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When Carol Wise first asked me to be the speaker for this luncheon, I laughed - and I thought to myself - what in the world do I have to say to these people, knowing that many of you have been involved in working with the church and lgbt issues for many years.  When I told her that, she said, well just tell them your story.  Now that is something I do know a lot about, but I wasn’t sure how interesting it would be to all of you… so after much consideration, I decided to share a bit with you about my own journey and some reflections on how I want to move forward individually and collectively in our interactions with the broader church.

I grew up in the COB, my father a minister for most of my childhood and youth, having been to numerous annual conferences and having attended church regularly until my college days.  I grew up in a church where we learned about the injustices of war, discrimination of others, particularly the poor and I saw the church as a place for all to come together to learn more about how to love one another and to live in this world together more peacefully.  

As a youth, I remember having a few discussions with my family about homosexuality, receiving the clear message of the importance of loving the person though the issues were confusing and not well understood.  (recognizing that was nearly 30 years ago, when accurate information was much more difficult to access) As a freshman at Manchester College, I remember the first night that the upper class students arrived.  Many of us were sitting around talking about life on campus.  The older students openly "warned us" about a few of the women living on campus, some even in our own residence hall.  They suggested that they were "different" and that we should avoid them, indicating somehow that we might be in danger of their advances.  Funny thing how later that same year, I found myself interested in spending time with some of these very people!  Perhaps I wouldn't be where I am today if I had heeded their warnings and stayed away!

As my sexual orientation became more clear to me, I found it to be very scary  to weave my way through the "who is safe to tell" process.  Already, I was so afraid of not being liked or being misunderstood, that I told no one who I thought might have a negative or even less than affirming reaction.  While I was relishing in my newfound connection to myself, I was already beginning to apologize for who I was.  I let friendships go by the wayside, focusing on spending time with those who already knew about me rather than risking telling old friends.

In my first job after college, I was out to no one.  I distinctly remember our weekly lunches out where my colleagues talked about their boyfriends or husbands.  I talked about my life as though I were single, watching every pronoun I used so as not to give myself away and risk their rejection.

In graduate school, I was out to a select few, still remaining cautious to protect myself in this new environment.  It wasn't until my last clinical internship, where I interviewed with a potential supervisor who boldly said "this is a feminist agency that encourages diversity" thinking that this might cause me to re-think my placement there (how could he not have known then!!)I decided to go boldly where I had never gone before and be myself- what a concept!  My first day there, I referred to my partner and actually used the correct pronoun.  I was on my way!! After several years there, and many laughs with my supervisor about that initial interview, I left that agency and found a job in the small town where I had grown up and had lived for several years after college.  I knew the atmosphere would be nothing like I was in before, especially at this particular agency.  Back in the closet I went - carefully choosing my pronouns - occasionally using the correct pronouns, but never referring to my partner as such, only as my roommate.  After several months, I again risked coming out to a few colleagues, only after I was fairly confident that they would not forego the friendship we had developed and that they would simply continue to care about me, I suppose seeing me as "the exception to the rule" about “those kind” of people.

