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Pride and Pronouns
When his family heard it, they went out to restrain him, for people were saying, “He has gone out of his mind.”
In the name of God, the Source of Life, the Word of Love, and the Spirit of Truth. Amen.
One of my favorite movies is the cult classic, “But I’m a Cheerleader”, which stars a young Natasha Lyonne (of “Orange is the New Black” fame) as a high school cheerleader named Megan. Megan’s parents are concerned that she might be a lesbian, so they send her off to a residential “conversion therapy” camp to be “cured.” Ironically, getting to know the other LGBTQ+ teenagers at the camp is what leads Megan to realize that she really is a lesbian and ultimately embrace her sexuality.

Despite being a comedy and having a reasonably happy ending, “But I’m a Cheerleader” deals with a very serious set of experiences that are all-too-familiar for many lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer, and questioning individuals: struggling to find acceptance from their families, having their sexuality or gender identity pathologized as an illness to be cured, and being forced into harmful forms of “treatment” that deny an essential part of who they are. Over the centuries, those whose gender identities and sexual orientations do not line up with heteronormative expectations have regularly been declared insane, committed to institutions, and subjected to attempts at exorcism. Globally, LGBTQ+ people still face staggering rates of violence and murder, including the death penalty in some countries. It is no surprise, under these circumstances, that rates of actual mental illness, addiction, and suicide are disproportionately high in the LGBTQ+ community. To be clear, this is not because there is anything inherently problematic about a particular gender identity or sexuality in itself, but because of the level of stigma and discrimination that we face.

The Gospel of Mark tells us that when the family of Jesus heard about the crowds that were flocking to hear him speak, “they went out to restrain him, for people were saying, ‘He has gone out of his mind.’” I believe that Jesus understands and identifies with the experience of LGBTQ+ persons, because his experience in his earthly life and ministry was so similar. Jesus “came out” as who he truly was—the Messiah, the Holy One of God—and look at how people reacted. In today’s gospel reading alone, he is declared to be mentally ill, possessed by an unclean spirit, and in need of being restrained. As his ministry progresses, other labels will be added: traitor, rabble-rouser, threat to the social order. In the end, he faced violence and even death for being himself. These same kinds of persecution continue to happen to LGBTQ+ persons every day, both here and around the world.

There is also another, more positive parallel here. In response to a lack of acceptance from their birth families, many LGBTQ+ persons create what are known as “chosen families”: communities of love and acceptance where they can be fully themselves and that take the place of family in their lives. This is something that Jesus does, as well! “‘Who are my mother and my brothers?’” he asks. “And looking at those who sat around him, he said, ‘Here are my mother and my brothers! Whoever does the will of God is my brother and sister and mother.’” Jesus chose as his family those who understood who he was and really listened to what he had to say, and many LGBTQ+ people do the same.
When we are at our best, church families can be an important part of those chosen families for LGBTQ+ people. We can be an important part of welcoming, including, loving, and offering healing to those who have been harmed by homophobia and transphobia in other places in their lives. Our scriptures and our traditions teach us that Jesus Christ stands in solidarity with all marginalized persons and calls on us to do the same.

St. Luke’s church family already does a lot of this work of welcome and love and healing. Our sacrament of marriage is open to couples of any gender. We have rainbow flags on our signs, on our website, and flying out on the corner—and now, thanks to our friends at Annapolis Pride, we have a new “Progress Pride” flag to specifically celebrate transgender people and highlight the intersection of LGBTQ+ struggles with the struggles of people of color. We have supported Annapolis Pride and partnered with them for several events, as you can read about in this month’s House Call Newsletter. And this coming Saturday, our monthly labyrinth walk will focus on a theme of LGBTQ+ Pride as part of Pride Month celebrations around the world.

Yet there is always more that we can be doing to more fully include those who are on the margins of our society. There is always more for us to learn about others whose experience of the world is different from our own. For example, as we seek to better support transgender  and non-binary people, we could start adding our preferred pronouns to all of our church nametags—and to our names on Zoom meetings. Many of you will have seen me do this over the past year. My email signature has my name followed by “she/her/hers”, and when I get onto Zoom, I rename myself with “she/her” after my name. This may seem like a very small action, but it has a big impact. By making it normal for everyone to share their pronouns, regardless of their gender identity, we can help those whose preferred pronouns may not immediately be obvious to us not to feel singled out. It also sends the message that we are committed to calling others by their preferred pronouns, even if it means learning a whole new grammar to do so.

Psalm 138 tells us, “Although on high, God cares for the lowly.” It is a central part of our calling as people of faith to share in God’s concern for those who are not respected or honored by human society. During this LGBTQ+ Pride Month, and during this season when we are exploring how St. Luke’s can help dismantle systems of oppression in the church and in the world, let us faithfully follow Jesus by bringing those on the margins into the center and creating a community where all of us can be fully ourselves. Amen.
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