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Making Hope in the Church When Discrimination Against LGBTQ People Persists

It feels especially meaningful to be gathered with you –seekers of justice –in this time of waiting for yet
another round of Judicial Council decisions to determine who we are as United Methodist people.

We wait together to hear from our top courts on whether or not four different acts of support for LGBTQ
people by Annual Conferences will be upheld by church law, and of course, whether or not Rev. Frank
Schaefer will remain “re-frocked.”

I don’t know about you, but I’m getting used to this sort of waiting.

We keep taking steps –a resolution for inclusion is passed, a new church becomes Reconciling, a queer
person is ordained, or a same-sex wedding is proudly performed.

It’s amazing to see these acts of Biblical Obedience, of people being faithful to their beliefs and convictions
over and against institutional discrimination. It’s the kind of stuff that makes you believe in church…..Lay and
clergy people alike, living faith boldly –it’s compelling! It’s who we were meant to be as Christians in the first
place. It takes us back to the roots of our faith tradition.

But then we get the pushback –the ruling of law to destroy the resolution, another complaint filed, another
trial in order –and until it’s resolved, we are left - waiting - again –waiting to know if our renewed hope in
church, in our church, was misguided.

We wait to see if we’ll find ourselves in front of a hurting congregation on Sunday, if we’ll have to answer
another congregant who asks us why they should stay in a church doing so much harm, and we wait to see
how long our denomination will cling to a fearful and hateful set of rules.

For more than 40 years this discrimination has been written into our church –for some, that’s more than 40
years of your church writing into its most basic beliefs that who you are and how you love is so wrong that it
must be explicitly stated as such. More than 40 years and counting.

How can anyone be expected to hope for so long?

It is, especially in this sort of waiting - for the short term yet important decisions of this weekend’s Judicial
Council rulings - and the long term wondering of how the future of our church will unfold -that we must ask
ourselves, honestly what it means to have hope as our church continues to discriminate against LGBTQ
people.

In such a long pursuit, it can be so tempting to disconnect emotionally –to become cynical, apathetic, or
stoic about our church’s commitment to doing harm to queer people. For self-protection, we can hide under
a surface level understanding of hope that disconnects us from the struggle and invites us to trust in time
instead of in God. It is difficult not to trade the messy but rich hope of the gospel for an easy yet distant hope
that sometimes sounds like “we’ll get there one day,”or “It’s only a matter of
time.”

If our God is The Passing Of Time, perhaps these would be enough for us. But if our God is represented in
the life of Christ who believed in making the Kindom now –right now –then this sort of hope simply will not
do. The arc of the universe does indeed bend towards justice, but it doesn’t happen on its own. It takes
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remaining engaged –feeling the heartbreak, allowing the anger, embracing the complexities of feeling
responsible, and perhaps most of all feeling the hope in our bones.

I am someone who generally prefers to approach things intellectually first. I dissect a situation, read about,
form a well-developed and researched opinion and then…maybe…I’ll have some feelings about it.

I can argue myself or anyone else out of hope without even noticing what I’m doing.

Just get me talking about the minority of votes we’ll have at general conference. Tell me about an argument
you think will help the cause and I’ll tell you how those who support the status quo will rebuttal. Tell me you
believe in humanity’s good intentions and I’ll remind you of the historical reasons you shouldn’t. It’s not
exactly something I’m proud of or even mean to do, but it’s the sort of thing we learn to do when society
uplifts logic and reason as the primary source of truth. And it’s the sort of thing many of us learn to do for
self-protection. Disconnecting from the joys and pain of the movement allows us to at least control how we
experience an otherwise chaotic pursuit.

But the thing about hope is that it makes us vulnerable –its full of things like tears and honesty and story.
Hope is risky. So instead of living into the vulnerability of the gospel and its foolishness, it becomes tempting
to rationalize it literally to death –until it becomes unclear what it even means to hope. Other than, perhaps,
waiting on time to pass.