I worked there for six years, and do believe that my process of "becoming myself" slowly in front of them helped them to see beyond some of their stereotypes and begin to see the complexities of the issues.  Some, I am sure took the approach to "hate the sin and love the sinner" but nevertheless, I believe I left that job having changed some minds and hearts.  Little did I realize, however, that one of the changes was within me.  I had returned to living "an apologetic life".  A life filled with caution, watching the words I used and still sharing the details of my life carefully.  I had yet to realize the emotional toll that this process had taken on my spirit.  I recently heard a song by Susan Drake and Julie Jennings that sums this up pretty well.  “It’s the details of everyday prejudice, that drive me from my mind, how easily we accommodate the bigotry of our time and I’m worn out and weighed down, trying to pretend that everything is all right when I can’t be who I am.  And I’m so far, so far away from my song, something has got to be terribly wrong…” I realize now that I was disconnected from my spirit, so worn out by living in a world where I couldn’t be myself.
After more than 15 years of distance from the Church of the Brethren, I began reconnecting by becoming involved with BMC and later attending and then joining the Manchester COB.  Many of you know more than I about the journey of the Manchester COB, but let me tell you what a joy it was to join a church that had already found their collective voice!  I did not have to sit through hours upon hours, adding into years of painful "dialogue and study" while my fellow members discussed "ISSUES that were really my LIFE".  Can you imagine the pain of an lgbt person sitting in a dialoguing congregation hearing questions of “Can gay people really be Christian”?  or  “I don’t mind if they attend, but do we really want them serving in leadership roles?” or even “what will other churches say if we are publicly open and affirming? While well intended, many congregations have made the process of dialogue and study a multi-year process that pierces the heart of those members who are lgbt, many of whom may not even be involved in the congregation by the time the discernment process is finally completed. 
 It was also during this time that I became more acquainted with the sometimes hateful rhetoric spewed by some of our fellow brothers and sisters in the COB.
Now, this is where it gets a bit sticky for me.  I feel very strongly about continuing to live in loving relationship with our brothers and sisters with whom we are in disagreement.  As I stated earlier, conflict is not an easy thing for me, nor is being “disliked”.  I am also done with living a life of apology.  It is time for me to love without quietly absorbing someone else’s hate.  Sometimes we can agree to disagree and live in this manner harmoniously, but not when some are being oppressed by the actions of others.  When I think about how the larger church interacts with us, all of us: lgbt people or outspoken allies, people who have supported women in the ministry, or any time you as an individual or group has taken a stance different from that of the popular voice, I am aware of a dynamic of shaming and silencing.  There comes a time when dialogue is not effective – particularly when the dialogue is truly a monologue or when the dialogue is about how to “keep the peace” without addressing the underlying issues.
I have to remind myself what I would say to someone who was living with an abusive partner, recognizing that this dynamic is not so different from how the church sometimes interacts with its lgbt members and allies.  Addressing such a situation can be effective only when both parties are willing to address their roles in the relationship.  The abuser must recognize the patterns of power over and must be willing to examine how this behavior has impacted the other and the relationship between them.  The victim must have safety and support and must be willing and able to stop interacting in cycles that are hurtful and unloving.   What would you tell your child about dealing with a bully, especially one who has been a close and trusted friend in the past?  Some say stay and fight it out, believing that you don’t show weakness or the bullying will continue.  Others say that it is important to try to talk through the conflict and work it out, taking it and turning the other cheek if the aggression continues. Do you recommend that your child daily bears the wrath of some bully who is unwilling to talk openly and honestly about the differences that divide them?  No!  But isn’t this the type of relating that often happens within the denomination???  How many letters have been sent to allies condemning them for their active support of lgbt members??? For how many years has BMC been denied a booth at Annual Conference???  What do some people say any time we bring up the issues of justice for lgbt members?  Just as with your child, you may continue to explore possible responses, but if the bullying continues, you may eventually suggest that your child focus on staying away, finding a new playground and new playmates. 
 Living lovingly within a conflict is not impossible.   I believe it is important to try to talk about the differences that divide us, but I am not willing to quietly and lovingly sit by and let someone tell me I am a sinner when they know nothing about my life except the gender of my partner. I am not willing to just be quiet and loving when they threaten to sanction my church for its view that lgbt people are welcomed into attendance, membership and to participate in covenantal services.  I am not willing to sit quietly and lovingly when congregations threaten the credibility of other congregations simply because they recognize the equality of all people.  We cannot mistake love for passivity or conflict avoidance.  I will say that again: We cannot mistake love for passivity or conflict avoidance.  Loving others is about giving them the space to say what they need and having the courage to say what you need.  Love is also about how you act.  It is about acting with integrity – honoring your beliefs without having to criticize or condemn the beliefs of others and finding ways to put your beliefs into practice.  It is about understanding that people can and will have differences.   It is also about caring for yourself enough to live in a manner that is true to who you really are.  
Many of you may have noticed the name change in the BMC publication.  We recently moved from having 2 publications – one called “Connections” which was primarily for lgbt constituents – helping them stay connected with others of brethren or Mennonite heritage and share the common struggle of dealing with the prejudices of the day.  The other publication was called “Dialogue” and it focused on relationships with and within the COB and Mennonite denominations.  I believe that the new name “Outspoken” reflects a significant change in attitude.  It is not that the time for dialogue is over, it is more about the need to move out of a mode of asking to be included in the church and into the mode of celebrating who we are, what we offer and the importance of what we have to say.  For me it signals the time to “get off the fence of passivity, pleasing other people and conflict avoidance” and to find my voice!  I don’t mean shifting into spewing back the same hateful rhetoric to which many of us have been subjected.  I do mean choosing to worship in a place where I can hold my partner’s hand.  I do mean supporting our children and youth by being willing to create opportunities to talk to them about sexuality and sexual orientation.  I do mean creating spaces such as during National Youth Conference to help our gay and lesbian youth find sanctuary.  I do mean speaking out for what you believe and putting that speech into action. 
It may mean no longer attending a church where you are the closet ally or the token gay person.  It may mean finding a community that celebrates who you are.  It may mean sending letters of support to individuals and congregations who are in the midst of struggle because of their orientation or their support of lgbt issues.  It may mean sending letters to the Messenger or to individual congregations sharing your disappointment at the hateful and divisive way they have expressed their opinions and concerns.  It may mean choosing to end your participation in groups within the denomination who openly share their hostility towards churches who have decided to become open and affirming or who have taken some other stance in support of lgbt issues.  It may mean participating in conversations about difficult issues when it would be easier to walk away or just quietly listen as others share their fear, biases, misinformation or hate.  Some of you have already been called to such bold actions as turning in your ordinations in an act of solidarity with your brothers and sisters who have been denied ordination, or have their current ordinations threatened.  Others have been willing, as Kelly Burk in last night’s worship, to take major risks in speaking the truth boldly, lovingly and unapologetically.  Whatever your course may be, it is time to choose it and it is time to follow it.  We need to identify our individual or collective missions and we need to lovingly implement them.  What is it that you are called to do as a faithful child of God? 
The Manchester Church recently chose by a large margin to continue both its support of same sex-covenant ceremonies and its participation in the district, all the while under the threat of sanction from the district to which the church belongs.  It is my hope that this action is viewed as the gesture of love and commitment that I believe it is.  It is also my hope that the MCOB will not allow its very soul to be damaged by attempts from the district to pressure or shame the church into acting in opposition to its collective heart.  

