-Saxons, and those lines could never be crossed
either, or I would have to answer to this man named Jesus.
1
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Jesus, they said, was always watching me and, if I “acted
inappropriately” around boys or made friends outside the AngloSaxon race, he would send me to Hell.
I soon learned that people who were not like us were
ridiculed and persecuted, all in Jesus’ name. But I saw life very
differently because I had friends outside the white race; and I
wanted girls to have a say, same as everybody else. So I created a
divide between my parents and me that would stand until this day.
I fled from this man called Jesus and all that was the church
because somehow it just felt wrong. When I grew up and left that
countryside, I made it a point to stand up for the rights of all
people; to be in relationship with all people; to keep my personal
life personal. I refused input from this man Jesus or any of my
family members.
It was only four years ago, at age 52, that I would meet a
pastor who would introduce me to a “church” that believed with its
whole heart as I always have. I live my life today pushing back
against the type of persecution in which I was raised.
Oh, and this man named Jesus? Well, he and I mended our
fences and he is once again center stage in my life, only this time
he is the real Jesus who was there all along and makes me no
promises of “Golden Streets” and “Mansions.” He invites me to
walk with him every day, to the most difficult places on Earth, to
help him construct a kingdom he says his creator will establish on
his timeline. I am so glad to be a part of it.
– Dave Holland
Missionary to Christ

A Matter of Perspective
“The Scriptures not only fail to condemn slavery, they as
distinctly sanction it as any other social condition of man.
Therefore, to call slavery sinful is to reject the Bible.” – J. H.
Thornwell.
“Our policy must be to push the Bible argument
continually, and thus force the enemies of slavery to reveal
themselves as unbelievers.” – R. L. Dabney.
Thornwell and Dabney were well-known southern
Presbyterian theologians prior to the Civil War. It will come as no
surprise to many that the Bible has been used to support slavery –
just as it has been used to support racial prejudice, sexual
discrimination and anti-Semitism. Although the Hebrews were
dramatically rescued from slavery in the book of Exodus, they
were also given laws regulating their own holding of slaves in
other parts of the Old Testament (Leviticus 25.39-46, for example).
Bible writers – both Old and New Testament – basically
acknowledge slavery as a fact of life in their culture. In the Roman
Empire, slaves were said to be more numerous than free men and
women. In 1 Corinthians 7.21-24, Paul advises slaves who have
become Christians not to worry about their condition. In his letter
to Christian slave owner Philemon, he asks that the newly
converted slave, Onesimus, be welcomed back as a brother – but
still a slave.
In light of these passages, do we Christians today believe
ownership of human beings to be part of God’s plan for humanity?
Hardly. I view Abraham Lincoln as more authoritative than the
apostle Paul on this topic. Lincoln said, “If slavery is not wrong,
then nothing is wrong.” Any questions?
What about the “biblical view” of women? As most casual
Bible students are aware, women in both the Old and New
Testaments have second-class status; they are considered property.
Women are expected to remain under the protection of some male
figure: father, brother, husband or son. A woman alone in ancient
Israel is a woman exposed and vulnerable. As for the early church,
Paul aims to “put women in their place” – no talking in church, no
authority over men, unconditional submission to her husband.
Do Christians today see this view of women as God’s plan
for the ages? Sadly, some do, but most, including United
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Methodists, decidedly do not. Why?
First, the example of Jesus: Careful Bible students note that
Jesus, as depicted in the gospels, NEVER treats women as
subordinate to men. Rather, he seems to go out of his way to uplift
women and give them dignity (Luke 8.1-3, Luke 10.38-42 and
John 4.4-42).
Second, the character of God: We are told that God made
man and woman in his image. God then surveyed his creation and
pronounced it very good. Further, scripture tells us numerous times
that God loves the world, even to the point of “reconciling the
world” to himself in Christ (2 Corinthians 5.19).
Racial equality and the status of women have been critical
civil rights issues in the nation’s history. And now we are
confronted with another civil rights issue – equal treatment for our
LGBT brothers and sisters (many of whom, of course, are
committed Christian believers).
It is true there are scripture passages that appear to depict
homosexuality in a negative light. And it is true that there is no
verse in the Bible stating, “Homosexuality is OK.” But it is also
true that knowledge about this issue was almost non-existent in
those times. None of the relevant Bible passages seem to be
addressing sexual orientation, rather than activity. And, most
important, it is decisively true that Jesus never mentions
homosexuality in the gospels. Just as in the cases of race and
women, our task is to get beyond the surface reading of biblical
“proof texts,” and try to discern the mind of God in the example of
Jesus. Will God hold us guilty for attempting to treat people the
way Jesus treated them?
American churches have often lagged behind society in
past civil rights issues. My hope is that, in the current issue of
equal treatment for gays and lesbians, our church might “lead from
the front,” rather than the rear. It is the civil rights issue of our
time.
– Larry Horton

A Great Loss to the Church,
A Deep Hurt to Persons of Sacred Worth
I grew up not knowing homosexuals existed.
In college there were whispers that a few of the female
athletes preferred each other’s company. In seminary, I sometimes
saw two of middle-aged men coming out of a room and
suspiciously wondered what it was with them. Years later, I was
approached by a colleague and invited up to his room – which
repelled me. In short, as a decidedly heterosexual male, during the
first half of my life I was ignorant, prejudiced, homophobic and
had little inkling of the profound harm being done by our church’s
attitude toward and treatment of gay people.
Then several things happened: While teaching in a United
Methodist seminary, as part of a course introducing first-year
students to city life, I arranged for them to meet with a gay men’s
group – only to discover later some of our students were gay. The
seminary did not allow me to repeat that experience a second year.
A group from Affirmation, a UM gay organization, came
from another state to speak at our seminary and told their stories of
struggle, rejection and hurt while trying to both be true to
themselves and stay in the church.
The faculty rejected two gay students – with strong
academic records and evaluations – for advancement to their senior
year. When the philosophy department in our collaborating
university learned this, it said it would no longer cooperate in our
joint Ph.D program. I began to see it is a justice issue.
A second-year student – bright, attractive, straight-A’s,
well-organized, outgoing, friendly, efficient campus bookstore
manager, outstanding field-education reports, all the gifts and
graces for effective pastoral ministry – came to my office to
confide that she was facing a tough decision. She was about to be
considered for ordination by her Board of Ordained Ministry.
Should she be honest and tell them she was lesbian? Or keep silent,
trust the “don't ask, don't tell” practice of the board, sacrifice her
integrity, and proceed with the ordination process?
Her call to ministry was deep. But so was her desire to be
true to herself and open with the board – and the world. After a
time of sharing, tears and prayer, she left with the decision still
unmade. Later I learned she had leveled with the board and given
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up the hope of ordination. She would finish seminary, but pursue
other career options. Her call to ministry had been squelched. It
made me heartsick and angry that her gifts and graces had been
lost to the United Methodist Church because of its policy.
There was more to come: Another young woman, recently
graduated and an active member of my local church, felt a strong
call to ordained ministry. She was recommended by our charge
conference and was sure her board – in a supposedly “liberal”
conference – would accept her for ordination. She was turned
down. She went into a deep depression, abandoned her
partner, returned to her parental home – and shot herself.
This tragedy sent shock waves through the seminary, our
congregation and her conference. There was much hand-wringing,
grief and recrimination, but nothing to be done. Our Discipline had
decreed: because her sexual identity was “incompatible with
Christian teaching” she was not fit to be in ministry.
Her tragic death deepened my concern for persons forced into this
cruel dilemma. It strengthened my determination to do all I could
to right this grievous wrong. I had come full circle from an
ignorant, indifferent homophobe to a committed ally of my gay
and lesbian brothers and sisters in their quest for justice from the
church they loved and longed to serve.
I encountered numbers of these stories. How many
qualified, competent, dedicated leaders have we lost? Not only
seminarians and pastors, but laity – straight folks who can no
longer abide being associated with a church that distorts scripture
to bolster intolerance and rejection of the children it has nurtured?
I grieve for these young people. I grieve for the church. I
believe God is grieving, too. I want to translate this grief into
action by helping to change church policy so all called to love and
serve Christ may be welcomed, blessed and equipped to do so.
– Doug Wingeier

