        The following is adapted from my presentation for the Knudsen Social Ethics Series 

                       Lectures at the University of Sioux Falls, SD on April 24, 2012.  


                       One Man’s Story: A Gay Christian’s Journey

    Many signs of God’s grace have filled my life. God’s first sign of grace came when I was baptized in February 1961 at a Lutheran church located just outside of Baltimore. God came to me at Baptism, and God promised to make me his child. But I didn’t go to church often. My parents stopped taking me because they said I couldn’t sit still or stay quiet – all parents here will know that problem all too well.  

      After we moved to a rural area of Maryland in 1963, we only went to church on Easter. By the time I was eleven, my only regular exposure to church was the Sunday school at a nearby Methodist church that my parents took my siblings and me to on most Sundays. My older brother and sister stayed there long enough to be confirmed before they left the church. But I hated getting up on Sunday mornings, and I hated missing my favorite cartoons on Sunday morning TV (I was not a precocious child. I wanted to watch Bullwinkle and not the Sunday morning talking heads). Eventually my parents gave up arguing with me about going, and I stopped attending Sunday school altogether.

     In the summer of 1972, my mother dragged me to a new dentist for a check-up. As I sat in the waiting room dreading the moment when I’d hear my name called, I noticed a small booklet on the coffee table in front of me. It looked like a small comic book, but there was nothing funny about the title: Where Will You Spend Eternity? The book told the story of a prosperous man who ate, drank, and then suddenly died. He stood before God’s throne, he was judged unworthy to go to heaven, and the final picture showed him dragged off by a fierce looking angel to a lake of fire where, I read, he would suffer for ever. The book ended with a call to repent of my sins. My sins? Huh? I was eleven years old. What did I know about sin? 

     It was a lot for an eleven year old to wrap his mind around. I’d never read anything like that before. The pictures of fierce angels, the lake of fire, and an image of God who sends people to hell scared me. But this book was a sign of God’s grace because he awakened in me a curiosity to find out more and to understand what the book said.

     The following year I entered junior high school. I met a fellow in my social studies class named Jimmy. He always carried a Bible, and he said he wanted to be a preacher when he grew up.  I’d never met anyone like him before. I was fascinated, and I was drawn to listen to him. 

     Jimmy invited me to his church. It was called Faith Baptist Church, and it was located about a half mile from our house. My parents surprisingly gave me special permission to walk to that church by myself on Sunday mornings so that I could go to Sunday school and to the worship service.  That permission in itself was a sign of God’s grace, because they had never let me walk that far before by myself.  

    It was at Faith Baptist that I first heard of Jesus’ sacrificial death on the cross, of his glorious resurrection and ascension, and of Jesus’ call to all of us to have life in him. I began to understand what that book said, and why it is important to say “Yes” when God calls us. 

     After going to this church for about six months, I heard God’s call me to join him in a relationship. I went to the altar rail during the altar call on Sunday, and I told the minister that I wanted to give my heart to Jesus. He prayed over me, and I went back to my pew.  A short time later – maybe less than a week – I was visited at home by the youth minister. He invited me to join Faith Baptist, but he started putting pressure on me to make a decision right then. I didn’t like the pressure, and because he made me uncomfortable, I decided I wouldn’t join. I never went back to that church.

      But in another sign of God’s grace, my parents’ interest in church was reawakened when I started going to church. They found a small Lutheran congregation a few miles away – Lord of Life Lutheran Church in Edgewood, Maryland – that had just formed. They started going regularly, and I went with them. 

     I was confirmed in that Lutheran parish in 1976, and I began church ministry there. I served on various committees, I directed the choir, I occasionally helped teach Sunday school and vacation Bible school, and I served on the church council. I even preached a sermon and led the liturgy one Sunday when the pastor was on vacation. I stayed at that parish until I moved to Baltimore in 1987.

    Those were formative years. By God’s grace, I prayed often, and I frequently felt God’s sustaining, loving presence. I had a hunger to learn about God. I fell in love with Lutheran theology – I read the Book of Concord (the founding documents of the Lutheran Church) by the time I was seventeen. I read Dante’s Comedy three times – not for the story but for the theology. I read bits of Erasmus, Augustine, and Aquinas. I read tracts by Luther. And I devoured everything I could find by C.S. Lewis. Don’t underestimated Lewis. He’s a modern prophet and another sign of God’s grace. 