While disconnecting emotionally from hope and rationalizing it to death may be more comfortable,
sometimes needed, and certainly safer, it doesn’t actually line up with my flesh and blood experiences of
hope –and yours either I imagine. I have seen far too much beauty, transformation, courage and conviction
to give into such a stoic and unembodied faith.

So in the spirit of honoring the ways we experience God through our bodies as much as we do through our
reason and logic, and in the tradition of John Wesley, who believed faith is best lived in reason’s relationship
to our inward experience, I want to talk about what sustainable hope –as our church continues to do harm -
feels like. Because as much as Jesus proved himself to be a brilliant thinker, at the end of the day, he was
radical in his concern with the flesh and blood experiences of those around him.

The movement of Christian hope requires the vulnerability of bringing our whole selves with us. We know
the scriptures about hope, we know how to logically strategize our way forward as a movement. But do we
know how to keep hope alive in our bodies?
How do we hope in such a way that our hearts can carry on for over 40 years of struggle?

I’d like to share a few experiences of my own journey that taught me about hope and how hope feels.

First and foremost - Hope feels communal.

Over the last two years, my life has taken a lot of unexpected turns. When I graduated from seminary in
Texas in 2012, I was already 6 years and an MDIV into my ordination process in the UMC. BUT I had come
out in seminary and had no interest in going back into the closet –twenty five years was a great enough
loss, I had no interest in the closet taking any more.

For that reason, I didn’t expect to continue with the ordination process. I was assured the chances of my
being ordained in Texas were zero. I’d heard the awful stories of people who were closeted and how they
were treated when people reported them. Even the most progressive of Conferences are still “don’t ask, don’
t tell”in their ordination processes. Logically, it made no sense for me to continue.
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But after graduating I started working at a wonderful UMC church where I was surrounded by people I
believed in - and who believed in me. Primarily because of them - their commitment to standing behind me -
I decided it was up to the church to keep me from my calling to be a deacon in the UMC if they so choose. I
wouldn’t take that responsibility upon myself.

I imagined I would be quietly and somewhat apologetically denied ordination by a mostly well-meaning group
of progressive Austin clergy, protecting me from the less progressive wider conference board. I would move
on with my life knowing I did all I could to pursue the call I felt God placed on my life while still holding true to
my integrity and commitment to justice for LGBTQ people. Little did I know how differently things would play
out.

Over the next two years, my pursuit of ordination would become a major source of contention in the SWTX
annual conference and make its way through two rulings by the Bishop, two Judicial Council proceedings,
two letter writing campaigns –one for and one against me –and a lot more attention than this introvert had
bargained for.

Because my Board of Ordained Ministry was listening to the voices expressing their outrage that I had made
it this far in the process, they reacted in fear and broke the rules of our polity before they ever even met me.
I’ll spare you the details of all the proceedings but it came down to this simple question –is it acceptable for
an ordination process—that is supposed to be rooted in relationship and the guidance of the Spirit—to
refuse to sit down with a candidate thus prohibiting their process without ever even interviewing them?

The good news is no, it isn’t acceptable according to our Book of Discipline, but it took a very painful year of
legal proceedings for The UMC to come to that conclusion. Thanks to the Judicial Council, I was granted my
interview this past May. I met with about 30 of the same folks who treated me in a less than ideal fashion
over the last year. A number of the board members were actively involved in the “Good News”and “
Methodist Renewal Movements.”It was an intimidating space.

Needless to say, I knew I wanted, and needed, to show up and offer the best of myself I could in such a
circumstance, but I had no expectations that I would be passed that day –and of course I wasn’t. My
sexuality was not the given cause but the causes that were given were questionable at best.

It may not sound like there’s much hope in this story, but it didn’t feel that way at the time. It was an
incredibly painful two years full of rumors, of interviews, of media, of horrible things written about me, of
feeling dehumanized and hated. But in the midst of that I experienced utterly profound hope in the
community that surrounded and supported and moved with me.