Clinging to Hope
I was raised Methodist. Ours was one of those families that
were at the church if the doors were open. Mom was deep into
UMW and Dad taught a large Men’s Bible Class for 30 years. We
attended Sunday service and Wednesday “Prayer Meeting” every
week. Even so, I had never heard of The United Methodist Book of
Discipline until I was an adult.
Leigh and I have two sons and, like most parents, we are
very proud of both! Both boys were raised United Methodist. They
were baptized, attended Sunday school regularly, went through
Confirmation, participated heavily in UMYF, and attended and
worked at Camp Tekoa.
My older son, Josh, attended a UM college on a UM
scholarship and was president of the Student Body his last two
years. He went on to attend Candler School of Theology on a
Methodist scholarship. By all accounts in Methodism, he was
deemed worthy.
Josh is gay. The United Methodist Book of Discipline says
that because he is gay, he is not worthy of leadership in the United
Methodist Church. It further states that his being gay negates his
Christianity because homosexuality is considered “incompatible
with Christian teaching.”
I am proud of a lot of things about the church; however, I
do not believe that Jesus sized up people the way the Discipline
does in this case. I was raised to believe that all people are worthy
and I believe that all accounts of Jesus’ teaching and actions back
that up.
With assistance from an ordination committee – that I
believe understood his gifts and graces well – the United Methodist
Church ordained Josh.
Josh has never hidden his sexuality. He serves as Minister
of Social Justice at a large, downtown UMC in Atlanta on a parttime basis. His counseling practice provides his livelihood. Like
many spiritually gifted young people who happen to be gay, he has
had to negotiate his own path to participate in the United
Methodist Church. That he is not in a pulpit regularly is the
UMC’s loss.
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Josh is not alone. The UMC is losing out on many talented,
young, potential spiritual leaders who happen to be homosexual.
These are young people who have been rejected by their church
and, in some cases, their families, because of who they are. (Can
you imagine?)
I firmly state I do not believe that one’s sexuality is a
choice. It certainly was not for me. I believe that the UMC is
making a big mistake by rejecting younger (and older) people with
spiritual gifts who happen to be gay.
“Why is our family still clinging to the United Methodist
Church?” you ask. Because it is OUR CHURCH and we believe
change is coming!
– Steve Noblitt

Growing Up at Central; Growing Out of the UMC
I do not even know where to begin in writing. I guess there
is this large part of me that has lost energy around the “issue” of
homosexuality/queerness within religious settings.
It used to be a big deal when I worshipped and studied
within the UMC setting – rather, it was made to be a big deal. Now
that I am outside the church, I rarely think about it – which is very
refreshing.
All that said, I am not sure how to articulate this ... or how
to tell my story. Leaving the church was painful and I grieved the
loss. I grew up believing the church would be a lifelong family.
Although I was raised within a church setting that taught me to be
spiritually authentic, this spiritual authenticity is what necessitated
my departure from it. Having worked through some of the initial
pain and shock that I would not be welcome as an ordained
leader, I am now grateful that I am not part of the UMC. The
church’s denial of ordination saved me from a lot of pain, from the
hierarchy of the church and from being constrained by
doctrine. Although I experience the church as a dichotomy of
welcoming love and unjust dismissal, it no longer has a hold on my
spirit.
Because I have found so much grace outside the church, I
do not have a lot of energy to spend thinking about the grace I did
not receive within the church. I am hopeful things will change for
the sake of others like me. At this point, I have found my home and
family in another place.
– S. Vance Goodman, M.Div.
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‘As God Has Made Me’
To me, my story is not unique. It is what is normal to me.
And it should be accepted by everyone as normal, period.
I was born a male in the mid-1950’s. I grew up in a time
when homosexuality was considered “unordinary” and even
considered a disease. My childhood was usual for the time, with
nothing standing out to label me as “queer,” at least to the outside
world. But on the inside, things were different as I went through
puberty and discovered my sexuality.
Because of the time in history, I ignored my true feelings
and dated women into my early 30s. But at that point in my life, I
had to be true to myself and decide to live my life as God had
intended it, Gay.
All through my childhood and youth I was very active in
the Methodist Church, growing up going to Sunday School,
UMYF, and becoming a Sunday school teacher myself when I was
in high school. After graduating from college, I returned to my
hometown and became involved in my church again as the UMYF
counselor, serving on the Administrative Board, and various other
activities.
Later, after moving and transferring my membership, I got
involved with the Staff/Parish Relations committee at my new
United Methodist Church – all of this while being “straight.” All
was well – as far as the church was concerned. I supported the
church through my actions and my donations. Would my
participation have been so welcome had the church known I was a
practicing homosexual at that time?
A number of years ago, my career brought me to Asheville.
It was time to find a church. I seriously thought about leaving the
United Methodist Church and finding a church that was openly
welcoming to ALL people, no matter their sexual orientation. But
as a Methodist for over 50 years, it was not a decision I would
make easily.
Central reminded me of the church in which I grew up: in
the city, large, active, great music programs and a great pastoral
staff. So I transferred my membership. There were some activities
11
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of which I became aware that helped make that decision. It seemed
that Central was supportive of some “gay causes” in the Asheville
area.
After joining. I learned about Central’s Reconciling
Ministries Group and got involved. My partner left the Baptist
church and joined Central when I did so we could worship
together.
At this stage of my life, I share this story with you. Living
my life as a homosexual becomes more accepted each day in the
United States, but it still has a long way to go in the United
Methodist Church. Being gay is just one part of who I am. If your
beliefs differentiate from mine, being true to myself as God has
made me is more important to me than your acceptance. It is time
to accept ALL.
– Jack Mild