    But it was during these years that I began to notice I was different from all of the other boys around me. I couldn’t articulate it, but I realized that I didn’t fit in with the other guys. I didn’t share their interests in sports, in crude jokes, and I certainly didn’t share their interests in girls. I dismissed my dislike of sports as a matter of taste – I liked baroque and Renaissance music and they didn’t. So what?  I disdained crude jokes because of my religious interests. But my lack of interest in girls bothered me. I just didn’t understand what guys saw in girls. I didn’t hate girls – I just wasn’t romantically interested. I tried to feign interest, but I couldn’t keep up the pretense. But I comforted myself that I’d eventually grow into liking girls. I figured that one day I’d wake up and fall in love with a girl. 

     But that day never came. 

     Instead, I found myself looking at the guys in my classes with feelings that didn’t make sense. I didn’t know what those feelings meant, but I had better sense than to talk to anyone about them.

    I had heard fag jokes from my classmates for years. My father repeatedly told the story about the queers in his army unit who were beaten and dragged before the sergeant. And my mother used to make wisecracks about fairies.  And of course, I knew the story of Sodom and Gomorrah.  But those stories and jokes weren’t about me, were they? Of course not. They can’t be about me. I’m not one of THOSE people. I go to church every week. I was active in parish ministry. And I often felt God’s presence in prayer.

     But as time passed, I became more worried. I wasn’t like the other guys. I prayed – Oh! How I prayed – that I’d be normal and would start liking girls. I use to pray, “God, please make me like everyone else. Don’t let me be different.” 

    I don’t remember when I first admitted to myself that I’m gay because I shoved that thought right into a closet and padlocked it. I am not gay, and I am never going to think this again. 

    My parents didn’t like homosexuals. My classmates didn’t like homosexuals. My church taught that God doesn’t like homosexuals. I was terrified of rejection by my parents – would they hate me? Would they throw me out? My mother refused to see my brother for years after she found out he was living with a married woman. How would my mother react to me? 

      I was terrified for my physical safety and of rejection by my church community, by my classmates, and – above all – I was terrified that God would reject me too. 

      God hates fags. This is what I heard when I was growing up, and it’s what I still hear today. It’s right there in the Bible isn’t it, and so it must be true?

     I began to build a wall to protect me. The bricks were music, books, prayer, service, and TV. My mortar was terror, and it formed a stronger bond than any cement. I kept everyone else on the other side of that wall lest they find out who I really am. I thought it was better to live a lie and be accepted by others than to be hated by everyone because of the truth that I’m gay.  

    But the wall became a prison, and I was in solitary confinement. Out of fear of being found out and rejected by others, I rejected them first. 

    And it was dark and lonely in my cell.  The higher I built the walls, the darker and more painful my life became. 

    In his introduction to The Screwtape Letters, C.S. Lewis writes that a condition of hell is a state of unsmiling concentration upon self. Let me repeat that – a condition of hell is a state of unsmiling concentration upon self. 

     I was in a self-made hell.  I built a nearly impenetrable wall to keep others away, and I was alone to gaze only on myself. There was no room in my cell for any other human. The higher I made the walls, the more I was separated from others, and the further I sank into the despair of loneliness and separation. The higher the walls, the deeper into that hell I descended. 

     When I hear people saying that gays will go to hell, I know only too well that it’s true.  I’ve been there, and so have many of my gay brothers and sisters as well. They’ve been in their own private hells of separation from family, community and church just as I have. 

     But thanks be to God, my walls were breached, and not by any human hand. This is yet another grace, because even in my darkest moments God never abandoned me. 

                   Lord, you have searched me out and known me; 

                    you know my sitting down and my rising up;

                    you discern my thoughts from afar. 

                   You trace my journeys and my resting-places

                    and are acquainted with all my ways.

                    Indeed, there is not a word on my lips, 

                   but you, O Lord, know it altogether.

                   You press upon me behind and before

                    and lay your hand upon me.

                   Such knowledge is too wonderful for me;

                   it is so high that I cannot attain to it.

                   Where can I go then from your Spirit?

                   Where can I flee from your presence?

                   If I climb up to heaven, you are there;

                   if  I make the grave my bed, you are there also.