For every prejudice remark there was another queer person I was able to connect with via social media who
would reach out and share their own story, emboldening both of us in our shared journeys.

For every public conversation discussing whether or not there was enough evidence to call me a “practicing”
homosexual, there was a group of Reconcilers who told me what they were doing to make a difference in
the wider church.

For every comment made about my inability to minister by strangers solely because of my identity, there
were people in my church who called me one of their pastors.

The only times I ever felt the situation was hopeless was when I felt alone. And I’m lucky to be able to say,
those days were the minority.
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Because of the communal nature of hope, the most painful aspects of my experience were still connected to
a bigger picture, a wider movement, a whole group of people seeking the same thing I am –a loving and
just church to serve.

The most profound experience of this hope happened during my meeting with the district committee. I had
yet to come out to anyone in the process but this was my last interview before they would vote on whether
or not to pass me on to the Board of Ordained Ministry.

I had previously decided my guide for whether or not I would mention my identity as a queer person would
be to ask myself if I would have shared the same sorts of information I shared when I thought as I straight. If
it was authentic to the conversation to mention my partner, I not would hold back from doing so. And given
the conversations I knew we would be engaging regarding my discernment process, I was sure my partner
would come up. I was sure this would be the end of my process.

I was so nervous about the meeting, I couldn’t eat or sleep the night before. I had no idea how people would
react and I, like most folks, would much rather avoid the incredibly uncomfortable situation that would surely
result.

I trembled my way into the room of about 12 people. I had no idea what anyone thought about LGBTQ folks
with the exception of one or two people and in TX, there are a lot of strong feelings. But there we were and
we casually engaged in updates about my life and call. When the conversation got to a point that I knew it
would have crossed my line of authenticity to not mention my partner –I did.

I did it as casually as possible and attempted to move on with the conversation as if nothing had happened.
But something had happened –I did the thing no one is ever supposed to do –not in TX. I mentioned a
commitment to another human being and how that commitment affected my discernment process.

The tension in the room was utterly palpable. One person tried to carry the conversation on casually but it
didn’t last long. Ultimately, everyone knew there was nothing left to ask but the one question they asked me,
“knowing what we know now –what do you expect of us?”They had no concerns about my qualifications or
my call –but they were bound by the discipline –what did I expect?

I told them that I was at the table because since I was 17 years old I have felt called to this ministry –and I
am called to be a deacon in the UMC –to be ordained to service, word, justice and compassion in the
church that I love. I told them that showing up and following this call was my effort to be faithful and all I
could expect of them in return was for them to listen to the voice of God in their own lives and to be faithful.

It was a hard moment. There were tears, there was praying, there was a call to the bishop and then there
was an excruciating 30 minutes that I sat outside the meeting while they voted. As I sat on the other side of
the wall, the only words that crept through were one of them saying, “what we do here today matters.”

I walked back in, assured I knew my fate, and through a number of teary eyes I was informed that I had
been passed –that this group knew what they were doing by voting for me –they knew the cost, they said
they were making a stand against the BOD - they believed in my call to ministry and they weren’t going to be
the ones to stop me. I was floored.

I will never forget that meeting. I walked in feeling so terrified, so alone in my journey, and so lacking hope
but I left with a deeper hope than I could have ever imagined because a whole community stepped up in
faith. My colleagues in ministry –most of them anyway –said we’re in this with you, regardless of the cost.
It was one of those red letter days that change things going forward –it was that for a number of us.
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None of us had seen The Spirit coming the way She did. The District Committee members eventually had
complaints filed against them for voting for me, but even before we knew they would be dismissed I was
assured by a number of them that they wouldn’t do things any different –even if it led to a trial. For a queer
person seeking to be minister in the UMC –that is hope.

Hope feels profoundly communal.

To sustain hope in this movement, no ally or queer person can be the lone hero and no one should be
expected to suffer in isolation.