Faith-quakes
In a positive context, the words, “home,” “family values,”
“church home,” and “unconditional love” evoke intellectual,
emotional, spiritual sensitivities and happy memories. They are
associated with safe spaces, pleasant intimacy, trust, appreciation,
security, honesty, fun and deep joy.
These words characterize my experiences in a Methodist
(United Methodist) pastor’s household and the Christian
congregations that baptized and nurtured me in community life.
They contributed to the strong faith foundation for life and my
appreciation for persons unlike me in diverse social-cultural
contexts.
At 14, I submitted to the Spirit’s call for my life. I left
family household life in the college years and, subsequently,
entered a US-2 mission assignment by the Methodist Board of
Missions. Vocationally I’m a professional Social Worker in
Christian mission service, and as a Deaconess and Diaconal
Minister, I’m accountable to the denomination’s Board of Global
Ministry, annual conference and its bishop.
I knew Christian values and relationships modeled by my
parents were the best guide if I were to enter marriage. I enjoy
male friendships, I dated some, and declined marriages due to my
innate limited attraction to men. Simultaneously, I’ve enjoyed and
appreciated female friends in shared faith, values and activities.
Romantic attractions occurred with a few.
Fear underlies the recognition that a person does not “fit the
mold” of family, church and social expectations; life will be more
difficult. Spiritually wrestling between fear and the truth, I used
John Wesley’s four criteria to re-examine my faith beliefs and
concluded I first must be honest with God and myself. No person,
church or human institution is supreme or flawless.
A profound and overwhelming dis-ease prompted me to
bolt from the church Communion Table to a wooded sanctuary,
there crying aloud “God, why have you made me this way?”
I wrestled this faith-quake until the Holy Spirit answered: “I made
you and love you as you are. Accept this and yourself.” That
13
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spiritual assurance dissolved my question and provided lasting
gifts of peace and personal solidarity with socially marginalized
persons throughout my ministry.
This acceptance had deep implications for my relationship
with the beloved denomination. The 1972 General Conference
declared homosexuality is “incompatible with Christian teaching.”
This faith-quake threatened the fulfillment of my calling through
UMC appointments!
Much later, with deep relief, I completed 40 years of active
service in varied ministry settings. The UMC polity – with
progressive severity against sexual minorities that continually
reverberates – has demonstrated a deep dissonance in annual and
general conferences and in some congregations for more than 40
years.
In 1965, I met the woman in a friendship that evolved into
a life-mate covenant. In 2009, we legally married.
In friendship, life commitment, then as married spouse, our
relationship spans 50 years of reflecting God’s love. Together
we’ve experienced two inclusive UM church homes. We yearn for
Central’s Mission to be more effectively embodied through
hospitality shown to visitors and among members by offering
unconditional inclusion for all persons as they self-identify,
including sexual orientations, and by exemplifying Christ’s family
household.
–Mary Z. Longknight

Opening My Heart and My Eyes
In December 2014 I received a call that my son was being
held at the hospital as he had contemplated suicide after a poor decision. He was a freshman in college at the time. He walked away
from the five story stairwell, because he didn’t want to become just
another statistic. My son didn’t want his parents called. He did not
want anyone to know that he was gay.
Prior to this, I had not given sexuality and Christianity
much thought. I was raised southern Baptist and taught that homosexuality was a sin and contrary to biblical teachings. Attendance
at a UMC when my children were young didn’t contradict. I wasn’t
even sure if sexuality was in born or a choice. I didn’t know many
openly gay people, but those I did know treated others with love
and respect. I just didn’t think about it.
At 3am, I rushed the three hours to campus. As I talked
with my son through the day and into the night, I was devastated
by his pain at being gay. I knew he had been depressed for years,
but his father declared that he was making straight As and to leave
him alone. During our conversations, my son said that if there
was a pill he could take or a switch he could flip that he would
do it without hesitation. Even being an Eagle Scout, he knew that
his troop would never approve him as a leader if they knew. He
wanted a normal life and to have kids; he did not want to be gay.
Society had told my son that his sexuality was unacceptable, and I
could hear that he loathed this part of himself. I reassured him that
he was loved, and I was there to support him however he wanted.
As my son slept in our hotel room, I started praying. I asked God
to help my son navigate trouble with school. I also asked God why
he had given my son such a difficult life. I immediately recalled
that God gave his own son to die on the cross for us. A feeling of
peace and overwhelming love overcame me along with the certain
knowledge that everything would be okay.
Over the coming days, I reflected on God’s love, read the
Gospels, talked with my UMC pastor, reviewed my life experiences and beliefs, and prayed. The things that I had been taught about
homosexuality did not feel right in the light of God’s overwhelm-
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ing love. The Bible is inspired by God, but written by men, translated by other men over the centuries, and influenced by culture of
the times. As I read the Bible, I asked the Holy Spirit to guide my
understanding. The Holy Spirit brought me to understand that sexual orientation just doesn’t matter. Being inhospitable, dominating
others, and sexual promiscuity were sins, but a committed same
sex relationship was not.
God made my son gay; it wasn’t a choice my son was
making. God makes us, He loves us, He gives us gifts and talents,
He has a purpose for us, and we have free will. As I told my son,
he was beautifully, passionately, purposefully, perfectly crafted to a
purpose.
My eyes were opened to the pain that continues to be cruelly inflicted in the name of biblical texts. My heart was opened to
sharing God’s love with His LGBTQ children. My prayer is that
Christians will open their hearts to the Holy Spirit and love and
accept these children of God. We are called to love God and to love
everyone [Matthew 22: 37-39].
					– Deanna Williams

Of Sacred Worth
The question asked most often in my childhood – more
than first name or favorite cartoon – was, “What are you?”
After so many inquiries from incredulous peers, I became
shamefully clear that the world could not place me, that I was
ethnically ambiguous, alien. Olive enough to be light-skinned, but
not black. White enough to be Greek, but not Caucasian. Brown
enough to be mixed, but not Latin.
From playgrounds to classrooms, restaurants to movie
theatres, picnics to parties, the question was always lurking,
attended by a menacing anxiety that rendered social gatherings
emotionally unsafe. Like all children, desperately wanting to
merely blend in, I felt like the stranger in the room.
Except at camp, youth group, confirmation class, Sunday
school and worship. At church. There, I wasn’t inhumanely
queried; I was inclusively told, “Christianity is a religion of
welcome, a fellowship free of discrimination.” I could finally
exhale my angst, dispel my difference and belong. Finally.
Now as an adult and as the pastor of Haywood Street, a
United Methodist Reconciling Congregation, I want other people
to belong, to encounter a Jesus who is ever trespassing all over the
boundaries of exclusion, ever confounding the orthodoxy of
heterosexism for the orthopraxy of same love. A Jesus who affirms
the sacred worth of all, not regardless of skin color or sexual
orientation, but because of it.
So that in a myopic world that continues to ask, “What are
you?” of our LGBT siblings, the Church will be the first, not the
last, place to proclaim, “You are fearfully and wonderfully made in
the image of God and completely compatible with Christian
teaching.”
– The Rev. Brian Combs
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Unspoken, Untaught, Unchristian –
When I graduated from Paris High School, I knew little
about “queers” except that I did not want to be one.
Gossip implicated some of my friends, but they were good
friends and I ignored the gossip. School education was lacking. In
the limited high school sex education, there was no mention of
homosexuality.
As an undergraduate, I took required education classes,
none of which mentioned homosexuality. My debate class
researched controversial topics, but homosexuality was not one of
them. My knowledge of homosexuality was by chance-reading and
by word-of-mouth. Nothing led me to investigate.
No one in my family or friends was thought to be
homosexual, so it was not important to me. Nothing was
mentioned at Paris UMC or at Wesley Foundation during college.
When I was a graduate student I started teaching children’s
Sunday school for grades 3-6.
Never, in any training was homosexuality, mentioned. I
taught for 20 years and it was early in that 20-year period that The
Discipline was changed to discriminate against homosexuals.
Although I was active in many areas of that church, I never was
part of a conversation regarding homosexuality. It was a secret that
could be used to discriminate when necessary.
At age 50, I became painfully aware of the issue of
homosexuality. An admired co-worker revealed that he had AIDS
and it became known that he was gay. His biological family
rejected him even at his death.
I learned what I could about AIDS and homosexuality.
Gays were being shunned. This weighed heavily on my heart and
my faith as it did with others in Raleigh. I needed to live my faith.
I joined the first AIDS Care Team and supported six AIDS victims.
Four were gay. Three died and were at peace with God.
The fourth is still alive and remains angered by Christian
hypocrisy. I understand and could agree with him.
Another moment of awareness occurred while I was
serving on the AIDS Care Team. Remember I said that
homosexuality was not mentioned in Paris UMC?
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Flashback: When I was in high school the pastor and his
wife were very close to me. Their only child was in college before
they came to Paris UMC. The son came to church when home for
holidays, but had no interaction with the youth. As UMYF
president, I invited him, but he declined.
On a visit with pastor’s widow I told her of the AIDS Care
Team. She revealed that her son had recently come home, very ill
and died. She described his illness and death with the very words I
had just said to her. It was AIDS, but she never said the word. The
secrecy of the past made sense. What had been kept secret in Paris
UMC would remain a secret. Openness and honesty are not
possible in a church that reviles people for being what God made
them to be. That is not Christianity as I want to live it.
The Christ that is my foundation tells me to love everyone,
including the despised and outcast. I continue to follow His
message of inclusion and fervently pray that the UMC will be a
community that accepts every child of God, not just those who are
straight.
– Sharon LeDuc