                   If I take the wings of the morning, 

                   and dwell in the uttermost parts of the sea,

                   Even there your hand will lead me

                  and your right hand hold me fast.

                   If I say, “Surely the darkness will cover me,

                   and the light around me turn to night,”

                   Darkness is not dark to you;

                   the night is as bright as the day;

                   darkness and light to you are both alike. (Ps 139 RSV)

     In my darkness, God sustained me. I clung to him because of the love he showed me. And in the pain and despair of loneliness when I often thought of suicide, God gave me reasons to live. 

     In the early 1980s I heard a Catholic theologian on TV – I can’t remember who – say that although gays are intrinsically disordered, they nevertheless can attain salvation if they remain celibate.  It was the first time I’d ever heard it is possible that God could love someone who is gay, and I felt I could finally admit to God and to myself the deepest secret in my heart. I know this was a grace from God because this is when I started the long road to healing. 

     But according to that Catholic theologian, God’s love is conditional – God would only love me if I remained celibate. As long as I lived a lie, my community would accept me. As long as I lived a lie, my family would accept me. As long as I lived a lie, my church would accept me. 

    When I was college, it finally sank in – due again to God’s grace – that in order to love others as God has called us to do, I must tear down my wall. I couldn’t love anyone at a distance, and the wall kept everyone away. 

     I was determined to be faithful to God by learning to love others as he commands us to do. But part of being faithful to God included celibacy. I knew there would never be any loving intimacy for me.   I had to learn to love in other ways. 

    By the fall of 1988, I began to think that God is very unfair. He loves other people unconditionally, but I’m told he’ll only love me conditionally. God wants me to love others, but I’m not allowed to be in a fully loving, committed relationship. I remember asking God, how can I learn to fully love when I’m not allowed to love another person the only way I’m able to? I’m gay, but I’m not allowed to act on it. 

      I took this in prayer one sunny November afternoon to a wooded state park about twenty miles north of Baltimore City.  While I was praying, my perspective suddenly shifted. I became aware of God’s presence in everything around me – in the trees, in the earth, in the squirrels and in the birds. I even detected God’s presence in the wind. I don’t know how long this lasted – perhaps less than a minute. But I continued to feel the strong presence of God and his burning love for days afterwards. 

     I didn’t know what to make of this experience. I’d never read about it before, and no one I knew had ever mentioned anything like it. Then about a week later, I felt a strong urge to revisit the park. It was cool, grey November afternoon. While walking on the trails and thinking about my prior experience, God’s Presence overwhelmed me. I couldn’t see anything with my eyes – my vision was darkened – and I felt taken out of myself. I was pulled into and became one with that Presence. I felt wave after wave of unconditional love. That love drenched my soul, and I would have gladly drowned in it. But then I felt another shift, and I perceived another being who is so great, who is so far above me, and who is so far beyond my ability to comprehend it that if I could approach it, I thought it wouldn’t notice me. I somehow knew that it was part of the same being who washed me with love – much like two sides of the same coin.  I became frightened of this other being, and I slipped back through the Presence of Love and into myself again. 

     It took me many years of prayer and study of Scripture and the mystics to understand those experiences. But I knew immediately that they were from God, and God was telling me that he sustains and loves all of his creation. And I knew immediately that God loves me just the way I am – unconditionally. 

       I learned from these experiences that God would have made me straight if he wanted it, but God chose not to answer my many prayers to become straight. 

    And God taught me something else: I must learn to love myself as well. It was a shock when I realized that I didn’t love myself. All I ever heard in my community is that gay people are awful, and I always saw gays in film depicted as sleazy, despicable low-lifes that deserved to be murdered in the most horrible ways. I had every reason to feel terrible about myself. But God taught me that I can not fully love another until I learned to love myself and accept myself just as I am and just as he loves me. 

      These tremendous gifts from God gave me the courage to finally tear down the last of my wall and to step fully into the light of divine and human love. These graces from God gave me the courage to finally become honest, to become authentic, and to learn what it means to fully love. 

    When I was in college, a fellow I knew from high school invited me to a young adult group that met every Friday evening at University Baptist Church in Baltimore City. There were about fifteen young men and women, and it was a joy to be in community for the first time with so many Christians my own age. My affection for the people at University Baptist was so strong that, after I moved to the city in 1987, I sang in their choir and worshipped with them for several years. I even toyed with joining University Baptist, but I was too rooted in my Lutheran tradition to make that kind of change. 