After that District Committee meeting, one of the clergy came up to me and said, “Thank you for letting us
say yes to you today.”

We have to find ways to let people say yes to us and to say yes to others.

Hope is communal.

When my partner graduated from seminary last May, she got a residency in Chicago - her hometown. We
decided to make the move out of TX and into Illinois - despite my genuine concerns that I may be able to
withstand discrimination but my ability to survive the polar vortex remains questionable.

But - I was thrilled, to say the least, that RMN had an open position that I would eventually be hired for. What
a gift to be able to join the team of an organization that, along with the folks of Love Prevails, was so helpful
to me in surviving this part of my ordination journey.

I started working as Associate Director of Communications at RMN in mid August. On my first day on the job,
I traveled to Ferguson, MO with Andy –Communications Director, and Rev. Dr. Pamela Lightsey –RMN
board member and African American Lesbian Scholar and Pastor. Andy and I went to not only join in
support of the protestors but also to assist Pamela from a communications perspective as she interviewed
local pastors, livestreamed the protests bringing a faith based commentary to viewers and interviewed
young people and queer people and people who were working to create change. The stories were profound.
The energy palpable. It was there in Ferguson that I was reminded how much hope feels like resistance.

I've had a hard time finding the words to express what my time there was like. I had been following the
events in Ferguson regularly on Twitter –staying up every night with my partner watching the livestream by
protestors. But it was different, being there, marching with the group committed to reminding our country that
black lives matter. A message that shouldn’t be so costly. Every night, hours on end, despite the tear gas
and the tanks and guns pointed at them, they march to resist the lie that remains so pervasive in our society
–that black lives are expendable.

Do the protesters believe that that their organizing and protests alone will free America from its deeply
imbedded racism? No, not at all. But their willingness to say, “enough is enough,”and their unwillingness to
let us believe we are in a post-racial society, and their commitment to staring down the face of prejudice and
discrimination is a gospel kind of hope isn’t it? It is a hope that feels like resistance as they push back
against powers and policies and cultures and actions that are contrary to God’s will for all of us to able to live.
In the midst of deep grief over the killing of Mike Brown and in the midst of a community sick and tired of
being treated as less than, hope feels like resistance.

As we, a primarily white church, continue to reflect on what Ferguson is teaching us about our own needs to
address racism and proclaim that indeed, black lives matter, we can also learn from those who are brave
enough to hope through resistance.
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As our church continues to discriminate against it’s own LGBTQ members, we too must live into the call to
resist the status quo, pushback against the lies that anyone is less than a child of God, and keep making
hope by refusing to let things carry on as usual –in our personal lives, in our churches, and in our
conferences.

Hope feels like resistance.

Since moving to Chicago, another change occurred for me. I had previously come out in seminary as a
lesbian thinking that the only closet I had to come out of was sexual orientation. But recently I have
embraced a different gender identity as genderqueer or non-binary. Many have become more familiar with
trans men and women but there’s actually whole variety of folks who live under the trans umbrella –they are
gender identities that name the fact that some of us don’t fit so easily into one box or the other. Some folks
are genderfluid, or gender nonconforming, or third gender, of gender creative –or genderqueer. To queer
gender means to blur the defined lines of man and woman –to be inbetween or outside of or in flux.

If you happened to hear about my ordination journey, you know that I went by Mary Ann rather than M as I
do now. Let me tell you how much this change of identity was not welcome in my life...

Adding absolutely anything to the complications of my place in society and in the church and in my partners
life is the last thing that I wanted to do. I really have had enough on my plate. But...I started reading some of
the incredible work coming out on gender identity. I wanted to be a better trans ally but I started to resonate
with some of the experiences shared by those under the trans umbrella. Meanwhile I was being introduced
to the stories and perspectives of trans and gender nonconforming young people who are leading us into a
whole new way of understanding ourselves through our gender.