The actions of the MCOB are just part of a long list of individual and congregational actions that are “prophetic” to say the least.  Each of us must find our own way to live, being true to what we believe about love, about justice and about living the teachings of Christ.  Some of us will continue our quiet journeys - teaching by word and example - with the warning to make sure your soul and spirit are intact - that you have ample support and open spaces.  Others of us need to push beyond our previous comfort zones and beyond the years of messages that we are the "cause of conflict" rather than the voice of justice.  Those who can, need to be the voice of justice and those who cannot need to ask themselves why not? Are we more concerned about being liked than speaking for what we believe? What are we holding on to, what do we fear losing?  Are the costs worth it?  

Loving others in the midst of conflict is not always easy and sometimes I think we Brethren may find it easier to avoid conflict in the name of love rather than risking relationships in the midst of conflict.  Difference and disagreement are not in and of themselves unloving.  It is the action taken in the midst of difference and disagreement where love and grace can be present.  We can lovingly carry our table into the exhibit hall this afternoon and join our brothers and sisters in communion.  We can lovingly participate in worship services, insight sessions and gather together for support, as we have today.  We can lovingly say to our churches, our districts, our denomination that we will not be intimidated and that we are continuing our call as supportive individuals and groups.  
In my journey, it is essential that I continue to live unapologetically, consciously choosing to act in ways that feed my soul and that seek to lovingly engage those around me.  I believe that we must not forget the cost to our beings, our faith, our families, our congregations and our communities when we quietly accommodate the rigid majority who blame us for their discomfort.  

How will you join me in living unapologetically?   