	
  
	
  
	
  

From Guilt to Central’s Welcoming
I grew up a Baptist – and knowing at a young age I was
different.
When I was 16 years old, my mother asked me if I was gay,
but I denied it. After high school, I told my family I was gay.
Through the years afterward, I kept trying to convince myself that I
wasn’t gay. I believed, I was not going to heaven because, due to
my homosexuality, I was sinning.
For many years, my church attendance was sporadic. But
over the years I came to realize that my homosexuality is a gift
from God, and that I am not a sinner in his eyes. Others may judge
me because I am gay, but God will not judge me for that, because I
am one of his children.
Then I met Jack about seven years ago when he moved to
Asheville. My whole life changed. We got involved with each
other and became a couple. I had never been to a Methodist
Church. But Jack is a life-long Methodist who was looking for a
church to join. One Sunday when he was getting ready for church,
I asked if I could go with him. I did. We attended Central for quite
some time as visitors. After a while, we decided to become
members. We attended the Newcomers Class and felt welcome
enough to make the move to join.
It was easy for Jack, as Central was similar to the church in
which he had grown up and where he had been quite active. It was
a little more difficult for me because I was going to leave the
Baptist Church where I grew up. But I wanted to be able to attend
church with my life partner, so I changed my church affiliation and
joined Central.
I like going to Central because I feel accepted. We made
some friends and got involved with the Reconciling Ministries
group. The first time we attended a Wednesday-night dinner,
Pastor Rob came over and spoke to us. So did other members. It
was nice to be welcomed as I sat next to Jack, not feeling I was
being judged for my sexual orientation.
Although I know that the United Methodist Church has
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a way to go to be totally inclusive, I am happy that I attend Central
and feel welcomed here.
– Darren Lackey

When the Church Failed to Love its Neighbor
I feel as if I have been a Methodist since before I was born.
I was almost pre-ordained to be Methodist. From my earliest days,
I was involved in the Methodist church and it was involved in me.
I am mostly proud of that. I say “mostly” because, as an
adult, I have had a hard time reconciling practices that come out of
church’s Book of Discipline.
I was baptized United Methodist as a baby, received my
first Bible from the church, was confirmed by the church, was
heavily involved in UMYF, studied religion in college at
Appalachian State with the intention of attending seminary, and
worked for several years at Camp Tekoa.
Attending seminary was not how things turned out. I
received my degree in Philosophy and Religion, but during that
time I became disillusioned with the UM church.
When I say “heavily involved” with the youth group, I
mean I was there all the time. It was my high-school
extracurricular activity. My friends and the girls I dated were from
youth group. My main memories of that time center on my church
and youth group. I was a spiritual leader and I intended to continue
on that path.
I was gaining mentors I looked up to, youth-group leaders
who were helping to shape my faith and older youth who were
influences in everything from playing guitar and dating to
interpretations on predestination. You get my point when I say the
youth group was my life.
In my college years, my brother came out of the closet. He
did it slowly, first testing the waters with people he could shed if
he needed to. Then he became a little bolder and told people who
were close.
From my perspective, his family accepted him
unconditionally. Those who were considered so close that they
were “family” were a mixed bag: My brother tasted rejection from
church leaders – leaders who had influence and power over him,
leaders who had helped build his unshakable faith, leaders he
loved. They were the same people I had looked up to and thought
to be so right. This was my moment of disillusionment.
If the church in which I grew up can reject my brother,
what is to stop them from rejecting me? What makes them the
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authority on what God wants? What does this mean to my faith? I
reverted to my most natural instinct: anger. I felt anger at the
church and the mentors I had so admired, and let that be known.
My heart tore away from the church and I began to seek my
own path. I dropped plans for seminary and quit going to church.
I don’t mean that my faith in God was shaken. It was not so
fickle, but I had lost all faith in the church as an institution with
authority to guide me in my walk with Christ. I tell this story
because I believe the UMC needs to change the way it treats LGBT
people. The current stance is hurtful to those in the LGBT
community, their family and friends. If its stance can damage so
many people, the church is weakening itself.
I believe in the story of Christ visiting Peter in a dream and
laying out the blanket with all manner of glorious things from
God’s creation and saying, “eat.” Peter told the Lord Himself he
could not do as he was asked because it was against his religion.
Christ said, “What God has made clean, who are you to question?”
God also made my brother. He did a good job. He has
blessed him and called him into ministry. However, The Book of
Discipline, like Peter, says that he cannot do what God has called
him to do because “it is against the teachings of the Bible.”
The United Methodist Church needs to change into the
church Christ intended. We need to let God do His work and not
hinder those who are called into his ministry. The Book of
Discipline needs to be changed. All we have to do to know that this
is the correct move is to listen to Christ’s teachings: “Love the
Lord your God with all of your heart and soul and mind, … love
your neighbor as yourself. This is the greatest commandment.”
Mostly I have reconciled my relationship with the church
and found a good UMC to call home. My children were baptized
there. I continue sporadic involvement there along with my family.
I wonder what might have been if the church had taken a more
Christ-like stance with my brother when he most needed love and
acceptance.
– Geoffrey Noblitt