      But my affiliation with University Baptist came to a crashing halt when some in the congregation found out the organist is gay. The church was in an uproar, and people with whom I’d prayed with for years insisted that they could not attend a church that employs a known and unrepentant sinner. The pastor and most of the congregation leaders supported the organist, and they would not fire him. The pastor resigned in a bid to keep the church from splitting. But his move failed, and many people I respected and cared about left in anger. 

      I was deeply hurt. I remember standing on the portico talking to two paid choristers about the situation. I said that when people in the church were saying hateful things about gay people, they were also talking about me. 

     There. I said it. On the portico of University Baptist Church, I openly admitted for the first time that I’m gay. 

      I cringed inside and waited for their awful response and their rejection. 

     But they didn’t react to my self-revelation, and the conversation went on, and the moment passed as though I made no revelation at all. They treated me no differently afterwards. 

      Their response was yet another grace from God because it gave me the courage to continue on that healing path towards authenticity. And God used that awful, painful division at University Baptist to grant me another grace as well, because for the first time in my life I saw Christians – all of them straight Christians – defending a gay man and supporting his ministry. The Christians who stood by the organist did not see him as intrinsically evil, nor did they see someone whom God had rejected. They embraced him in love, and they had the courage to stand by that love.  What a tremendous gift that still is to me. 

    Despite the affirmations, I felt uncomfortable at University Baptist. I decided to leave too. I returned to the Lutheran church, and I joined St. Mark’s Lutheran Church near my home in Baltimore. St. Mark’s is a Reconciled in Christ congregation. That means that the church welcomes all people, regardless of sexual orientation. St. Mark’s was the first church I ever attended where the pastor was gay. His sexuality was a contentious issue for some of the older members, but for the majority of parishioners it was a non-issue.

    I was very active at St. Mark’s. Among other things, I served on the church council, I was the treasurer for three years, and I sang in the choir. 

      But I also explored other faith traditions, and sometimes I attended a Catholic Mass at the Basilica of the Assumption on Saturday evenings. 

     After Mass one evening, I bumped into a fellow as I exited my pew. We struck up a conversation, and the conversation continued out the door and onto the steps. We walked to a nearby restaurant, and eventually we went back to his house to talk further. I learned his name was Bill, he was a seminarian, and he was on leave for one year while he tested his vocation.  Oh yes. I also learned he was gay. We talked that night, and the next night, and the night thereafter. It wasn’t long before we began to date. And though the relationship didn’t last more than a few months – he decided to return to seminary and having a boyfriend would be problematic for him – our brief relationship was yet another grace from God. Because he was a gay seminarian whom I met in church, I felt safe in pursuing this new kind of relationship. I don’t believe anyone else could have led me past the final barrier and into that kind of relationship.  

   The night Bill and I broke up, I experienced yet another grace from God. I went to a concert because I didn’t feel like sitting in my apartment staring at the walls in my grief. In the seat behind me was a fellow I knew socially. His name is Rick. He was a friend of a friend, and we’d see each other once or twice a year at parties. During the intermission, we talked. He invited me to go out shopping at antique stores the following week, and I agreed. I didn’t know where this was headed, but I thought it wouldn’t hurt to get to know him better. One thing led to another, and we began to date. I can happily say that we are still together twenty-two years later. In fact, our love and commitment to each other is so strong that for our twentieth anniversary, we went to Washington, DC and were married by a justice in Superior Court. It was one of the happiest days of my life.  

     In 1997, I received a call out of the blue from a friend who had just taken the job as organist and choir master at Grace and St. Peter’s Episcopal Church in Baltimore. Grace and St. Peter’s had a professional choir, and he was willing to pay me to sing in the choir. Rick and I had just bought a house, and I hadn’t sold my other place yet. I was carrying two mortgages, and I needed the extra money. I had been praying about the problem of two mortgages, and I saw the chorister job as an answered prayer. 