They gave me a framework that helped me make sense of my gender experience for the first time. It felt
scary to add this piece to my life, but it also felt right. I strongly resisted sharing this piece of me for some
time. Few people are familiar with genderqueer identities. My preferred pronouns are they/them/theirs which
are the most commonly used gender neutral pronouns right now –but that’s common among the trans
community –not the mainstream church community I tend to spend a lot of time in. On top of all of that, our
culture is increasingly accepting of lesbian and gay folks –but we have so so so much work to do with the
bisexual community and even more so, those who are trans and gender non-conforming. It’s not an easy
time to join that community.

But once something has been brought to your awareness it’s almost impossible to unknow a truth –
especially one so deeply personal yet culturally important. I now knew there was a gender identity that fit me
far better than woman ever has. It’s a hard feeling to explain to people who have always felt comfortable
with the gender assigned to them at birth –and I don’t just mean tight definitions of how the genders of man
or woman should be lived out. Once I knew how well genderqueer fit, and how important its concept of
breaking down this rigid commitment to two socially constructed ways of doing gender is, it became harder
and harder to go with the flow despite the challenges that would come with coming out –again.

As much as fear and shame have been holding me back in this endeavor, I have found that hope sometimes
feels like trust. I trust young people. I trust those who have been brave enough to live our their identities in
all sorts of ways. I trust that I’ve learned what it looks like when someone is free. I could talk for hours on
gender alone –about all the identities people are awakening us to. All the possibilities and creativity and
ways of loving who God created us to be. But that’s a night’s conversation on its own.

I don’t know how the trans and gender nonconforming movement will unfold in our country. Will we
acknowledge more than two genders like other countries and cultures have done throughout history? Will we
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normalize a gender neutral pronoun as some other countries have done? Will we completely transform our
understanding of the way gender and biology and culture intersect? I don’t know what this movement will
lead to, but its liberating and freeing and helping people become their most whole and healthy selves –and I’
m trusting that.

I also know that trans people have the highest suicide rate and tremendous violence directed at them. I
realized that to keep trying to theorize my way out of a gender identity was to dismiss those whose gender
identity has cost them their life because of their inability to live it out or because of the violence directed at
them for doing so, as if it is just a trivial choice.

I’ve decided instead to feel the hope of trust –trust that those that love me will continue to increase their
understanding along with me, that those in the movement will recognize the dire need to address gender
identity, and that something liberating will unfold for all of us as a culture –just as it has with previous
movements that started off with equal shame, questioning, and mainstream voices calling them absurd.

Hope has felt like trust in this journey. Trust in the ways children and teenagers are modeling creative and
authentic expressions of themselves in a way we’ve never allowed them—or ourselves—to do before.

I’m trusting in the fact that, when I’m in a room with cisgender men and women as well as people who
identify under the trans umbrella –the variety of expression and experience of self seems like a much more
expansive and beautiful reflection of our Creator.

Hope feels like trust that gender identity will become a more centralized piece of the LGBTQ movement.
Marriage equality is really important and we’ve still got a ways to go on it. Ordination in the UMC is obviously
something I care passionately about as well. But I also look forward to the day when my morning and
evening train commutes don’t include threatening glares or fear of violence.

Trans woman of color, in particular, experience a horrific level of violence. I find hope in trusting their choice
to live as their authentic selves anyway and I find hope in trusting that the LGBQ movement will expand its
view and address this great harm.

Hope feels like trust - we rarely know exactly how things will unfold. We have no idea what General
Conference is going to look in 2016. We don’t know if schism is ahead for us, if we’ll commit ourselves to the
discrimination of LGBTQ people for a while longer, or if some unforeseen path will arise –but if we can live
in the ambiguity of our future, if we can trust that our work together will bear fruit even if we don’t know what
it will look like –then we can sustain our hope. Hope feels like trust.

I just want to share one remaining thought –one that I believe is absolutely vital to our movement. Hope –if
it is the real deal –the gospel kind –also feels humble. Not a humility that asks us to compromise our
dignity as queer people or a humility that says we should suggest we “might be wrong”in affirming and
seeking justice for queer people. That’s rarely humility and more often a means of conflict avoidance. But
hope feels like humility when, as we seek justice, we do so with an intersectional mind and heart.