My ‘Coming Out’ Story
When I finally came to terms with who I am, I was 40 years
old. I had to peel back many layers of denial and spiritual abuse by
my church to get to the place of self-acceptance required to find
God’s acceptance.
I found my way to the Metropolitan Community Church
and was embraced with love and affirmation of my birthright as a
lesbian Christian. Did self-doubt and old scripts from family,
friends and pastors magically disappear? No, the struggle was and
is long. Sexuality and spirituality, the two sides of the self-identity
journey, intensifies the struggle to reach a healthy faith-filled
relationship with God.
Coming out as a lesbian to family was a mixed bag of
unconditional love and acceptance from my mother to initial
rejection by my siblings.
Mother handled the siblings and they relented for the sake
of the family. I’ve never been sure of my siblings’ degree of
acceptance because they were never able to talk to me or I with
them. Friends either walked away or realized I was the same
person with a new aspect for them to assimilate. Nieces and
nephews keep a safe distance or embrace me totally. The United
Methodist Church, that raised me and honors my sacred worth,
doesn’t believe I can be a Christian and a lesbian.
Truth and honesty are important principles instilled in me
by my father. Though I don’t immediately introduce myself as a
lesbian, I don’t deny my identity. I try to find ways to introduce
my identity when the moment seems right. The church is a difficult
place for finding that moment. The critique is immediate, sharp
and followed with a barrage of scripture and tradition. No one asks
about my story of spiritual and faithful struggle. I was a child of
God, Christian, Methodist, woman and family member before I
knew I was lesbian.
I was living out my vocation of community development
with the Ecumenical Institute/the Institute of Cultural Affairs when
I came to terms with my sexual identity as a lesbian. This
organization was a very open community with members of other
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faiths and countries from around the world, but after 12 years of
committed service, they could not accept my disclosure as a
lesbian and would not assign me. By this time, I was ready to enter
a committed relationship with my dear Christian/Methodist friend
of 19 years. We held a covenant service in Chicago and moved to
Indianapolis, IN.
God wasn’t through with us and led us to Indianapolis’
North UMC where we continued growth in our Christian faith and
grew the congregation in their inclusive outreach to the Gay,
Lesbian, Bisexual, Transgender, Questioning community. North
UMC has become a Reconciling Congregation for all people after
struggling, studying, and defining their inclusive Christian
community for 27 years. I have grown in patient, persistent faith,
affirming I am a beloved child of God and a United Methodist in
good standing.
– Prayerfully written by Marcia Longknight

How Can We Not?
Writing a personal story to share with people I may or may
not know is a difficult and challenging thing for me to do.
I’m very sensitive to the thoughts, beliefs and attitudes
some Christians have about homosexuality. I am well aware of the
verses of Scripture that are bandied about when their viewpoint is
expressed and defended.
Being a daily reader of The Upper Room, I looked back on
the Scriptures people shared when they wrote their devotionals. I
realized that all of the passages I had been reading expressed
God’s love for His people and the encouragement He gives to love
our neighbor as we love ourselves. There are so many such verses
that are uplifting and encouraging to me. When I feel the urge to
lash out and be unkind to those who would turn away a certain
population of Christians who happen to be LGBT, I think back on
those many verses and breathe deeply knowing that God is in
charge and is working and has worked to change the minds and
thoughts of such people.
You may wonder why I feel so strongly about this and what
my story is. I have a son who is gay.
He is one of the best people I know. He also is one of the
ones chosen by God to be of service through ordained ministry. He
could have been anything he wanted to be, but the pull toward
church work was where he felt he needed to use his abilities and
talents. His dedication to social justice for everyone has been his
main focus, although he is also a trained counselor who helps
people sort through the difficulties in their lives. God chose him,
and by the way, so did the United Methodist Church.
Both of my sons are dearer to me than life itself. I know
they are both equally loved and accepted by their Creator. My
heart’s desire is that the United Methodist Church would, as a
whole, be as accepting. If Jesus Christ is our (the church’s) reason
for being, then how can we not be as accepting?
– Leigh Noblitt
25
31

Richard, AIDS, and Being Gay
When I directed the Emergency Food and Shelter National
Board Program in the D.C. area, our comptroller was a slender,
quiet, caring, obsessive, amazingly competent man named Richard.
Richard was gay. He never “came out” to any of us; none of us
broached the subject, but we all knew.
Richard befriended his assistant, a single mom with two
children, a boy and a girl. Often, Richard and the three went on
outings together; the children loved Richard like a father.
Over time, Richard’s health deteriorated. He had never
taken sick leave; now he took all he had accumulated and took
advantage of his vacation time. The day came when he called us
together and announced that he was retiring. He had AIDS, and he
was getting sicker. He and his partner had bought a house and store
in the Shenandoah Valley and were opening an antique shop.
For two years, Richard and his partner faced the horrors of
AIDS. Helped for a while by the drugs then available, finally
Richard was confined to his bed. Emaciated. Unable to control his
bodily functions. Very angry. Often lashing out at whoever was
available, usually his partner.
Richard’s partner gently, patiently, lovingly cared for
Richard until he died. This despite the fact that Richard’s partner
didn’t have AIDS but was in danger of contracting it by cleaning
up after Richard when he lost bodily control, bathing him, holding
him when the pain was unbearable. Even my father, caring for my
mother during her last bedridden years, gave her no more loving
devotion than Richard’s partner gave him. I have never witnessed a
greater expression of love for a mate.
The cause of LGBTQ equality became a passion for me
because of Richard and his partner.
When Richard died, I participated in his funeral. The
church had no problem with that, but I would not have been
permitted by the United Methodist Church to perform his marriage.
A few years ago, I became one of the UM pastors on the list to
perform same-sex marriages.
Richard’s will left enough money for his assistant’s
children to attend college. Shortly after his funeral, she came to
me in tears. “My priest says Richard is in hell because he was gay.
You’re a minister; what do you say?”
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I didn’t know what to say. Finally, I heard my voice asking,
“Do you love your little boy?” Her shocked answer: “You know
that I love my boy more than my life.” “Do you think God loves
his child Richard any less?”
The sobs stopped; a tiny smile lit her face. “Oh!”
–The Rev. Wiley Cooper

The Pain of Losing Tim
I was in middle school when my brother left and sent our
family into a state of shock and a major crisis.
The crisis didn’t happen overnight. It was a slow, painful
progression of awful events and unfortunate circumstances that
finally culminated in his sudden absence. He left a letter placed
strategically for eventual discovery to shed some glimpse of light
onto his reasoning and miserable existence.
Here one day – doing family life as husband and father to
two small children and one on the way, local businessman/shop
owner, and practicing Christian. Then gone the next. Vanished.
Just disappeared with no warning.
Later, puzzle pieces indicated his choices were severe. He
was so miserable that had he stayed any longer living the life he
led, he would have chosen suicide. So to live, he chose
abandonment of everyone who loved him. He couldn’t see another
way.
This makes sense when you consider that he was born into
a very conservative, fundamental Christian family reflective of the
community in our Midwestern small town. He went through the
motions of what others wanted or expected for his life. He fought
hard against his homosexual orientation. He suffered through a
disconnected relationship with his father, largely because they
were such different people. He endured abuse from at least one
neighbor boy.
He got counseling. He married a heterosexual woman. He
fathered kids. He practiced Christianity. But he couldn’t change,
not enough. For everyone else, but most importantly, for himself.
So, his pain spread. After the shock of his drastic exit, there was a
river of deep hurt and a raging forest of anger. For some relatives,
bitterness resulted. With it, came years of unforgiveness and
estrangement.
Little of this story has ever been discussed in my family –
at least openly and honestly. The wounds are deep. Perhaps deeper
still, the misunderstanding. So much pain came after my brother
came out-of-the closet. But there was so much pain before that.
Why all this human suffering, especially among persons
who claim that they know about God’s love, grace and mercy?
Who claim to be Christ followers? It makes no sense.
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They make accusations that it’s all about making a choice.
Really? Who would choose this for their life?
The story of my brother’s life has a really sad ending. He
lived his last 20 years far from his geographical roots, both
physically and figuratively. But despite some success in productive
work endeavors, he endured another painful relationship with his
long-term partner before dying prematurely at age 50.
There was some significant reconciliation with our parents.
And they never stopped loving him, caring about him, and
reaching out to him across a tremendous divide.
There were 17 years between us. We were never close. I
tried to love him, but it was hard. I did love him – with lots of
confusion. The more personal healing I’ve known and the more
awareness and understanding I’ve gained, the more I’ve felt
compassion for him and great sadness for his overwhelming
heartache and grueling reality.
I’m still wrestling with this story in my life. But, this I
know for sure: God’s love and grace and unconditional acceptance
is for all of us – no exceptions.
– Laurie Walter-Hadley
(I’m currently reading A Stranger At the Gate (To Be Gay and Christian in
America) by Mel White, and If Grace Is True: Why God Will Save Every Person
by Phillip Gulley and James Mulholland. I highly recommend both.)