    I thought I’d stay only as long as it took to sell my other place, and then I’d return to St. Mark’s. Little did I know that I would fall in love with the Episcopal Church and the Anglo-Catholic tradition. What attracted me to the Episcopal Church? I love the music from the 1940 and the 1982 hymnal. The language in the Prayer Book is beautiful, and the theology expressed in it is loving, supportive and challenging. The Episcopal Church has a spiritual tradition of accepting different theological viewpoints and liturgical, from high church Anglo-Catholic sacramentalism with high masses to low church Morning Prayer with no weekly Eucharist. I once heard Bishop Robert Ihoff, who retired from the Diocese of Maryland in 2007, say that the Episcopal Church finds unity in common prayer and the sacraments. Our unity is not through a common understanding of the Bible and doctrine. What this means to me is that Episcopalians come together in prayer and the sacraments, but we don’t need to agree – indeed, we’re not expected to agree – on then many issues that divide Christians. 

      For example, when Jesus gave his disciples the bread and wine at the Last Supper, he said, “Take, eat, this is my body. Take, drink, this is my blood.” Jesus did not say we can eat and drink only as long as we understand these to be the transubstantiated elements of bread and wine turned into his actual body and blood but retaining the accidents of bread and wine. Jesus did not say we must understand that these are consubstantiated elements, remaining bread and wine, but he becomes physically present in and under the elements. And Jesus did not say that the bread and wine remain bread and wine, but they symbolically represent his body and blood. Instead, Jesus simply said, this is my body, and this is my blood. Take them in remembrance of me. 

       I once was asked during the Q&A session of a presentation I gave the following: how we should address the differences in our churches? I answered that the Greek Orthodox have a term – adiaphora – which refers to those things that are not essential to salvation. And what are those things that are essential to salvation? We believe Jesus loved us so much that he died for our sins, God raised Jesus from the dead, and God sent his Spirit to comfort and guide us. These are the essentials - everything else is adiaphora. We love our differences, and we love to pick at others for not believing exactly as we do. But the things we argue about are not important to entering into a relationship with God, and they are not essential to salvation. 

     But our differences allow us opportunities to practice the charity that God commands us to do. When we meet someone who does not believe as we do, we invite God to be in the midst of this new relationship and to help us love and understand each other. And our differences also challenge us explore why we believe what we do so that our minds and hearts can be opened to different ways of seeing God and of being in relationship with him. 

    God called me into relationship with him when I was a child. God has sustained me all of my life with a sense of his presence. God has healed my ancient wounds, and he gives me the courage to persevere in the face of adversity, discrimination, and injustice. He continues to show me unconditional love and he continues to shower me with grace after grace. He has been teaching me all of my adult life what it means to love as he loves, and I admit I still have much to learn.  

     But I have learned that I can only fully love when I embrace – as I have had to do – those who openly despise me because I’m gay. But isn’t this the example that God has given us? For our Lord Jesus Christ was despised and rejected, and yet he stretched out his arms on the hard wood of the cross that everyone might come within the reach of his saving embrace.  To love others means being open to the pain of loss, the pain of rejection, and even the pain of crucifixion, just like Jesus. 

      In the twenty-five years since I moved to Baltimore, I’ve been active in different church ministries. I’ve served on church councils and vestries, I’ve sung in many church choirs – both paid and volunteer. I was a church treasurer and I taught adult education classes. I served for several years as a delegate to the annual Diocesan Convention, and I’ve served on too many committees. I’m a member of an Anglican Franciscan Order, and I serve the Order in various ways including as chaplain and a formation counselor. In conjunction with my work as a chaplain and counselor, I’ve recently begun a ministry of providing spiritual direction for Christians outside the Franciscan Order. 

    In all of these ministries, I’ve served along side many gay Christians, first in the Lutheran church and later in the Episcopal Church to which I now belong. Some gay Christians I’ve known are monks, nuns and clergy of various denominations – Lutheran, Episcopal, Roman Catholic, Methodist, and even one Baptist – but most gay Christians I know are laity. These laymen and laywomen teach Sunday school, serve on church vestries, lead parish committees, serve on altar guilds, sing in choirs, play the organ, and faithfully worship week after week. 

    Each gay Christian I know has his own story of coming to terms with his faith and his sexuality. But God has called all of us into relationship with him, and I’ve seen many of these gay Christians respond to God by becoming channels for God’s grace in the world, bearing good fruit and thereby doing God’s will. 

    God does call gay people into relationships. God does love gay people unconditionally. And God does use gay people in church ministries. That’s a fact, and I’m proof of it. 
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