To move intersectionally means that we acknowledge the interconnectedness of every movement. Our
pursuits of ending heterosexism, sexism, racism, classism, ableism –are all deeply intertwined. When we
think we can talk about “one issue at a time,”like talking about LGBTQ issues without acknowledging race,
we make queer people of color feel the need to separate their experience of race from their experience of
sexuality –as if that were possible. We isolate people within our own movement. The same goes for people
of different abilities and women. But women’s issues are queer issues because some women are queer.
LGBTQ issues are class issues because many of our homeless youth are trans. Class issues are race
issues because many poor people are people of color.
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You with me?

And a movement like ours, that has traditionally been very white, must own this with humility. While we are
right to push for radical change in the church, but the hope of humility is that it reminds us what we still have
our own work to do along the way.

Like every moment, sometimes the way we go about our work for justice ends up harming another
marginalized group or a community within our own movement.

I think one of the most obvious ways we do this in The UMC shows up in our relationship with United
Methodists in Africa. Our movement has been known for pointing fingers at the global community for
keeping us from change.

The problem is, however, that this blaming doesn’t take into consideration the colonial roots of our faith that
sent missionaries to countries in Africa instilling negative theological beliefs about LGBTQ people. And we
isolate LGBTQ people from countries in Africa by speaking about them as if they don’t exist. As if every
country feels the same way, or every person in one country had the same view or identity.

Intersectional justice invites us to be careful and humble in our movements and individual perspectives. It
asks us to consider –when we’re making a faith conviction about any justice issue –what someone with a
differently marginalized identity might respond with. It’s about holding numerous identities in tension.

To be marginalized in one facet of society does not free us from the responsibility of acknowledging the
privileges of other aspects of our identity. As a white person and an able bodied person, I have a lifetime of
learning, of messing up, of asking for forgiveness, and of trying to do better ahead of me. When I am
tempted to believe that my understanding of justice is the right one or tempted to believe that I can see or
fully understand the needs of people who experience added oppressions that I do not, my hope becomes a
little more narrow, a little more selfish, and a little less gospel.

Hope feels like humility.

There is freedom in knowing we all have more to learn about each other and more listening to do. It makes
our pursuit of the Kindom look a lot less like a never ending path forward and a lot more like a wide open
field on which we will sometimes trip.

If hope for me as a white queer person isn’t humble enough to include being corrected when I mess up on
race, than my hope isn’t going to feel like hope to people who are marginalized in ways that I am not.

This is not to say that we can take all issues of justice on, or hold them all up at the same time, or that we
have to volunteer in every movement. That would kill all of us. But it is to say, that our hope must be humble
enough to own our limitations and to do our best to center those whose identities include multiple layers of
oppression –letting them be the ones that lead us.

Hope feels humble.

Whatever the outcome of the Judicial Council decisions in the next few days, the scriptures assure us that
hope does not disappoint. Whether we end up grieving, celebrating, or needing to do a bit of both, a hope
that is communal, resistant, trusting and humble can sustain us. We can answer those that ask why we stay
–we can tell them because we are in this together, because we are resisting discrimination for the sake of
the gospel, we are trusting the Spirit and each other, and we know that as much as we are right in working
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to make the church stop harming queer people, we might be wrong about how we do some other things. We’
re here to continue learning and growing together and calling one another to be our best selves.

I don’t’know about you, but that’s a church I believe in. That’s a church that makes waiting sustainable. That’
s a church of a hope that is not rooted in the passing of time but in the gospel truths. And that’s the church I’
m committed to and I hope you are too.

Thank you.

M Barclay
Associate Director of Communications
Reconciling Ministries Network
M@rmnetwork.org
@mxbarclay
Preferred Pronouns: They/them/theirs