Two Marriages: One Celebrated, One Ignored
The year was 2000 and our younger daughter was engaged
to be married that summer to a long-time boyfriend.
Both families were thrilled and were eagerly anticipating
all the activities surrounding this happy time: selecting a site;
choosing flowers, a caterer; attending parties, showers; and having
friends and relatives visiting for the wedding and festivities.
Our daughter had taken a job locally with a health agency,
and her new “boss” was a capable and lovely young woman who
was lesbian. Our daughter mentioned that “Karen” and her partner
had become engaged but that neither family was supportive.
I couldn't help thinking about Karen's situation and
comparing it to our daughter's engagement where all the families
and friends were excited and supportive. I asked our daughter what
she thought about my sending a “congratulations on your
engagement” card to Karen and her partner. She thought the card
was an OK idea, and I found an appropriate card to send. Shortly
afterwards, I got a separate note from both Karen and her partner
thanking me for the card.
The card itself was such a small gesture, but it made me
think about how unfair it seemed that the engagement and
upcoming wedding of our daughter and her young man were being
celebrated so joyously by friends and family, while the
engagement of Karen and the person with whom she had picked to
share her life were not being celebrated with equal joy among
family, friends and community.
For me, this event was the beginning of a change of mind
and heart. Through Reconciling Ministries activities, I became
more aware of the unfairness of policies of my beloved United
Methodist Church regarding full inclusiveness of LGBTQ
persons in the life of our denomination, up to and including
ordination.
– Irene Slaughter
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‘His Kind’ Benefited Many
When he was a teenager, Bob Thomas’ parents sent him to
a boarding school in Canada where they hoped he would get over
his gay nature. But it had no effect on Bob. He went on to the
university, meeting and enjoying many other gay and lesbian
friends.
In 1950, he reported to the draft board to be processed into
the army. He told the recruiting sergeant that he was gay. The
sergeant told him the army didn’t want “his kind.” Bob didn’t want
the army either.
However, in looking over Bob’s resume the sergeant saw
“college major in Chinese.” Bob was immediately inducted and
sent to Korea. He spent two years on the China/Korea border
translating for the regiments stationed there, saving thousands of
American and United Nations’ troops.
Bob worked for Gale Publishing Co. and was a member of
the Episcopal Church. He passed away at an early age. His parents
attended the funeral but spoke to none of us who were Bob’s
friends. He bequeathed a large part of his estate to a home for
homeless gay boys.
– Louise Harrison
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Welcome Home Those the Church Has Nurtured
Every Sunday morning I sat in the second pew at Central
United Methodist Church with my brother and parents.
Every Wednesday night we attended the church supper.
When I became a teen, every Sunday night I was at MYF
and eventually became president.
Church camp every summer. Lake Junaluska. And on and
on. Without question, I was formed by Central Church and
particularly shaped by the ministries of John and Lynda Cock and
Dr. Herman Nicholson.
I loved Dr. Nicholson’s sermons because they were
intellectually challenging and laid a strong biblical foundation. I
loved going up to the altar to receive communion. I loved the
excellent music program and choir.
This was the ‘50s and ‘60s, a tumultuous time as our
country struggled to come to terms with our collective history of
racism and the reality of an unjust war in Vietnam. When I left the
somewhat protected environs of Asheville and Central and went to
Duke University, I was challenged in profound ways to see what I
had not seen clearly before and to get involved in social justice
work, primarily through the YWCA on campus.
I realize now that what I had from my family and church
was a strong moral foundation on which to build a new awareness.
I also now realize with gratitude that, in growing up, I had
never heard anything from my family or at Central that suggested
there was anything bad about being gay or lesbian. Of course, there
was nothing to suggest that this was an acceptable lifestyle either.
But I am really grateful that I had no negative or self-hating
messages to overcome as I began to discover my own sexual
orientation as a lesbian.
I left Duke and headed to seminary at Yale because I had
loved the study of religion as an undergraduate and I wanted more.
I realize now there was some seedling of a call to ministry as well.
As I became clear about my orientation as a lesbian and
also about my call to a specialized ministry outside the parish, I
realized I would need to leave the United Methodist Church that I
loved. So I found the United Church of Christ – so ubiquitous in
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New England – to be an excellent fit for what I was called to do.
I founded FaithTrust Institute (www.faithtrustinstitute.org)
in 1977 as an educational and social change ministry focusing on
helping our faith communities address sexual and domestic
violence. In this role, I have served as a pastor, author, teacher,
theologian and practicing ethicist trying to shape the discussion
and the response of a variety of faith communities to these all-toocommon and destructive realities in our families, churches and
communities.
In 1972, I met my life-partner, Anne, and we shared our life
and work in Seattle, Washington, for 40 years. We were finally
able to marry in Washington in 2013. We have just moved to
Uplands Village in East Tennessee, a United Church of Christ
retirement community of active, progressive folks. We are making
a new home here.
I continue to grieve the struggle within the United
Methodist Church over the full inclusion of LGBTQ people. I have
many friends and colleagues who have remained and offer a
powerful witness. It is such a senseless waste of time and resources
and human capital. But I have faith that one day the United
Methodist Church will welcome home its LGBTQ members and
affirm our gifts for ministry. I hope I live to see that day.
– The Rev. Dr. Marie M. Fortune

Closed Doors
October 13, 1989, was an amazing day for Linda and me.
We had been married for 10 years and having a child didn’t come
as easily as we thought.
On this day, God blessed us with two healthy fraternal twin
daughters, Amy and Sarah. During their upbringing, the United
Methodist Church was at the center of family activities. Sunday
School, worship, children’s church, Bible School, church camps,
children’s choir, children’s musicals, UMYF, youth choir, handbell
choir, youth leading worship, youth mission trips – we were “all
in.” After four years of volunteering as a family with the
Appalachia Service Project, Linda and I were so grateful that both
of our daughters were selected to serve as summer staff with ASP.
Needless to say, we are so grateful how the church helped mold
our daughters into who they are today.
Early in her high school years, Amy shared with us that she
is gay. I must admit that this was an adjustment for our family, but
we fully embraced our daughter as a child of God, created in God’s
image.
We were nervous for what it would be like for Amy to be
“out” in small-town western North Carolina. Amy’s outgoing
personality, popularity, athletic successes and church involvement
helped her through this difficult time.
However, things did change at church. When fellow-church
colleagues cracked the gay jokes, it used to be uncomfortable for
me, now it felt personal. Some adults who were important leaders
and mentors of our daughters seemed a bit more distant once the
news started to travel about Amy’s sexual orientation. Since we
lived in a small town, comments folks would make would circle
around and back to us. It hurt the most when those comments were
from someone in our church family.
Amy and Sarah went away to college, I got a job in
Asheville, and as a family we joined Central United Methodist
Church. The new church life has been good to us. We look forward
to celebrating Sarah’s wedding in the Central sanctuary this
November. We anticipate that it will be a true joy.
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Amy will not have the same opportunity.
Nurtured in the same womb, born on the same day, raised
together in the same United Methodist church, but only one has the
privilege to be married in the United Methodist Church by an
ordained United Methodist pastor.
My maternal great grandfather and two of his brothers were
Methodist pastors. Amy’s and Sarah’s maternal grandfather is a
United Methodist minister. All branches of our family have been in
the Methodist church for generations. Yet, because God created
Amy to be gay, she cannot be married in the United Methodist
Church.
The Book of Discipline is in conflict with the Gospel of
Jesus Christ on this matter. It’s time for the love of Christ to
prevail. Our denomination must change its position and truly be a
church open to all people.
– Bill Haggard

