Please Join Us Workshop #1; March 27, 2004

Group Leaders: Dirk Coburn, Mary Shaw

Participants: Kathy Rousseau, Sylvia Sturgis, Larry Shaw, Chris Nelson, Barbara and Paul Penfield, Ken and Imogene Fish, Chris Marobella, Annie Stubbs, Stephanie Hafford.

Child Care was provided by youth group members Alexa Hailey and Molly Hastings, under the supervision of Sarah MacLennan for Katie Shaw, Anna Marobella, and Lee Hafford Gibb


This seminar followed the syllabus fairly closely (see syllabus attached as a separate document).  


Hopes and expectations listed by attendees during introductions included expressed desires to cover the following topics: 

· General outline of GLBT issues

· How can a UU church be unwelcoming?

· Civil rights aspects

· How can we move in an open direction?

· It’s easy to do what’s familiar;  this is a chance to step back and consider alternatives.

· How to treat human beings like human beings.

· What can we do about ‘nice people’ who take offense at the thought of GLBT people?  What bothers people?

· Civil unions and/or marriages

· Chance to educate oneself and (more importantly) to strengthen the church.

Most group members were already fairly well acquainted with one another.  Mary and Dirk were prepared to conduct the workshop either by mediation (if diverse and incompatible views, values, or feelings were represented) or by facilitation (if there was more consensus).  The introductions showed clearly that all attendees had a basic comfort level with the topic and that the consensus was broadly supportive of intentional welcoming.


Dirk reviewed several pertinent dates and parallels between civil rights work done to combat racism and civil rights work done to combat homophobia.  Imogene Fish recalled the civil rights movement of the 1960’s, and how First Parish Church responded in this controversial area.  Harry Hoehler was the newly appointed minister, and spoke frequently and passionately on the subject, not always finding the congregation supportive of his views and actions, but finding them consistently supportive of his freedom to express them.  


Similarities and differences to homophobia were raised and discussed.  One participant pointed out that if one engaged in anti-racism work, there were no “suspect motives”.  On the other hand, once when he was advocating for a gay colleague, people who knew him took this participant aside and asked what was wrong with him, implying that he might secretly harbor homosexual feelings.  Another participant had a similar experience once just because he wore a lavender shirt to work.  Those present were clear enough in their own identities not to be disturbed by being misidentified as members of an oppressed group, but recognized how threatening, and therefore what an obstacle this could be for many.  
Another significant difference noted was that anti-racism work within First Parish as within the UUA was very much an evolutionary process; there was never any thought of voting for or against a certain position.  An action step such as voting to become a Welcoming Congregation, or even endorsing the performing of gay marriages, brings the matter to a head, in more of a “Which Side Are You On” sort of fashion.  The group generally felt that taking a stand on this issue was appropriate. 


A third major difference in looking at race versus sexual orientation issues involved the history in which gay people have often been particularly criticized, ostracized and condemned by Christian (and other) churches.  The Church never functioned directly to oppress persons of color, but even today, those leading the political movements against gay marriage, for instance, tend to identify with religious groups, and to selectively cite scripture as supporting their point of view.  This kind of direct attack on homosexuals as a group by churches as a group naturally leaves the gay community distrustful of churches, which are not seen as safe and nurturing places in which to grow spiritually because of the pressure to hide themselves in ways that the straight members of a church do not.  Behavior by same-gender couples that is objectively analogous to common behaviors by straight couples can be viewed by persons nervous about homosexuality as “flaunting it”.  This dynamic is reinforced by the general journalistic media, in which images that are associated with GLBT persons tend to greatly overweight the extreme behaviors that are aptly termed “flaunting it”, while underplaying or ignoring more moderate and mainstream behaviors.  Communicating to the gay community that a church is indeed safe for them requires special effort, beginning with insuring that the church community does indeed welcome them without reservation.


After a break to get lunch (graciously provided through a grant from the Standing Committee), the group addressed several topics related to gender identification and socialization.  Several handouts were used, and these are available on request for interested parties.  In general, the group found it was already fairly well educated in much of this area, and sped ahead to the difficult topic of transgender individuals, persons who present with ambiguous sexuality, and our lack of comfort dealing with people who do not fit neatly into the categories we use to divide the world.


A discussion of Christianity and Homosexuality ensued, with readings from Sue Spencer’s sermon of 9/28/03 entitled “What Does the Bible Really Say about Same-Sex Love?,” work, an article by Harry Hoehler from the Welcoming Congregation Handbook (a copy of which was left in the library for use by participants), and another piece from p. 98 of that book.  We examined the “Leviticus Codes” in historical context, and noted that people who use these passages to support homophobic points of view are choosing to put value in select passages while ignoring others, seeing prohibitions against combining meat and milk, for instance, as irrelevant to our society.  Clearly there are other motives involved in their choices.


As part of the wrapping up review and assessment, the group expressed mild impatience with the fact that we’re still talking and talking about this issue and not going ahead with action.  A suggestion was made to place advertisements in gay media outlets welcoming GLBT persons to First Parish.  This was ruled out on the basis that the church cannot at this point be called a safe and nurturing place for GLBT people.  We need to do a better job of accepting open and closeted GLBT people currently within the church before we can ask the outside community to trust us as a whole church to accept them.


The difficulty of communicating our intent as a church to welcome GLBT people to those who might be interested was discussed at some length.  Specific suggestions which the group would like to see implemented ASAP include;


- Posting information about this meeting, and about other activities of interest to GLBT parishioners and visitors on a prominent bulletin board; for now, perhaps the one across from the Parish Hall.


- Inviting parishioners to film and discussion evenings with movies such as “Torch Song Trilogy” and “Boys Don’t Cry”.


- Posting this report on the First Parish website


- Ask Tom Wintle to arrange for one or more appropriate people to give a sermon during regular service sometime next year about the problem of GLBT persons not feeling welcome in churches generally, and what our church could do to make itself more welcoming to this group.


At the end we took stock and noted that we had covered each of the topics we hoped to cover.  We also set out some goals for the next workshop:

· Plan to expand beyond the ‘converted’.

· Hear testimonials (in the workshop and also from the pulpit)

· Discussion of supporting issues of family support and non-support for GLBT people.


A follow-up session, independent of this first one but not repetitive of it, will be held on Saturday, 5/1/04.  Although the first session met in the library, the second will meet in the 8th grade classroom on the second floor.  The second workshop will focus more time on planning for next steps.


Respectfully Submitted,



Mary Shaw & Dirk Coburn 