Saying ‘Welcome!’ Clearly
Active at the Haywood Street Congregation since its
founding in 2009, I was involved in several conversations about
whether or not we should offer a specific welcome to members of
the LGBT community by becoming a “reconciling” United
Methodist Congregation.
We discussed the fact that the Haywood Street ministry
was based on an expansive welcome, deliberately extended to
those most often excluded. Some felt that it was not necessary and
could even be limiting to name a specific welcome to just one
minority group. Eventually we decided it was necessary to offer an
explicit welcome to members of the LGBT community. So in
December 2013 the Board of Directors unanimously voted to join
the Reconciling Ministries movement.
The week this decision was celebrated in worship, Lynne
M. came into the sanctuary for the first time.
Lynne had participated at Haywood Street since 2010,
often spending five or more hours a week tending the garden,
participating with committees or helping to plan special events.
She served on the Administrative Board/Board of Directors from
the beginning. Lynne was extremely involved at Haywood Street
and celebrated for the gifts she offered to the community.
Maybe everyone didn’t know that Lynne was a lesbian, but
many of us knew – and she was aware that we knew. My
assumption was that she also knew that she was accepted and
loved as a child of God, and encouraged to fully claim her identity
as a child of God. But her reaction the day she entered the
sanctuary at Haywood Street for the first time made me realize
otherwise.
Lynne was sobbing as she entered the church for the
celebration. It was only then that I realized her involvement, as
significant as it was, did not include attending worship services in
the sanctuary. I hugged her and said, “Didn’t you know you were
welcome in here?” And she said, “I know you told me I was
welcome, but I didn’t really believe it – until now.”
– Laura Kirby
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‘Equal Protection,’ but Not for Gays
In 1989, I was in law school in D.C. when I finally
understood why the stigma of being gay was so grating. It had
always been so arbitrary, as prejudice always is. The bar to
equality lies in the federal government’s choice to ignore the
“Equal Protection” clause of the U.S. Constitution.
Instead, Congress left decisions about the civil rights of
gays to the states. I was ready to step into the fray.
I headed to the Whitman Walker Health Center near
Dupont Circle. After education and training, I was appointed to
facilitate a group of seven gay couples, of which one or both had
HIV or AIDS. For these men, disclosing and discussing issues was
initially very challenging. Issues included employment, the cost of
treatment, federal definitions of “disability” (requiring a T-cell
count below 200), lack of family support, little response from
religious institutions, housing, personal safety and other issues.
Additional problems were denial, frustration with the political
process, and cultural alienation.
We met in a United Methodist church that offered space
and shelter to us.
In 1992, Whitman Walker’s work against HIV and AIDS
was awarded the Thousand Points of Light Award by President
George H. W Bush, who surprisingly opened the door for national
discussion on this and other issues gays face. That same year, the
AIDS Quilt grew so big that it could no longer be viewed in its
entirety.
In 1993, I moved to North Carolina. Leaving this group
was incredibly difficult. They gave me a fabulous send-off. I still
wear the black velvet turtleneck they gave me, and it’s like a hug
and a reminder of what is important in life. Michael, a special
client, died a few months later. I drove up for a beautiful and
creative memorial service.
I have since let go and lost touch with everyone in the
group, in part to let them bond with a new facilitator. I like to
imagine them as I last saw them – alive, in love, and with lots of
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support. I pray that they continue to love and support each other,
and that they become free of crippling judgment from society.
– Pam Jarrett

A Piece of Rainbow Ribbon
I can’t say there was a lot of discussion about
homosexuality in my childhood or teenage years. But I do
remember being taught as a young adult that the Bible says
homosexuality is a sin.
I didn’t know anyone who was homosexual, but I was told
they were promiscuous in their sexual behavior and rebelling
against the natural attraction of the opposite sex. It never occurred
to me then that someone could be attracted to the same sex or that
everyone was not heterosexual. But I began to wonder.
Thankfully, this was the beginning of my change of heart
and mind from accepting what I had been taught by my church
about homosexuality to agreeing with other Christians that gay
persons are created in the image of God just as I am, including
their sexuality; that it is not a choice, but part of who we are as
human beings.
These things moved me on down the road:
– Observing a teenager being “disowned” by his family
because he told them he is gay. Shortly afterward, he stopped
attending our church. When I inquired about him, his family didn’t
know where he was, but they never mentioned that he had come
out to them as gay. This was extremely disturbing to me.
– Becoming friends with a gay high-school teacher. His
gifts, abilities, and compassion in working with students were
amazing. This friendship was a gift as I searched for truth. –
– Seeking information about the issue, the first book I read
was “Is the Homosexual My Neighbor,” a 1970s book found at a
thrift store in the 1990s. A Time magazine article, “A Search for
God’s Welcome” (April 2000) led me to contact the United
Methodist minister, the Rev. Marjorie Munger, featured in the
article. Her emails to me were so helpful and encouraging. She
provided me with information and Bible studies. I also read the
Rev. Mel White’s book, Stranger at the Gate, a moving
autobiography.
Several years ago, I participated in a dialogue at Central
UMC on the topic of homosexuality. After that, we decided to
make Central UMC our church home, and I became an active
member of the Reconciling Ministry Group. To identify as
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someone who accepts and supports our gay family, friends and coworkers and to encourage others to do the same, I have worn a
strip of rainbow ribbon since May 2012. It’s not a big piece of
ribbon, but it has been an open door to conversations. I treasure the
many stories people have shared with me because of that ribbon
and the opportunities I have had to offer God’s love, acceptance
and encouragement in return.
This journey has taken some time. But – times were very
different during those earlier years, and our understanding of
human sexuality was incomplete and impaired by fear. I am very
grateful for the inclusive Welcome Statement of Central UMC. It
is time for each of us to fully embody that welcome as individual
members of this faith community – and time to be known by this
“Welcome” in our city.
– Pat Horton

A Most Holy Blessing –
Because Coach Ralph lived, I have been changed for life.
Ralph was my high school speech and debate coach and I
have a speech impediment.
Ralph was very competitive; he seemed to like to win. And
I supposed I liked to win, too. Ralph, my teammates and I were
motivated to put in the time, work, practice and completion to be
champions.
On Ralph’s time after school, I would often stand behind a
podium, read a newspaper, and practice my pronunciation,
cadence, volume and speed of delivery to develop efficiency and
effectiveness in public speaking. My teammates and I won both
Florida State Championships in Debate in our senior year.
Many years later, I was having lunch with one of my
former teammates. He had become a prominent attorney in Florida.
Coach Ralph was one his heroes he had tried to emulate. During
his career, Ralph had coached over 80 state champions in speech
and debate in Florida.
Ralph had died in his forties and my teammate had gone to
his funeral. At his funeral, it became clear to him that Ralph was
gay and may very well have died of AIDS.
Fifty years ago, there were few of the important school or
church safety practices for protecting children and adolescents
while with adults, but Coach Ralph never crossed or violated the
appropriate boundaries between the four of us adolescent males in
all the hours we spent together practicing, going to local
tournaments as well as when he was driving us across the United
States to go to a national debate tournament!
It is not the least bit surprising to me because being gay is
between consenting adult men. Gay men are not pedophiles – adult
men who are exclusively sexually attracted to children and commit
a serious criminal offense anytime they take advantage of a child
or adolescent under the “age of consent.”
One of my high-school teachers occasionally made snide
remarks about Ralph in class. That same teacher often said in class,
“Now, Marilyn Monroe was my kind of woman.” He said this in
front of every classmate.
I also vividly remember being at a high-school pep
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rally and the football coach of a 0-10 football team making fun of
the “sissy” debate team; one that already had won championships.
Using today’s standards of “no harassment,” of these three male
public high school teachers, the only one who did not engage in
sexual harassment of young male and female students was Coach
Ralph.
“To be, or not be? That is the question!” Do I acknowledge
the work and diligence that Ralph invested in me during his life
and totally accept and acknowledge that Ralph was also gay? Or,
do I deny what lives within me because of him, and dismiss him
because he was also gay?
Frankly, that’s a “no brainer.”
– Doug Combs

Speaking Out
In my early 40s, I went back to college. After a class, four
classmates gathered for coffee.
One told a gender-slur joke. Fortunately before I could
even smile, Harriet said, “I have a gay son!” She spoke not with
anger but with intense firmness.
That began my evolution in concerns of what became
“LGBT” generations later. Harriet Hancock went on to found the
South Carolina Pride Movement and an LGBT Center, offering
many resources.
While living in a S.C. small town, I saw that a major reason
racial prejudice was perpetuated was that no one ever challenged
the language or the jokes people made at black people’s expense.
Thanks to Harriet, I was reminded that a solemn face or a few
words stop good Christian people from continuing such practices
on other issues, and makes them think before they say hurtful
words again.
When the Chick-fil-A owner Dan Cathy’s anti-gay stance
was raging, we were guests in a Greenville Sunday school class.
The lesson was Biblically based; things were going well; there was
some talk of “seeing things through a mirror.” But soon a classmember brought in Cathy’s stance, favorably parroting a radioshow talking-head. Another woman joined in his support against
gays. Finally, even as a guest, I couldn’t stand any more. “I want
you to know I see things in a different mirror,” I said. “That’s all I
have to say.” The leader changed the subject.
After the class ended, the man espousing Cathy’s stance
was alone in the hallway. “I’m sorry, but I had to say something.
We are members of a Reconciling Ministries Network Sunday
school class where we have many gay friends.”
“Well,” he said, poking a finger at me, “it’s a sin!” I knew
he was referring to the terribly misinterpreted laws of Leviticus.
“Do you eat shrimp?” I asked.
He looked at me quizzically. “Yes.”
“It’s an abomination!” (Leviticus 11:12)
When my husband retired from the UM ministry, it seemed
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a perfect time to write a substantial piece for the S.C. United
Methodist Advocate on what makes a welcoming church. We
visited a dozen or more churches and found many interesting ideas,
repeats of some bad ideas – or no interest at all in being
welcoming!
When I had finished and published the “epistles,” the
church that was dark, where no one returned our “Good morning,”
where we got a mass-produced note of welcome in the mail, where
six gray-haired men were the only ones who ushered –– that was
the one we joined. (Well, the music was superb!)
Why would we join such a church? One Sunday school
class: the Grace Class, a class that belonged to the “Reconciling
Ministries Network within the United Methodist Church” and
welcomed all, LGBTs included. There we found heterosexual,
lesbian and gay friends who we hope will last us a lifetime. LBGT
friends hold the large church’s highest offices and the class gets
credit for much of the church’s growth.
What does such a Reconciling class study? The same as
other classes. There is occasional sharing of news about LGBT
issues or events at the beginning of the class, but the class studies
the Bible and many of the same challenging books all good classes
study while offering the richest fellowship we’ve experienced.
And, yes, I like shrimp, too.
– Emily Cooper

Freedom and Equality, No Turning Back
Embracing LGBTQ rights was an evolutionary process.
This metamorphous crystallized with my annual participation in
the Civil War Institute at Gettysburg College over 17 years.
How could study of the Civil War lead to advocacy for
LBGTQ persons?
Dr. Gabor Boritt, a leading Lincoln scholar, was the
founding director of CWI; and because of Dr. Boritt, the institute
has always borne a heavy footprint of Lincoln’s influence. To
Lincoln, the Constitution was the legal foundation upon which this
nation was to be preserved, but the Declaration of Independence
was the sacred document that directed Lincoln’s path: “We hold
these truths to be self evident that all men are created equal, that
they are endowed by their creator with certain unalienable rights,
that among these are life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness.”
This famous passage is heard in Lincoln’s Gettysburg
Address: “Four score and seven years ago our forefathers brought
forth on this continent a new nation, conceived in liberty and
dedicated to the proposition that all men are created equal.”
Before this speech, Lincoln had issued the Emancipation
Proclamation, freeing black slaves in federally controlled states.
Just three years earlier, Lincoln had said he would free all the
slaves or he would free none to save the union. His change in
policy bore testimony to his transformation of thoughts and beliefs.
His change was molded by the painful crucible of the Civil War.
As with Lincoln’s metamorphous, I, too, experienced a
remolding of belief centered upon the freedom and equal rights of
all persons. Slavery was the issue for Lincoln as civil rights for
women, persons of color and LGBTQ became one for me.
This stance was not alien to my nature as I reflected on my
experiences. As a youth I took to heart the teachings of my church
that embraced the sacredness, freedom and rights of all people.
Such beliefs were reaffirmed by my participation in the Boy Scouts
of America. A history major in a liberal arts college and then a
seminary experience provided a continual path of exploring,
molding and establishing my belief in the equality of every person.
This belief in freedom and equal rights for all persons is a
cardinal virtue in schools of philosophical thought and established
religions throughout the world. It transcends discriminatory and
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destructive practices of all tribal religions, including Christianity.
Such clear vision of belief demanded action. I began to
participate in the Reconciling Ministry Network, to teach This I
Know/For the Bible Tells Me So at Central UMC and then to lead
“Increasing Understanding of LGBTQ Persons in American
Families and Society” at OLLI /UNCA.
Through these experiences, I encountered the human side
of the struggle of LGBTQ persons and their families for equality.
These classes included a woman who was there to support her gay
nephew who had been rejected by his parents. One gentleman wept
recounting the wedding of his gay son to his partner of 25 years
after gay marriage had been declared constitutional in another
state. A grieving and angry woman also participated; her gay
grandson had committed suicide following the painful rejection by
his church.
Amidst stories of tragedy are definite signs of hope for
LGBTQ persons, their families and supporters and for America.
The Supreme Court ruled and declared gay marriage a
constitutional right. Shortly thereafter, the Episcopal Church
joined other progressive mainstream religious denominations in
America to recognize marriage of LGBTQ persons.
A gay lawyer was participating in one my courses. We
were discussing the biblical accounts purporting to deal with
homosexuality. Having heard enough, he blurted out, “It is
irrelevant. This train has left the station and it is not going back!”
Today, I can affirm, yes, this train has left the station, and it
is not going back.
– Robert Henderson

RMN group of Central UMC, Asheville

